
������ ������ 	
�� �����������	
����

���

�
�
��
�	�	����	

 
 

 
��������	��� �

�
����
��� 
����������

���


�
����
���
��

��
��
�

����� 	������

��
�	�	�������

���
���

���
�����
�

����
��

�����

�����
��

�	���

����
������
�����

 
�
�


�
������
�

����
�����
�

���
��!����
��"

��� ���	�	�����

#��
�

$���

%
&

'���
����

����
��

����	�	�����

��
(
�

���
�

 ��(���

���	
�������
��
��

)������ ���*

#
�+������


�

���

����	�	�������

'��
��
���
��

���*�

%�������

�����&����

�
�
�

�%�

)���
�����
�

�������	�������

��
��������(
�

����
��,
���(
�

-����&����

 ��(����(
��


�����.������

�
�������
�	����

%�(������
���

�

)
������
������

�����
�����
(
�

�

�������(���

�
����
���
��

  

 
Test Bench: Desktop Computers 
EDITED BY  A LEX  P ELL  
Fas te r,  cheaper: it ’s PC  ba rga in t ime 
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When  Microsof t ann ounced  tha t Vist a, the  long-awa ite d replacem ent fo r 
Win dows XP, would b e delaye d unt il th e end  of Jan uary 2007 , an  icy w in d blew  
down the  high street.  Re taile rs an d system m akers rea lised that inste ad o f the 
pre -Christ mas bo om t hey were  expecting , they were fa cing  a slump  as 
cu st omers delaye d the ir  purchases. 

The  re taile r’s p ain is, however, your ga in . To ent ice credit cards ou t of wallets 
there are ser ious de als on of fer for canny sho ppers. But  is it w ise  to ta ke the  
plu nge so  clo se  to t he laun ch  of Vista?  In a  word, pro bably.  

Tho ugh Vista  und oubte dly 
loo ks glo ssier tha n XP, 
with imp roved  security 
and m any u se r-friend ly 
featu res, p re viou s 
Win dows la unche s have 
been  riddled  with 
co mpat ib ility gremlins that  
made  it  wiser to wait a f ew 
mont hs befo re taking th e 
plu nge.  Fu rth er,  man y of 
the d eskt op system s 
cu rrently on  sa le  —  
includ ing  all those 
reviewed to day —  pro vide  
a vouche r fo r a  fre e 
upgrade  once V ista  
lau nches.  

Sales of lap tops are b ooming , but  there a re so und rea so ns to o pt fo r a  desktop 
co mput er.  Poun d for po und, yo u ge t a m ore  sophisticated  and fle xible system  
that can  be more ea sily re paire d or up gra ded. Th e ability to ad ju st  the positio n of 
the scre en a nd keybo ard ma ke s a de skto p the  bett er ch oice  for re gular wo rk, 
especially children’s h ome work.  

The  key to b uyin g an y PC is to pay close att ention to the  overall package and not 
be ta ke n in by h eadline-gra bbing o ffers. Do n’t be a fra id  to ask h ard  question s 
before p art in g with  yo ur mon ey.  

The  bigge st  advan ce  in  comp uters in  re ce nt yea rs is dua l-co re pro ce sso rs — 
ch ip s with two “bra in s” — which are f ar m ore ad ept a t mu ltitasking t han sing le -
co re machines. A dua l-co re machine will m unch thro ugh mun dane  tasks in  the 
backgro und , such as a  virus scan o r r ipping a  CD , w ith out noticeably slowing  you 
down. With more challeng in g tasks, such a s editing a  vid eo of  the scho ol play, 
the b enefits be come even m ore app arent. L ook fo r m achines w it h Inte l Core 2  
Duo  or  

AMD Athlon X2 processors.  At a p ush, In tel’s o ld er dual-co re pro ce sso rs, th e 
Core Duo a nd Pentium  D, are  emine ntly ca pab le.  But d on ’t be t empt ed to  plump  
for ultra -ch eap p ackages t hat rely on t he an cie nt single -co re Pentium  4 or 
Celeron D  chips. Big m ist ake.  

The  second  ke y it em is the  screen . Thoug h several comp uter supp liers offe r 
desktop system s witho ut a m onitor —  notab ly Ap ple — this is a gre at op portunity 
to up gra de. Be  wa ry of  bund le s that in clud e older an alogue  scree ns, tho ugh, 
which of ten h ave gh osting pictures or po or co lo urs. Make sure yo urs is digital, 
even if you  must p ay an extra  £50.  
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Tod ay a w idescre en m onitor is more of a ne ce ssity tha n a luxu ry. Once  yo u try 
the e xtra sp ace to pla ce docu ment s side -by-side  or enjoy mo vies a nd g ame s in 
their full g lo ry, you ’ll ne ve r g o back to  square -o-vision.  

