Philipson column for 4 June 2001 

Two weeks ago in this column I wrote about backing up data, and how I hadn’t done it properly when my laptop was stolen. I was very lucky, because I wasn’t in the middle of any major work and I was able to reconstruct most of my data from emails I had sent to people, hard copies I had, and information I had stored on my personal organiser.

But it was still a major hassle, and I am now backing up my data regularly. Data backup, as I remember from my days as a computer operator in my youth, is one of the major tasks performed in large data centres, where loss of data is simply not an option. But many small businesses, and very many individuals, do no back up their data regularly, if at all.

As sometimes happens, I was astonished at the volume of email I received on this subject. Much more than normal. (While on the subject of emails, one thing I have not been able to recover is the emails I have received from readers of this column over the last six months. Some of them had to do with interesting Australian IT companies, which I like to write about. If you are reading this and have sent me such an email, please send it again).

Many of the emails I received about data backup remonstrated me for not mentioning rewritable CD-ROMs as a backup medium. Quite so – an error of omission on my part. CD-ROMs are now cheap enough and easy enough to use that they have become the most popular and easiest backup mechanism.

One correspondent conveniently detailed all the advantages of CDs. They store 650 Megabytes, and the media is cheap, at around $1.70 per CD. They are quick, they are easy to restore because all PCs now have CD drives, and they are easy to archive and store. Okay, I’m convinced. There is today an amazing array of storage and backup devices available, all of them suitable for backup, but some are more useful than others depending on your own situation. A few people mentioned a device called an Orb drive, and more than one correspondent complained about the clunkiness of Iomega drives (which I have experienced myself.

But the vote was strongly for CD ROM burners, which are certainly an excellent solution in most cases. Their large capacity also means that a lot of data can be backed up – your whole drive, in fact. This is much more convenient than backing up bits and pieces of it. There is an array of backup software out there (including Microsoft’s own notorious solution), but these programs invariably try to compress the data, not storing it as normal files. This can make it tricky to find the file you want, and can also cause problems when you are restoring to other computers, or to a different file structure.

Backing up your whole disk also gets over the problem of backing up data stored in obscure places. Most of us put all our normal data files in one place on our computer, often the “My Documents”folder in Windows. The problem is that many programs store their data elsewhere, often in strange and hard to find places. This can make backup a real problem. Probably the worst offender is Microsoft’s Outlook email and contact manager program, which stupidly stores every piece of user data – emails, tasks, contact information and all, in one big file (Outlook.pst) that is not readily accessible. It’s almost as if Microsoft doesn’t want you to back up this very valuable data.

I received quite a few emails from companies that offer provide backup services, most of them offering me a free trial. I am not able to avail myself of all these, but there are lots of people out there – they include Smile Communications (www.smile.net.au), Elantra (www.elentra.com.au), as well as the ones I mentioned last time. 

I got one very interesting note from Ludovic Marchand at a company called Business Security Systems (www.bsys.com.au). His company has a service called StopWeb, which involves registering your PC with his company. “When installed StopWeb registers online all the details of the protected computer, including the serial numbers of its internal components, on our secure web servers. Then each time the computer connects to the Internet it makes contact with our database which checks if it’s been stolen.

“If it has a covert dialling mechanism switches off the computer's modem lights and sounds so it can secretly call a 1800 number to our server and pass over information to pinpoint its whereabouts. This information includes the ISP used to make the connection and the phone number from which the connection is made. The Stop Web server search a database of police stations, find the local police station and faxes notification and details of the stolen computer.”

Clever stuff, if a bit big brothery. Still, that’s the way the world is headed.

So, now I am much more aware and knowledgeable about backing up and restoring lost data. But I learnt my lesson the hard way. Is it a lesson you still have to learn?

geepee@philipson.com.au
