
I have a confession: for years, I’ve lived a double-life. By day, I’ve
managed Windows, Novell, and UNIX networks and systems. But
at night, I have gone home to a Macintosh. Although I’ve always

had many other platforms at home for work and for testing, I’ve done
most of my casual, non-work related email, writing, and Internet
browsing tasks on a Mac for several years now.

I bought my first Mac in 1985. In fact, I still own it—although I
transformed it into an aquarium long ago (try that with a PC!). When I
bought the Mac, I was by no means new to the world of computing. I
had been a computer hobbyist since the late 70’s, and owned a series of
various computers of the era, including a few of the early “assemble-it-
yourself” versions.

But even back then I knew I wasn’t doing anything important with
these “home” computers, because they were useless from a practical
standpoint, really they were just entertainment. Simply put, the tar-
get audience was nerdy people like me with too much time on their
hands and a soldering iron. I loved playing with the technology, but
I must confess I scarcely accomplished any real-life tasks with such
primitive systems.

When I bought the Macintosh, everything changed. For the first time
I had a computer which actually contributed to my daily life in a mean-
ingful way; I could write letters, make simple (and astonishingly ugly,
in retrospect) graphical documents, and enjoy remarkably useful edu-
cational and entertainment programs, some of which still impress me
today with their elegance and clever simplicity.

Was the Mac merely a toy like the rest of the microcomputers of the
era? Yes, and it was grossly overpriced and moreover, rather slow even
for the time. However, it was the first computer that appealed to my
non-geeky friends and family, who for many years before I bought that
first Mac, would develop glazed eyes and puzzled looks when seeing
my simple programming efforts, or the dismal applications available
for the primitive non-Mac systems. With the Mac, suddenly people in
my small world thought computers were cool. Paradoxically, com-
puter-nerd friends made fun of my new Mac (“where’s the prompt?”),
but I soldiered on because I got stuff done with it.

But as the years went by and I began to pursue computing as a career,
I embraced DOS and then Windows, fell in love with the power of
UNIX, and the stability of Novell. As a career move, Macintosh was a
clear dead-end, and I followed the jobs to other platforms.

My Mac became obsolete, and half-forgotten.
I grew to prefer UNIX and DOS command-line utilities; despite

being the antithesis of Mac’s slick graphical interface, I thought I
needed to be a command-line jockey to be taken seriously in the field.

But I always kept my affection for my first Mac because it was so
intuitive, the interface never got in the way of a task. And so I
gladly returned to the Mac platform fully several years ago, and I
once again use a Mac for nearly all my “avocational” computing
tasks at home.

Unlike the Mac platform of yore, the relatively recent Mac OSX is
now a genuinely industrial–strength OS, with a slick graphical inter-
face hiding a potent UNIX-caliber core. Despite the power beneath it
(which I do occasionally use in the workplace for network duties), what
I really like about my Mac is that it boots instantly, never crashes (I
haven’t had one in ten months), and is exactly the tool I need to check
a website or email, or dash off a quick letter with a minimum amount
of fuss. In short, it just works, and I get things done with it.

To me, Windows dwells in a kind of purgatory between command-
line power and GUI ease-of-use, never quite succeeding at either
completely. I get frustrated with many poorly designed GUI behav-
iors in Windows that I wish were more like the Mac or X-Windows
interface, or that I could bypass the Windows GUI completely and
accomplish a task through an industrial-strength command-line like
that of UNIX, or even dive below the Windows GUI into DOS, as in
Windows of yore.

Windows remains my primary workplace platform by necessity and
by habit. That makes me a bit of a split personality I suppose, but the
truth is that while I think Windows XP is an excellent OS, I often find
myself missing Mac OS’s elegance, and UNIX’s power on Windows.
So this month I am going to look at some utilities that bring some of
these virtues to Windows.

OBJECTDOCK 1.11 BY STARDOCK

Windows has the Taskbar and the Start Menu, and Mac has the
“dock.” The MacOS dock’s primary feature is that it is fairly unob-
trusive until you mouse over a program or document icon, which then
is magnified into a larger icon. The Mac dock is an excellent multi-
tasker capable of conveniently handling many frequent interface tasks
very efficiently.

I like it, and though it is not for everyone, I think it is a superior way
to launch applications and switch between windows. ObjectDock is a
clone of this interface model and does a good job of customizing it to
the Windows environment.

ObjectDock is free for a limited version, but the shareware version
has some useful added features for just $19.95. Try it out and see if you
like this way of interacting with the desktop.
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WINROLL 2.0 BY WIL PALMA & FREESHADE 1.07
BY HMMNSOFT

I often need to have a dozen or more open windows on my PC, yet I
really hate a cluttered desktop on my computer, because I sincerely
believe that my productivity drops with each additional open folder or
document window. In MS Windows, you can of course minimize win-
dows to the taskbar, but no matter how big your monitor, at some point
window management descends into chaos.

