
I imagine that the quest for optimum system performance has been
a rite of passage for System Administrators since the dawn of the
profession. I suppose it is basic human nature to want to outdo others,

and so tuning is often a competitive exercise on the part of technicians
who want their systems to outperform those of their colleagues by
applying secret tweaks and modifications. It’s not unlike the world of
hot-rodding cars, with bragging rights and perhaps even an element of
entertainment value.

Such personally competitive urges certainly remain a part of the
motivation behind system tuning, but in recent times a more imperative
need to maximize server performance has developed. It is no longer
only out of the desire to outdo colleagues or to prove technical prowess
but rather for fundamental business needs.

In a time of flat or decreasing budgets, aging hardware and the “post-
bubble” regret of buying sprees, many of us are managing hardware
where processor speed is still measured in megahertz, not gigahertz.
Hardware replacement cycles are stretching, yet expectations of con-
tinuous performance improvement remain high.

The answer to this conundrum is to maximize the performance of
existing hardware. So, this month’s column will introduce some tools
for tuning your NT environment at little or no cost.

NT4 is either something of a tuner’s paradise or a constant tuning
hassle, depending on how much you enjoy the task. As for
Windows 2000 and XP, Microsoft claims them to be “self-tuning.”
Theoretically, they are ready to go “right out of the box,” but in reality,
this “one-size-fits-all” approach is more like one-size-fits-nobody.
Nonetheless, Windows 2002/3 and XP have much improved tuning
tools built-in.

But your environment is unique, and everysystem will benefit from
tuning to fit the specific demands placed upon it. Moreover, system
requirements and usage evolve over time as new applications are
introduced in the enterprise, or as users are added or removed. Work
patterns change and tuning needs to change with them.

Microsoft has historically been remiss in providing professional-
grade tools for system tuning, although they have attempted to address
some of these needs with their resource kits. Fortunately, Microsoft
does seem to have gotten the message of late, as every new version of
Windows seems to offer a bit better support for tuning.

Most likely you are already familiar with Microsoft’s own tuning
add-on, TweakUI.1 TweakUI is nothing more than a friendly interface
into the registry, and it provides an easy way to access simple perform-
ance and maintenance tools for Windows such as icon rebuilds and
boot menu options. If you don’t already have TweakUI you should, as

it does fill a need. However, there are far more advanced tools avail-
able. We look at some of these below.

TWEAKING

X-Setup 6.3 by Xteq Systems
If a tweaking utility’s power might be measured by the possibility of

inflicting catastrophic harm, X-Setup is outstanding! X-Setup gives
you easy access to a dizzying array of options. In fact, more than 800
hidden Windows settings.

The application is built on the plug-in model and offers an SDK kit for
those who wish to build their own custom plug-ins. Not surprisingly, there
is an active and committed community of obsessive-compulsive tuners
writing new plug-ins and posting clever new tweaks. As a result, new reg-
istry enhancements are being generated constantly. Most importantly for
enterprise needs, writing plug-ins to suit your own specific needs is a very
simple task.

X-Teq has included thoughtful touches such as a safe mode fea-
ture that will prevent completing risky action and an extensive con-
firmation and warnings of potentially destructive changes. Beyond
this, thorough and detailed change logging, quick access to built-in
Windows tools and an easy-to-use interface somewhat akin to the
Microsoft Management console (MMC) are some of the attractions
of this program.

For enterprise environments, registry actions can be automatically
recorded to .Reg files for network-wide deployment. This is a very use-
ful feature for network administrators, and roll-back features add to the
attraction for enterprise deployment.

Finally, there are ample wizards available to simplify common
tuning procedures and comprehensivehelp and pop-up tool tips for
information on specific tasks and the purpose of specific plug-ins.

One gripe: on every launch, X-Teq presents a disclaimer screen
requiring the user to type an agreement to the risks of system tweaking.
The best word for this is “disclaimerware,” and it is quite a nuisance.

Of course, you can get yourself into a delicious amount of trouble
with this program, but I think that’s half the fun of it!

A final item worth noting is X-Setup’s licensing model. It is free for
charitable organizations and individuals and available at low cost for
commercial users, an admirable and practical licensing model I would
like to see more widely adopted.
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Although X-Teq does modify the registry, it
is not a registry editor. Perhaps editing the reg-
istry the “old-fashioned” way by delving into
keys and values is your style. For this there are
familiar Microsoft solutions as well, such as
Regedit.exe (or its more powerful cousin
Regedt32.exe), which are certainly adequate.
But for real flexibility and power, it’s worth
looking beyond Microsoft’s offering to the
world of shareware.

Resplendent Registrar 3.2.1 by
Resplendence SP

If you are something of a registry guru and
you spend much of your time working with
the registry, you will welcome Resplendent
Registrar. There are many alternative registry
editors out there, but this truly is a pumped-up
registry editor on steroids!

Built around a Windows Explorer type
interface, Resplendent Registrar provides
extensive key comparison tools, multi-level
un-dos, remote registry editing capability, and
numerous other improvements to the standard
Windows Regedit. One tool I appreciate is a
registry-monitoring feature, which constantly
tracks and alerts you to registry changes made
by external programs. Using this, you can
“roll-back” registry changes made by ill-behaved
programs. For an enterprise level server, this is
invaluable. Once you have established a stable
and reliable installation, you can keep it in a
kind of registry stasis, preventing further
degradation of performance or stability.

For the working administrator, there is a
bookmark feature for storing frequently used
registry locations which may be grouped and
sorted in whatever manner you prefer, a very
thoughtful and practical time-saver. Finally,
the multi-faceted Registry value editing fea-
tures of Resplendent Registrar should meet
almost any need imaginable. 