If gam in g pe rfo rm ance is impo rtan t, en su re  yo ur machine  has a  dedicate d 
gra phics ca rd,  as opp osed t o an  “int egrated ” one, to run m odern g ame s a t an  
acce ptab le  fra me rate . Shou ld  you d ecid e to stick w ith  Windows XP, 1 GB of 
RAM  will su ffice : if you inte nd to  upg rad e to Vista  it ’s b est to upgrade  to 2 GB, 
thoug h this can be ad ded  la ter.  

Op t for as m uch ha rd -drive spa ce  as you ca n aff ord , and  if  you can  st ret ch  to two 
drives go  for a RAID 1 set-up, which ba cks up  data  on t he secon d dr ive . F in ally, 
co nsid er the value  of th e warran ty:  three-ye ar co ve ra ge where th e ma ch in e is 
fixed  on-site is fa r b etter tha n ha ving  to return it to  the  ve ndo r.  

This Christma s is a n awkward o ne fo r PC  retailers.  Use t heir a nxie ty to you r 
advanta ge.  

GAMER'S MONSTER 
Fiv e stars 
 
Cyberpower Infinity 92 0  
£991 from tinyurl.com/yh9dfh  

Powe r ga mi ng and style a t a  fai r pric e  

Cho osin g a g ame s-orien ted com pute r is tr icky be ca use you ca n go  on spe nding 
and spe nding to improve performance . A state -of -the -art gaming  PC with a  top 
pro ce sso r, t win graph ics cards an d a 3 0in mo nitor can ea sily cost £3,000 . 
Tha nkfully,  the I nfinity 920 is a n out st anding  valu e pa cka ge th at w ill not  
disa ppoint yo u even  wh en you ’re f uriou sly fragg in g in Half  Life 2.  Its sin gle high -
performance  gra phics card  can fill the e xce llent  Viewson ic VA 912W  widescreen 
monitor w it h high fram e-rate  3-D action , yet it all costs less than  £  

1,000 . The p acka ge u se s classy com pone nts and  looks futu ristic withou t being  
gaud y. Nice.  

FAMILY WORKHORS E 
Fiv e stars 
 
PC Nextday Zoos torm 2-5402   
£699 from tinyurl.com/t9 wtd  
 
Superb va lue  all-rounder with widesc reen  

This ba rga in  bun dle exem plifies h ow ke en system  makers are to  sh if t desktop  
PCs at pre sent. Y ou w ill not  find a bette r system  for le ss than £700. Some how, 
PC Nextda y has ma nage d to pack in the  la test In tel Co re 2 Du o processor, a 
rea so nable 19in w id escree n LCD m onitor, a nd a fairly decen t graph ics card 
su ita ble for som e 3-D ga ming, to cre ate a  fine a ll- rou nder w ith  goo d upg ra de 
poten tia l.  Even th e keybo ard  and  mou se  are sturdy. The o nly gripe s are  the 
pla sticky case a nd run-of- the -mill stereo sp eakers. The com pany claims to  be 
able to delive r p re-Christ mas on  orders placed b efore Decemb er 18.  

SPACE SAVER'S TREAT 
Four sta rs 

Aria Obsi dia n X PC 4 200  
£650 from www. aria.c o.uk/obsidian   

Styl ish shoe box-sized pa cka ge  

This du al-co re AMD-based m achine has all the power of a full-sized desktop a t 
the sam e pr ice , yet is no  la rge r th an a  shoeb ox. That is th anks to th e chassis 
pro vide d by Sh uttle, th e pion eer of livin g-roo m fr ie ndly Me dia Ce nter PCs.  
Apple’s M ac Mini m ay be sm alle r b ut it can ’t mat ch  the XPC 4 200 for 
performance  or fle xibility. Th e system is surpr isingly qu ie t, except whe n playing 
game s.  Ho wever, as t he grap hics a re limited , it is unlike ly to  be u se d mu ch for 
gaming . There are no  bun dled spe akers a nd t he 51 2MB of Ram sho uld be  
toppe d up , but a fine 1 9in Asus w id escree n an d Lo gitech keybo ard  complet e a 
su perb pa ckag e.  