X-Windows, and Mac to a lesser degree, solved this annoyance long
ago with collapsible windows that roll up into the titlebar, and can then
be positioned conveniently on the screen; easily accessible yet taking
up almost no screen real estate. It didn’t take long for a multitude of
imitators of this feature to crop up for MS Windows, and two of the
best “imitators” are WinRoll and Freeshade.

There is precious little to be said for WinRoll beyond the fact that it
works. The source code is also available, a nice touch for those with
clever customization ideas. WinRoll does have a few tricks up its
sleeve, primarily in its ability to behave like X-windows by sending
windows into the background. There are also transparency settings for
maximizing the unobtrusiveness of rolled-up windows.

Best of all, WinRoll is written in assembly language (the language of
the gods, in my opinion), and is tiny in size and resource use.

Freeshade is similar to WinRoll, with a few more nifty features. My
favorite is the Kill option, allowing you to terminate a frozen window
with a single-click. The same menu provides instant process info with
a quick left-click on the mouse. Finally, there are some pretty cool
docking features that allow you to attach a window to a specific corner
of the desktop and have it stay there.

The only downside with Freeshade is that it is a beta, and is no
longer being developed. On Win2K I had no issues, but on WinXP
some configuration tweaking was needed.

Two simple, free, and effective tools that will transform your PC
experience. Who could ask for more?

NNCRON 1.89 BY NNSOFT

Cron is one of my favorite *NIX utilities, and there is no direct ana-
logue for Windows. Sure, there are various schedulers for windows
(including the built-in Task Scheduler), but none with the simplicity
and elegance of Cron. Enter the Cron clone for MS Windows, nnCron;
while not quite as capable as the genuine Cron on UNIX, nnCron is still
an outstanding scheduler for windows.

nnCron can be started as a service or as a stand-alone application, and
allows VBScript/Jscript interaction for elaborate automation tasks. nnCron
is written in the SP-Forth language, and can be even more powerfully
extended through that as well. Timing of tasks is infinitely adjustable, and
jobs can be run with the user credentials of your choice. The interface is
but a tiny tray icon with simple menus, yet everything you could possibly
need to do is easily accomplished through the modest interface.

Cron may be tiny, but its small size belies its true power. I find the
ability to Set process priority and terminate processes and the event
monitoring (such as CD insertion) to trigger schedules invaluable;
imagine the possibilities here for unattended reboots, security monitor-
ing, and other timesaving housekeeping tasks.

The best part is that nnCron understands Cron Table format, so if you’ve
already created a slick Cron timing solution on a Linux or UNIX system,
you can use the same schedule on Windows with a minimum of fuss.

nnCron is also tiny, and uses almost no system resources. It comes
with an excellent help file, including a tutorial for those unfamiliar with
Cron on *nix. nnCron is available in a shareware version (well worth
the $25.00 price), but if you can get by with fewer features, there is a
Lite version available for free.

GNU UNIX UTILITIES FOR WINDOWS

It is no simple task to sum up this free, open-source package of
twenty-six utilities ported to Windows from the UNIX-world. So, I’m
not going to list them all, but suffice to say that most of the *nix worlds
“greatest hits” are part of the package. Most of these utilities are also
available in other excellent freeware and shareware version, but the
GNU package is a convenient “one-stop-shop” for all the basics.

Among the “greatest hits” is good old Grep; the file text string search-
and-replace tool, and its “fuzzy-logic” search method relative Agrep.
There is nothing quite like these awesome tools for finding a virtual
needle in a virtual haystack, and the built-in Windows search utilities
can’t hold a candle to them. Mastering Grep is a rite of passage for *nix
admins, and there’s no reason they should have all the fun of this magi-
cal tool. Diff is another classic and vital tool included in the package. It
is used for comparing two text files and summarizing their differences,
and is a lifesaver when used to examine scripts, config files, and pro-
grams. Also included in the GNU Utilities package is Wget, a fast and
efficient way to batch download from FTP and HTTP locations.

The simple command-line tools in GNU Unix utilities for Windows
are the antithesis of the Mac OS’s slick interface. But I guess UNIX
represents the flip-side of my multiple computing personality disorder;
the gritty efficiency of these utilities and the smooth simplicity of the
Mac both appeal to me. Thankfully, with the tools discussed in this col-
umn I can hybridize Windows in a way that combines a bit of each plat-
form’s forte, and the end result is that I work more efficiently. Even if
you are happy with the Windows interface, give them a try. A little
more efficiency is something we all can use, isn’t it?

NaSPA member Jim Justen is the NaSPA VP of Shareware. He worked in
broadcast engineering in the early ’80s, and as the “electronics guy,” was
assigned to support early PCs, networks and embedded systems.
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A collection of early microcomputers
http://computermuseum.50megs.com

The definitive web resource on the history of computing:
http://www.computerhistory.org

ObjectDock 1.11
http://www.stardock.com

Freeshade 1.04b:
http://www.hmmn.org/FreeShade

nnCron:
http://www.nncron.ru

GNU UNIX utilities:
http://unxutilities.sourceforge.net


