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Plugged In By Renato CRuz SogueCo

Champagne Upgrades on a Beer BUdget 
> As a small business owner, you prob-
ably have no Information Technology 
(IT) staff, and money for new computers 
or software is non-existent. So how can 
you stay ahead in technology? 

Don’t fret, because there are two 
factors that work in your favor: com-
puters are easily upgradable for very 
little money, and much of the soft-
ware to keep you productive is free! 
What’s needed: elbow grease and 
resourcefulness.

Revive Your Hardware
Before I overpromise, keep in mind that 
if your computer uses an old 486 or 
Pentium I to III CPU, it belongs in a mu-
seum. However, if the machine is about 5 
to 6 years old with at least Pentium IV or 
Athlon64 processors, we can still work it. 

Not sure what you’ve got? Click Start 
> right-click on Computer > Properties. 
Review Processor and Installed Random 
Access Memory (RAM). If processor is 
good, let’s work on memory.

The secret sauce of fast computer 
performance is installing the maximum 
memory. Find out the exact computer 
model (in my case HP dx5150mt), and 
then Google: “Your PC model number” 
+ “maximum memory.” Click on the top 
few results and you should see specs 
like: PC3200 / DDR400, SDRAM. 

Other required specs are the number 
of memory slots (usually two or four) and, 
of course, the maximum memory — usu-
ally 4GB and, if lucky, 8GB. So, if the max 
is 4GB and you have two slots, you can 
max it out with two 2GB memory sticks 
— or four 1GB if you have four slots. 

The next thing you can install to 
dramatically boost performance is a 
graphics card. Google: “Your PC model 
number” + “graphics slot.” The key piece 
of information is determining the right 
type of slot: AGP (real old machine) or 
the new PCI express (PCIe). 

Armed with your specs, visit www.
newegg.com or www.microcenter.com 
and purchase based on your specs. You 
shouldn’t pay more than $40 for 4GB of 
memory and $40 to $50 for a graphics 
card with at least 1024MB of memory. 
Try visiting a local Microcenter, then 
hand the specs to a resident geek who 
will find the right stuff for you. Buy a few 
cans of compressed air as well.

Now let’s install! First, go outside 
on a windy day and crack open the 
computer case. With the compressed 
air, blow out all the dust. Take out all 
the current memory from the slots (see 
photo) and replace with new. Align the 
memory with the notch and press firmly 
until you hear an audible click and the 
side fasteners close as well. Find the 
PCIe slot or AGP slot and do the same 
with the new graphics card.  

Revive your Software
Before we get into the free software, be-
cause you installed a new graphics card, 
don’t forget to install the driver, which 
came on the disk with it. Also, follow 
all the PC maintenance guidelines pre-
sented in the September 2012 Plugged In 
by Mark Anderson of Floristware (find it 
at www.safnow.org/moreonline). 

If you are still running Microsoft 
Windows XP, consider an upgrade to 
Windows 7 or 8, which will open up free 
software options from Microsoft. Buy the 
“OEM” version at Microcenter for $129. 
Back up your data before the upgrade.

Consider some of the free alternatives 
to Word, Excel and Powerpoint. Review 
the following: www.libreoffice.org or 
www.openoffice.org. Both open existing 
and current files from these programs 
and can save to those formats as well. 

If you do have a little cash and 
prefer all things Microsoft, check out 
www.office365.com and use these pro-
grams for $6 per month, per user. Also 
check out the free Microsoft Windows 
Live Essentials program suite at  

http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/ 
windows-live/essentials-home. You get 
a robust Windows Live Mail Program 
and the Writer word processor. 

Windows Live Essentials also pro-
vides a great photo editor and manage-
ment tool called Photo Gallery. Picasa at 
http://picasa.google.com and iPhoto on 
the Mac are comparable, but if you need 
Adobe Photoshop functionality for free, 
download GIMP at www.gimp.org. 

Capturing lots of video and need to 
do quick edits? Windows Live Essentials’ 
Movie Maker is a good start. Check out 
iMovie on the Mac side. If you just need 
to view videos you get from friends and 
family, download the free VLC program 
at www.videoland.org.

Need to control your PCs from 
home or from the road? Logmein Free 
at www.logmein.com or Teamviewer at 
www.teamviewer.com are great tools. 

For the record, this Plugged In was 
written using LibreOffice on a six-year-
old Athlon64 CPU PC upgraded to 4GB 
of RAM on which I installed Windows 7. 
And I will continue to use it for at least 
another two to three years or until it 
dies (unlikely). A penny saved is a penny 
earned. I’ll be talking more about reviv-
ing your hardware and software in a 
webinar on April 9. Go to www.safnow.
org/webinars.  
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memory revival Installing the maximum 
memory for your machine will greatly improve 
performance — simply take out all the existing slots 
(shown empty, left) and install with new ones (right).


