





Paths, Batch Files
And All That Jazz

UESTION: I understand how the PATH statement works and

I know how to use batch files, but no matter what I do I can’t
seem to keep my hard disk organized. I never seem to know where
topul things and consequently my directories are always cluttered.
What can ! do?

ANSWER: Got a few spare years - I'll be happy to te!l you.
Hard disk management stands as one of the great bug-a-boos (how
do you spell that?) with computers. One important reason for that
is that there is no one universally-accepted method of stucturing
a hard disk. Therefore, what follows is one man’s opinion of one
of the right ways to set up a hard disk.

Y ou should follow two golden rules:

1) The rootdirectory should have only three files: COMMAND,
CONFIG, AUTOEXEC. (The only exception to this is if a certain
piece.of software insists that one of its files be on the root.) Also,
the entire directory stucture should be visible on one screen and
able to be displayed with one DIR (that means a limit of 17 or 18
top-level dircetories with all others being one level below,)

2) All baich files be in a single directory. We'll call it CABAT.

You’ll no doubt have many other dircctories, but the essential
ones for good disk management are:

DOS (all the filcs that comc with your version of DOS

UTIL (all other utility programs that you use regularly

BAT (all your batch files)

Place those three directories in your PATH statement, but be
frugal with the rest of the statement. You don’t want a huge PATH
statement, because it will slow down your access umes and also
because it will become too casy to cheat — just throw a file in any
of those PATHed directories and forget about it. This example as-
sumes 4 PATH statement as simple as

C:\BAT;CAUTIL;C:ADOS; C:\

The rest of your hard disk management should be handled via

batch files.

Life’s A Balch

Most people underestimate the value of batch files in a well- or-
ganized system. Thos¢ who use them regularly probably save
hundreds of keystrokes daily.

For the purposes of disk management, all of the programs you
run can be categorized one of two ways: 1) Programs that can be
called from distant subdirectories; and 2) Programs that can only
be loaded inside the subdirectones in which they reside.

All regularly-used programs that fall into the second category
should have batch files written for them. Anyone who types

CD\LOTUS

123

every time he/she wants to run 123 is asking for early arthritis,
Therefore, Rule of Thumb No. 1:

Create a batch file for any program that requires a CD com-
mand.

Remember, you create this batch ﬁle in the BAT directory,
which is included in the PATH statement. That way, you will be
able to start 1-2-3 and all other programs like it, with a single com-
mand.

Now what about programs that fall into the first category —
programs that can be called from any subdirectory in the system?
You could include those subdirectories in the PATH statement,
but where do you draw the line? Soon, you’d have a dozen or so
directories listed and you’d be back at the mercy of chaos. The al-
ternative, once again, is a batch file.

Let’s say that you use Microsoft Word, a word processor that
can be called from a subdirectory other than its own. For the sake
of the example, let’s also say that you installed Word into a sub-
directory two levels below the root, the path to it being

\MICROSFT'WORD

That means that in order to call it, you would have to type
“\MICROSOFTA\WORDAWOQORD.” No way - too many
keystrokes! Instead, simply create a batch file, called
WORD.BAT, with only that command in it. It’s okay to have a
batch file that contains only one command - in (his case, it would
be saving you 16 keystrokes.

To review, we have talked about setting up three directories —

DOS, UTIL and BAT — and placing all system, utility and batch
files in them respectively. Those three directories comprise (he
PATH statement. All other frequently-run programs should have
batch files written for them and placed in the BAT directory. That
way, lthey are always accessible from any DOS prompt.

This is a simple structure, and (hat's important. If it’s simple,
you can visualize it. Many users disregard this factor - or don’t
even think about it in the first place - but being able to see your
directory structure is an important step oward understanding it
and mastering it. {This is another important reason to limit your
root directory Lo one screen.)

As afirst step, create a BAT subdirectory and place every batch
file init. Include BAT in your PATH and get in the habit of writ-
ing all subsequent batch files there. When I first Lried this, I would
always forget to write my batch files in C\BAT, so 1 wrote a batch
file for writing balch files. I call it CREATE.BAT and it looks like
this:

COPY CON \BAT%1.BAT

With this batch file, all you type is the first name of the batch
file you want to make and CREATE.BAT automatically adds the
extension and assures that it gets placed in the BAT directory.