My only complaints about Resplendent
Registrar are that it could be a little less
resource-intensive, and that it is not free-
ware. But at a reasonable $44.95, including
lifetime upgrades and decent support
options, that is a small price to pay for a tool
with such tremendous versatility.

CLEANING CREW

A clean registry is a happy registry. Over
time a stunning amount of detritus from
uninstalled programs ends up clogging even
carefully managed Windows installations.
Tidying up the registry is fundamental to a
well-tuned system. Again, Microsoft provides

an adequate tool, RegClean 4.1a2. However,
this tool is growing old and is seemingly
mostly a begrudging effort on the part of
Microsoft to deal with the sometimes unpleas-
ant realities of life with the registry. In fact, it
is officially discontinued by Microsoft and
they have as yet made no effort to replace it in
their tool arsenal.

jv16 Power Tools 1.3
Jouni Vuorio bring us jv16 PowerTools,

which includes RegCleaner 4.3, a vast
improvement on the Microsoft version. The
paradigm here is “do it yourself,” in that the
emphasis is not on spiffy wizards or one-click
clean-ups. Yes, such features are available, but
for the seasoned administrator, the power and
degree of manual control available in Power
Tools is the attraction.

A very rapid search feature helps nail down
suspect registry entries and the tabbed interface
gives quick access for performing tasks such
as verifying start-up programs, registering and
removing shell extensions, searching by
ClassID, cleaning OLE orphans and delving
into the darkest regions of registry junk. For
good measure, a wealth of junk file deletion
tools are on tap, and the scanning and cleaning
process is remarkably fast. This is one of those
admirable tools with a very simple interface
hiding tremendous power and well thought-
out features.

SYSINTERNALS.COM

No article discussing NT freeware would be
complete without mentioning Sysinternals.Com.
In fact, I could easily devote an entire column
to the outstanding freeware available from
Mark Russinovich and Bryce Cogswell, who
are the programmers behind Sysinternals. For
now, though, I will touch on a couple applica-
tions from Sysinternals specific to tuning.

The key to a successfully optimized sys-
tem is knowing where you came from and
where you are going. On a complex server
installation, there are so many processes
running that it can be quite a struggle to
establish success or failure when striving for
optimization.

Sysinternals bring us several applications that
can help in the effort to establish benchmarks.

1. Filemon
Our first tool from Sysinternals is

Filemon, a real-time file system activity
display and monitor. Filemon gives you
deep insight into how your applications

are using files and DLLs, and tracks
down problems in system or application
file configurations. Filemon tracks all
significant file actions (opens, reads,
deletes, commits and more), timestamps
them down to millisecond resolution if
desired, listing the outcome (success or
failure) of the request.

Results are completely filterable and
exportable to text files for further
analysis. There is also a search feature
for finding specific strings of interest in
the file activity result output, a very
useful item when tracking specific file
system performance problems.

2. CPUMon
CPUMon is another must-have offer-

ing from Sysinternals. Sysinternals cau-
tions this utility is “not for the faint of
heart,” and it certainly plumbs the most
arcane Intel Processor activities.

Still, it is a worthwhile tool for nar-
rowing down system
performance issues to the fundamental
CPU level. CPUMon works in conjunc-
tion with NT’s built-in perfmon, expand-
ing on perfmon’s limited counters with
insight into the heart of Pentium archi-
tecture and processor activity such as
Floating Point calls and cache behavior.
The interface is simplicity itself—just
launch the application and select your
monitoring parameters via a simple GUI
interface, and from then on, CPUMon is
really just a high-tech stopwatch. But it
allows you to glean information that
may solve some very mysterious appli-
cation performance issues, and as free-
ware, that’s priceless!

3. Frob
Frob is a miniscule (16k) application

with power belying it’s tiny footprint. For
such a small application, Frob can boost
NT performance dramatically.
Appropriately, “Frob” is an MIT jargon
word for “a small thing,” certainly appro-
priate for this applet!

NT4 lacks detailed tuning capabilities in so
many areas, and one of NT4’s most glaring
shortcomings is the inability to adjust process
time-slices (or quanta), the length of time a
thread will run before being pulled off the
CPU for running another thread.

On NT, this thread process time is fixed
(actually marginally adjustable for foreground
applications), but for ideal system perform-
ance, you may want to customize this setting.
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Frob lets you choose any setting of your liking, and your new quanta
are applied to all new threads until canceled.

This is all Frob does, and who could ask for more?

CONCLUSION

I hope these tools are helpful to you. As always, they are available in
Naspa’s shareware libraries in the folder “Shareware_Spot.” Next month,
we will wrap up our look at Windows NT/2000 tools, concentrating more
on shareware specific to Windows 2000. Until then, as always, I wel-
come any comments or suggestions at jimj@naspa.com.  

Jim Justen is the NaSPA VP of Shareware. He worked in broadcast engineer-
ing in the early ’80s, and as the “electronics guy,” was assigned to support
early PCs, networks and embedded systems. Later, he became interested in
graphics and publishing as full-time network administrator in the publishing
field. Jim holds several industry certifications and specializes in support of
multi-platform environments.
1http://www.microsoft.com/ntworkstation/downloads/PowerToys/Networking/NTTweakUI.asp
2officially discontinued by Microsoft, but available in NaSPA’s shareware library
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X-Setup @ www.xteq.com
Resplendence @ www.resplendence.com
jv16 Power Tools @ http://www.vtoy.fi/jv16/index.php
FileMon, CPUMon, & Frob @ www.sysinternals.com
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