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IT Mythology:
Sorting Out the Facts

While urban legends are a lot of fun to share with friends, when it comes to running a network
only the facts will do.
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GIANT alligators in the New York sewers; James
Dean’s Porsche Spyder killing all of its own-

ers; water draining out of a sink in differing directions in the
northern and southern hemispheres. It seems like nothing is
harder to kill than an urban legend. Despite facts that prove
the rumors are false, these legends keep cropping up.

It is easy to dismiss those who
believe these tales as readers of super-
market tabloids or Jerry Springer
fans. Yet, vendor advertising actively
perpetuates similar myths. Can you
really land the girl of your dreams by
drinking the right brand of beer? Will
buying $150 sports shoes help you
make a slam-dunk? And how many
SUVs would survive off road, much
less on an isolated mountaintop?

Even the computer industry is not
immune to this phenomenon — or not
totally — anyway. High-tech myths
about computing performance abound,
and like their urban legend counter-
parts, you should enjoy but not believe
these myths.

For example, no sooner have you
upgraded and stabilized your IT infrastructure, than it is time
to begin another major overhaul to keep up with the latest
developments. The pressure to sell systems has redefined
“legacy” to mean anything more than a few months old. Out of
this comes a whole new class of urban performance legends.

“YOU NEED THE LATEST CPU”

Arming corporate workstations with the fastest computers
on the market feels great. There may even be something

macho and powerful about it. You can brag about it for a few
months; at least until the next processor is released with a
higher clock speed. However, there is always that nagging
question of how much difference does the CPU make?

For some enterprise users it can make a big difference —
especially for processor-intensive tasks such as CAD, data

modeling, computer graphics, and
software development. However, for
most, upgrading the processor will
not make any perceptible difference
and, in certain cases, may even wors-
en performance.

To begin with, anything other than a
high-end application does not utilize
much CPU time. This is true even
with recent software releases.
Microsoft admits, for instance, that
Windows XP will run on a 233 MHz
Pentium and its minimum recommen-
dation is a 300 MHz PII. For Office
XP, it suggests a PIII, although it says
it will run on a Pentium 133. Of
course, experience may dictate some-
thing faster than these minimum
recommendations to achieve optimal

performance. However, even if you triple the recommended
speed, that is still way below the 2 GHz+ processors avail-
able. Yet, try going to the Dell Web site and ordering a few
hundred desktops with 500 MHz CPUs. You can’t.

It may be tempting to upgrade office CPUs even if it will
not make much of a difference. However, this can hurt per-
formance if you do not optimize the software for the CPU, as
Intel discovered last year when they introduced the Pentium
4 series with a 400 MHz system bus. Its “Arithmetic Logic
Unit” ran at twice the core frequency and Intel added 144
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new instructions to its SIMD (Single Instruction Multiple Data)
instruction set in order to accelerate processor-intensive applica-
tions such as video, encryption, speech, and CAD. Moreover, it
scored very well on benchmarks testing graphics-rich applications.

However, when Mercury Research (www.mercuryresearch.com)
compared a 1.5 GHz Pentium 4 and a 1 GHz Pentium III on business
application tests, it was a different story — the P3 outperformed the
P4 on several benchmarks.

Wells Fargo Bank found something similar
when it tested the Intel 64-bit Itanium proces-
sor on quantitative modeling for market
analysis and determining customer behavior.
It uses an SAS Institute database, and some of
the underlying tables contain as many as 600
million observations. To test whether switch-
ing from a 32-bit to a 64-bit platform would
speed up the calculations, the bank set up two
Compaq Proliant 590 servers, each with 8GB
of RAM. One of the servers has dual 650
MHz Itanium processors and the other dual
650 MHz Xeon processors. It ran identical
programs on both servers.

“We don’t have exact numbers yet, but as
we optimize the SAS code we are seeing
increasingly better performance,” says
Savvas Papaiacovou, Vice President and Manager of the Wells
Fargo MIS Group. “But when we started the process, we observed
no significant differences on small databases. On larger databases
we see more of a difference.”

“AMD CHIPS DO NOT PERFORM WELL
IN THE ENTERPRISE”

When trying to get a corporate committee to sign off on an IT
project, the safest route is to go with a familiar name. Thirty years
ago, the saying went, “No one has ever been fired for buying IBM.”
Then Windows became the safe bet, leading some tech staff to
secretly set up Linux projects, only informing management after
they had proven their value.