VIDEO E DITOR'S TOOL 
Four sta rs 

Dell  Dimension 920 0  
£899 from www. del l.co.uk  (E -Value code D -D12 926a )  

Fine pac kage for budding Scorses es  

Most curre nt de skt op PCs will co pe m anfu lly with  vide o ed iting . Ho ewever,  
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whe ther you’re sp licin g to gethe r fa mily ca mcorder foot age o r creating  an ind ie  
Britflick th ere are three  featu re s worth d irecting yo ur g aze to wards: a  dual-co re 
pro ce sso r, a  wide screen  mon ito r a nd a  huge  hard d rive. This De ll system t icks all 
thre e bo xe s. In fa ct it  boa sts a  solid  Intel Core 2 Duo pro cesso r, a fab ulous 20 in 
dig it al widescreen and a  cavernous 3 20GB h ard  dr ive. Nat ura lly, the re ’s a  DVD 
burner for writin g mo vie s t o disc too.  However, de spit e a t hre e-ye ar on -site 
warra nty, th is isn’t a great  all-rou nder, du e to mode st gam in g pe rfo rma nce an d 
perip herals.   

HOME OFFICE STALWART 
Four sta rs 

Lenovo ThinkCentre  A52  832 6  
£587 from Ins ight.com at tinyurl.com/y9n6r6   
 
Reli abl e, if  pricey , work  tool  

Working  fro m ho me d ema nds com puter relia bility, an d altho ugh  this syste m 
offers une xciting sp ecs — an ag eing d ual -co re Pentium  processor,  mod est 80GB 
hard dr ive , and  no DVD burner —  Leno vo  machine s in clud e the  best crash -
resto re t ools on t he m arket . The com pany’s su pport is unr iva lled  and the b undled  
thre e-ye ar warra nty can be up gra ded  to on -site co ve ra ge fo r £44. This syst em 
includ es a de ce nt 1 9in  (n on-widescre en) mo nitor,  but ca nnot  run  3-D ga mes (so 
kids a re less like ly to  ridd le  it  with n efar ious do wnloa ds). For true p eace o f mind , 
yo u’d add  a secon d ha rd d rive in a  RAID  1 se t-up (see jargon buster) ye t this 
isn’t offe red  at p oin t of sa le .  

BUDGET TITAN 
Four sta rs 

Aries  Perfecta Dua l 820   
£471 from tinyurl.com/y7zhsy   
 
A solid performer that’s ideal for a ki d’s bedroom   

The se days a mod est bud get f or a  PC  doesn ’t necessarily sad dle you w ith a poor 
machine.  Th is clean ly styled system  feat ure s a pe rfectly capa ble du al-co re 
pro ce sso r —  alb eit of I ntel ’s o ld er Pentium  stand ard  — and a  19in w idescre en 
monitor, a lth ough  this is analog ue. The  mod est graphics card is ca pab le of 
run ning th e forthcom in g Wind ows Vista a nd som e 3 -D ga mes, b ut at  
unexcept io nal levels of de tail.  Th e pe riphe rals aren’t up t o mu ch  and  you sho uld  
opt fo r m ore tha n the  512 MB of  bund le d Ram, b ut th e pa ckag e do es inclu de a  
six-ye ar warra nty. This is a  re turn-to -base warran ty for re pairs, rath er than  an o n -
site one, but fe el the price. 

JARGON BUS TER  

Clock s pe ed  Th e spee d at which a pro ce sso r runs, measured  in  gigah ertz 
(GHz). Rarely a  re liab le  way t o gau ge p erf orm ance  

CPU  (cen tral p rocessing u nit) The  “bra in ” of the  comp uter, where calculations 
take place  

DVD burner Archives files or vid eos to high -ca pacity DVD discs. Loo k f or dual -
laye r Dual core Newe r g eneration  of p rocessor. Far bett er f or multitaskin g Hard  
drive/ha rd  disk W here software an d da ta are sto red . Ca pacity mea sure d in 
gig abytes (GB) Grap hics ca rd Internal plug -in disp la y ca rd that is essen tia l for 
co mplex 3 -D ga ming M edia Cent er Com pute rs th at run a multimed ia  varian t of 
Win dows XP. They h ave a rem ote co ntro l,  and ca n record televisio n  

RAM Expre sse d in me gabyte s (M B), t his is m emory tha t helps a  PC hand le  
multiple tasks  

RAID 1  A syste m whereby two ide ntical hard dr ive s are  fitted to a P C, o ne 
backin g up  data  fro m th e oth er,  in  the event o f dr ive  failu re   

USB2 A high -sp eed p lu g -and -pla y data  conne ct io n 
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Ads  b y G oo gle

HP AMD De sktop Computers  
Customize &  Buy HP  AMD Des ktop PCs Online at hp.c om . Learn More! 
www.hp.com 

Dell  Des ktop Computers  
Shop for Dell Desktop P Cs  and M ore. Low Prices on Powerfu l Des ktops!  
www.Dell .com 
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