QUESTION: What if I want something simpler?

ANSWER: Buy a PC with two floppies and no hard disk. <

Send your questions to: The Answer Man, 25200 Carlos Bee
Blvd., No. 428, Hayward, CA 94542,
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Caching in on
A Little Miracle

by Rick Altman

an your system be improved by a $50 utility program that is
»loaded once and then forgotton about? A program that is as
easy to use as typing its name? _

ANSWER: Yes, if the program is a disk cache.

At long last, disk caching software is beginning to get its just
recognition as a powerful, efficient and perhaps indispensible part
of a computer system. Hopefully by the end of this column, you’ll
‘understand how a disk cache operates, but even if you don’t, go
buy one and throw it into your AUTOEXEC anyway — it can only
help your system, especially if you have any memory above 640K
to play with.

What is a Disk Cache??

Do you know how a RAM disk is created? The VDISK.SYS
driver steals a bit of your system RAM and turns it into a fake disk
drive. Then you are free to copy or create any files you want to in
that RAM disk. A RAM disk is much faster than a physical disk
drive because there are no moving parts, just electronics.

But a RAM disk has no brains — it only contains that informa-
tion which you place there. A disk cache operates on a similar tech-
nique to the RAM disk, except it is smarter. Once you load a disk
cache into memory, it watches your every move, waiting for you
to issue a command that requires your hard disk to be read. When
that happens, the data on the hard disk is not only passed on to the
application that you're running, but also sent to the cache. The next
time that you need to retrieve any of that information, the disk cache
supplies it, not the hard disk.

Example: First, load the disk cache program into memory. Let’s
assume you use a word processor, like Microsoft Word, WordStar
or PES:Write, that has several tag-along files — overlays, spelling
checkers, print spoolers, etc. Now you want to spell- check a word,
so you issue the command and the program goes out to the disk and
hunts for the dictionary. The hard disk light goes on and you hear
the familiar, although hardly elegant, sound of your hard disk being
read. Five to seven seconds later, you are informed that weird is
spelled "weird" and not "wierd". But behind the scenes, the disk
cache program has loaded that dictionary into its cache. Now you
want to check another word so you issue the command,

But this time, silence. And no hard disk light. And no five to0
seven second wait — maybe one and a half seconds instead. The
disk cache intercepted your command and read the dictionary in-
formation in the cache instead of going out to the hard disk. This
saves you time, reduces wear and tear of your hard disk, and gives
you a generally smoother, cleaner operation of your system.

From this example, you can see how the cache operates: the first
time you make a disk call, the cache does not save you time, be-
cause the data is not there yet. But every subsequent time, the cache
begins to play. Programs that call the same data repeatedly benefit
the most from a cache.

Just like with a RAM disk, you can determine how large you
want the cache to be. Obviously, the larger the cache, the better,

A disk cache is like a RAM disk,
only smarter — quietly and
invisibly, they save you lots of
time and cut way down on hard
disk wear and tear.

because then it will retain more information (otherwise, as the
cache runs out of room, it will begin to discard the oldest data to
make room for fresh data). But you have to face the usual tradeoff:
the more RAM you devote to the cache, the less you have to run
programs.

The best of both worlds is if you have any memory in your sys-
tem above the 640K mark. A good cache program will let you as-
signall of thatextended or expanded memory to the cache, keeping
conventional memory free for your programs.

So what are the good cache programs? There are literally dozens
of them, and many are merely clones of each other, Of thosc tested,
Flash, Lightning and Vcache, all three of them performed as
promised, but depending upon your needs, one might fill your bill
better than another. For instance, Lightning may be the friendliest
and the fastest of the four, but it supports only expanded memory,
not the more common extended memory that comes with most
ATs. And curiously, Lightning always steals a bit of conventional
RAM for its cache, even if you specify that the cache should use
only expanded memory.

Meanwhile, Flash is probably the most feature-laden of the lot.
With Flash, you can give priority to certain programs to assure that
they will always be in the cache. You can also save the contents of
the cache out to disk and reload all of it later. But Flash also needs
the most elbow room in order to do its tricks, consuming almost
20k of memory just to load the program. If you fill your 640 right
up to its gills, Flash may not be the answer.