A similar situation exists in the area of CPUs. Intel makes good
processors and these are the safe and easy choice for a workstation
upgrade. Nevertheless, some argue that is has reached the point of
virtual monopoly. Again, go to the Dell Web site, click on “midsize
and large enterprises” and try to find the option of buying AMD.
You can’t. Yet the rise of high quality, good performance AMD
processors is one of the main reasons consumer PCs are much
cheaper than corporate PCs.

“Yes,” says the perceptive tech veteran, “but I tested one of those
AMD consumer boxes on my network and it did not cut it.” True
enough. However, let’s look at computer manufacturing practices for a
moment. The boxes built for consumers are very different from
commercial machines. Manufacturers test consumer versions by
installing Windows 98/Me/XP Home editions and run applications
such as a word processor, games and a Web browser. Commercial
PCs, on the other hand, are tested with Windows 2000/XP
Professional edition running more demanding enterprise software
such as SAP, Oracle and SQL Server. The test lab selects and tunes the
motherboard, hard drive and drivers for best performance specific to

one of these settings. Although the CPU is the same, the rest of the
components are often quite different, each finely tuned to its mode
of use.

This has resulted in a “chicken and egg” type situation. Since
manufacturers did not see a demand from businesses for AMD
processors, they only put these CPUs in consumer boxes. IT staff
interested in trying out AMD would wind up having to buy a con-

sumer PC. They would find it did not work
as well as an Intel processor (in a commercial
box) and would conclude that AMD worked
poorly in the enterprise. However, you must
be aware that you are not conducting an
apples-to-apples comparison.

Interestingly, times may be changing and
AMD is gradually proving itself in both
business and high-performance computing
situations. The University of Kentucky, for
example, built a supercomputer using a cluster
of 64 Athlon PCs. Dubbed the “Kentucky
Linux Athlon Testbed 2” (KLAT2), the
computer brought the cost per gigaflop of
processing power down to a mere $650.

“KLAT2 is not only outperforming con-
ventional supercomputers by a huge price
margin,” says Hank Dietz, a professor in the

university’s Electrical Engineering Department, “but is actually
providing the same performance of conventional ‘Beowulf’ Linux
PC clusters at about one fifth of the cost.”

Dietz also reports that the Athlon processor was so good at
rescheduling code that they no longer needed most of their exotic
code scheduling compiler technologies.

AMD processors are also finding their way into enterprise work-
stations. Bentley Systems Software, maker of the popular
MicroStation suite of CAD software, selected AMD Athlons when it
set up its Advanced Visualization Services Center (VizCenter) in
Merritt Island, FL.

“For us, the most important thing about a CPU is its floating
point performance,” says Jerry Flynn, a Visualization Specialist for
Bentley’s Technical Marketing Group. “Whenever you do a particle
trace solution of a 3D model, it is nothing but number crunching. In
my experience, the processor makes a jump over the competition at
the same clock speed.”

Nevertheless, this performance myth about AMD not being an
enterprise-class CPU still prevails. AMD faces an uphill battle, forc-
ing OEMs and government/commercial purchasers to change their
Intel-only policies to open the door to this lucrative market sector.

“WIN2K’S/XP’S BUILT-IN DEFRAGGER
IS GOOD ENOUGH”

Sometimes when one myth is debunked another one springs up
in its place. This is what occurred with Windows and defragmenta-
tion. When Microsoft first released NTFS it proudly trumpeted that
the new file system prevents file fragmentation and it even shipped
Windows NT without a defrag utility. Well, it did not take long for
users to disprove that. The user complaints came flooding in as
networks began slowing down due to burgeoning disk fragmenta-
tion problems.
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Well, Microsoft did the right thing. It stated that you must defrag-
ment disks regularly for optimum performance (see “Disk
Defragmenter in Windows 2000: Maintaining Peak Performance
Through Defragmentation” on the Microsoft Web site at
www.microsoft.com/windows2000/techinfo/administration/
fileandprint/defrag.asp. Various articles in the company database as
well as books issued by Microsoft Press began promoting the
performance benefits attainable by defragmentation. This is such
an essential factor for maintaining system health that Microsoft
now includes a defragmenter with its newer operating systems.
Rather than developing its own technology from scratch, the
company turned to Executive Software, which produced the
world’s first network defragmenter 20 years ago and currently
holds 96 percent of the corporate defragmentation market.

