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I have sat in on PC-building BoFs at
USENIX conferences and listened to
some of my friends state they positively
will not build or upgrade their own PCs.
I actually built my first computer by sol-
dering connectors to the motherboard
and other S-100 bus card slots, a com-
puter that not only worked, but one that
I was able to sell several years later after
adding a hard disk to it. So the idea of
assembling a PC from parts really
appealed to me.

The reality is that the naysayers are
almostcorrect. Building your PC is diffi-
cult, because not only are the possibili-
ties endless, so are the configuration
problems. This is where PC Hardware in
a Nutshellcomes in.

The Thompsons have their own Web
site, which includes updates to the 
material in the book: <http://www.
hardwareguys.com/>. One of the things 
I noticed in the book was most of the
emphasis is on building PCs for various
flavors of Windows, so if you want help
building a system that will work specifi-
cally with Linux or a BSD-variant, you
are better off visiting VA Linux or BSDi,
as both sites sell systems customized to
support these UNIX versions.

Where I needed the most help under-
standing PC hardware, this book does a
good job. And that is in the area of
memory, motherboards, and processors.
For example, you can only use certain
processors with certain motherboards
for a couple of reasons: the physical con-
nections between the processor and the
motherboard (Slot 1, Slot A, Socket 1,
etc.) and the various support chips for
that processor, such as the frontside bus,
have to match. I didnÕt realize that I
couldnÕt just stick in a faster Pentium III

processor, reboot, and have it run at a
higher clock rate. Nope, you have to jig-
ger your motherboard with numbers
and/or BIOS settings to provide the cor-
rect clock rate (usually some fraction of
the processor speed, such as one-third)
before your new CPU will clock faster.

I would have loved to see some illustra-
tions of the various slots and sockets Ð
this book has no pictures. But, then
again, that is simply my own desire to
see what they are talking about. In reali-
ty, you donÕt look at motherboards to
decide which ones to buy Ð you buy
them based on their specs, chipsets,
processor support, slots for memory and
cards, and most importantly, their repu-
tations for running the operating system
of your choice.

I really enjoy one of the authorsÕ major
points: it is better to spend more money
on a faster disk controller or more mem-
ory than on a faster processor. Spending
$600 instead of $60 for your processor
will only double your performance Ð not
a lot of bang for your buck when you are
only planning on spending $1,500.

I recommend PC Hardware in a Nutshell
with the caveat that it will take more
than what you can get out of this book
to learn how to build your own PCs. It is
a useful reference, not a tutorial on what
is a difficult subject. Or, to quote from
the authorsÕ preface, ÒThis should really
be called PC Hardware in a Coconut
Shell.Ó A useful tome.
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