From here, Vcache looks like the best bet. It costs only $50, sup-
ports both extended and expanded memory and has the smallest
overhead of all those tested, a shade under 30k of RAM. To install
it, you copy it to your utilities subdirectory; to run it, you type its
name and the desired size of the cache.

— See next page
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PC/TaxCut

Best Program’s PC/TaxCut has been completely rewritten for
the 1987 season. A new feature, called "Quick-Tax" instantly
recalculates the tax owed or refund due and displays th new tax on
the screen every time a number changes in PC/TaxCut. In addi-
tion, a true 1040 facsimile can be printed on IBM or Epson dot-
matrix printers. You can also display and revew every form on the
screen, before you print. And the best news: the program’s price
has actually dropped 20% to $75. Best Programs is located in Ar-
lington, Virginia (703) 820-9300.

Jobs

Looking for a job? Want to hire a programmer? Call a San
Rafael bulletin board, 453-9989. The board is open 7 days a week
from 9 pm to 5:30 am.

Also, Activision is looking for a Product Support Representa-
tive to provide technical telephone support. Candidates for this
position must have familiary with creativity and productivity
software for the Apple II GS, Macintosh, and MS-DOS systems.
Contact Wayne Herriford, in Human Resources. )

Reminder
Just areminder; As we have done in past years, we will not have
a group mecting in December.

Classifieds

Okidata Microline 92 printer with Plug & Play chip for IBM PC
operation, accessory tractor feed, users manual, parallel interface.
Condition: like new. Asking $280 or best offer. Turley Angle,
369-1981.

Diskoveries: Disk Caching Software
—~ From previous page

The one significant feature that it lacks is the ability to assign a
high priority status to a particular program so that it always stays
in the cache. If that capability is important, then you should go with
Flash.

Regardless of the one you choose, a disk cache is a jewel of a
program that never gets in the way, never makes a lot of noise, but
will pay enormous dividends to anyone concerned with operating
faster and getting extra mileage out of a hard disk. <

Vcache Flash

Golden Bow Systems Software Masters
(619) 298-9349 (317) 253-8088
$49.95 $69.95

Lightning

Personal Computer Support Group

(214) 351-0564

$49.95 copy protected; $89.95 not protected

News From the SIGS

The Novice SIG:
From Basics to BASIC

REPORT for meeting held 11/10/87. Discussions really
ran the gamut this time partly because a genuine novice at-
tended who had just purchased a second hand IBM AT with
everything, including an Intel above-board, 100+ Mbyte
hard-disk, two sizes of high density floppy drives, and a
modem. Fortunately, this time, the planned agenda was
have no agenda, which allowed everyone o participate in
helping someone who had the whole works, but didn’t know
what to do with it.

We finished with some comments about high level lan-
guages followed by an exposure to BASIC. This seemed ap-
propriate after hearing "flip" answers given to someone
inquiring, at the last general meeting, about what Turbo Pas-
cal is used for. Also, this prompts an agenda item for next
time - A short discourse on all levels of computer languages,
starting with binary notation and Boolean algebra, and then
to microprocessor CPUs where the lanquage concept begins.
We will cite comparisions between the instruction codes of
the more common microprocessors and of the 800+ high level
languages.

Next Novice SIG group meeting: Tuesday 12/8/87,3785
Farm Hill Blvd. Redwood City. Watch for blue light. Call
Don Baird 415 365-6822 for information. Meceting time is 7
to 11pm. This will be the last meeting held by this writer,
who is grateful for the opportunity to have helped those PC
users most needing it, the novices.

Microsoft Word SIG

Pamela Biallis, National Account Executive for Microsoft
Word, demonstrated Word 4.0 at the November 2nd meeting,.
Of particular interest were the style sheet shortcuts, file
managment by keyword searching, and automatic box draw-
ing around text. In a previous session an excellent presenta-
tion on style sheets was given by Ralph Muraca who also
distributed copies of his detailed styles. A schedule of future
subjects to be discussed was prepared at the November 16th
meeting. This list will be available from SIG leader Jeanie
Treichel.

The group meets every other Monday at 7:30 p.m. The up-
coming meetings are November 30 and December 14th. For
details on the meetings call Jeanie Treichel at home (851-
0100) or work (326- 7438).
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