However, this action may have inadvertently started yet another per-
formance myth — that the built-in tool, Windows Disk Defragmenter,
is the same as the full featured third-party version and that you can use
this built-in tool in the enterprise. Of course, this is not true.

In fact, Windows Disk Defragmenter (WDD) is a stripped down
version based on technology that is more than three years old, most
of it developed before Windows 2000, and never intended for use in
an enterprise setting. It cannot successfully complete a defragmen-
tation run on many of today’s larger files, soaks up system
resources, takes far too long, only addresses one volume at a time,
and cannot be run remotely.

Microsoft’s position is that WDD is designed for stand-alone
machines, not for network-wide defragmentation (see Microsoft
KB article #227463 Disk Defragmenter Limitations). Administrators
who require network controls, automatic scheduling, and the capa-
bility to simultaneously defragment multiple partitions, and MFT
and paging files, should upgrade to Diskeeper 7.0, the networkable
defragmenter from Executive Software.

Most corporations are taking Microsoft’s advice. A survey
conducted by Microsoft and Executive Software revealed that 80
percent plan to use Diskeeper rather than the built-in utility. Why is
this happening? Although WDD is free, the costs of manually run-
ning WDD are higher than the cost of licensing a third-party
defragmenter which, once installed, continues to do the job without
any further attention from IT staff, and with greater performance
benefits. Therefore, it would seem to be that this other 20 percent
are perpetuating this myth.

“BROADBAND IS 25 TIMES FASTER THAN DIAL-UP”

Plenty of companies have invested in either DSL or cable modem
connections especially in small businesses or remote offices,
attracted by the price break when compared with T1. However, is
the hype being put out about DSL being 25 times faster than dial-up
true? Sometimes yes, but mostly no.

The problem is that dial-up, DSL and cable all deal with the infa-
mous “last mile” connection speed. When it gets to that final stretch,
there is no telling what might happen. Over the last few years,

telecommunication firms have overbuilt the Internet backbone so
that this is no longer a problem. However, what about overloaded or
down servers, not to mention every other point on the network where
there can be a bottleneck?

For example, I have a DSL connection rated at 1.5Mbps, and
whenever I check line speed using a free utility from DSL
Reports (www.dslreports.com) the connection tests out at about
1.2Mbps. I notice that the speed makes a difference when I do a
large download. Nevertheless, I still find it taking anywhere
from half a second to half a minute to access a simple Web page.

Therefore, is the service I am getting really that much faster than
when I was using a 56K modem? Generally, the service is not
faster. It makes a huge difference, though, whenever I download
software. Actual down load speeds vary from 20Kbps to 200Kbps,
and those speeds vary within any given session. Others I know who
have cable modems report download speeds generally in the
100KB to 200KB range — a far cry from the 1Mbps they expect-
ed, but nevertheless a marked improvement.

So, should you bother upgrading the remote office to broad-
band? Absolutely. Dial-up is far slower in many ways and
involves more aggravation. Broadband gives an overall better
Internet experience and someday, hopefully, the rest of the infra-
structure will be in place for the technology to achieve its full
potential. In addition, when the sales team needs to download a
quarterly spreadsheet or a streaming media interview featuring
the CEO, the last thing you want to subject them to is dial-up.

“EVERYBODY” KNOWS

While urban legends have their entertainment value, they are
not the kind of thing you want to use as a basis for your IT struc-
ture. Vendors will always advertise how much better and faster
their product is (under very carefully controlled tests). You need
to watch out for the half-truths as much as the untruths.

Yes, a 2 GHz processor is faster than a 1 GHz processor as long
as you have the right application, chipset, bus and video card.

Yes, AMD processors may not perform well in the enterprise, as
long as they are coupled with inferior consumer components.

Yes, Microsoft does license defragmentation technology from
Executive Software, but the “lite” stripped down version in the
operating system makes it an outdated tool for enterprise use.

Yes, a DSL connection might be 25 times as fast as dial-up in
ideal conditions that rarely exist.

These are just a few of the performance myths currently float-
ing around. You can probably rattle off others, and more will sure-
ly arise as new products continue to roll out along with their
entertaining, if sometimes less than accurate marketing cam-
paigns.  

Dan Osborne is a Victoria, British Columbia-based freelance writer
specializing in Windows-based systems.
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