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Introduction 

It’s been a few years since I wrote a review that wasn’t primarily about a security topic, 
but as a former network engineer and support analyst, as well as a long-time user of 
wireless networks, I was curious to see how well the current generation of consumer-
level books tackle this area. 

Author Mission Statement & Target Audience 

So who is Michael Miller? Well, you can find out all about him at 
http://www.molehillgroup.com/, if you wish. For this review, it’s probably enough to 
know that he’s written around 75 non-fiction books, specializing in explaining a range of 
complex technical subjects to the technically challenged: a noble calling in an over-
complicated world. The front page of his web site highlights a few of his recent books 
(including this one): a couple of “Complete Idiot’s Guides” (one to arranging and 
orchestration, one to recording with Cubase), books on the iPod and YouTube, and the 
“Absolute Beginner’s Guide to Computer Basics.” A generalist, then, rather than a 
specialist, but there’s a big market for people who can explain such topics clearly.  

The cover indicates that the book is intended to cover wireless networking with Vista and 
XP for beginning-to-intermediate users. It always seems slightly unfair to me to “judge a 
book by its cover” when the cover so often has so little to do with anything the author 
wrote. However, since many potential buyers are primarily influenced by cover blurb and 
other publicity material, it has to be done. Fortunately, in this instance the cover text 
summarizes the content fairly accurately, and can be summarized as: 

• How wireless networks work 

http://www.samspublishing.com/title/0789737019
http://www.molehillgroup.com/


• Purchasing guidance 
• Setting up a network 
• Security issues 
• Device and data sharing 
• Recreational use 
• Work use 

Book Structure 

The book has a pleasantly logical organization, straightforward and beginner-friendly.  

Front Matter 

This consists of: 

• Introduction: this basically compares the ease of setting up a network today to 
the esoteric skills and outlay required a few years ago. Speaking as one who first 
became involved in setting up and administering corporate networks in the early 
1990s, I have to concur, though major corporate networks are still no picnic. But 
for the home and small office user, wired and wireless networking nowadays is 
infinitely less work than it was 15-20 years ago. (Apple users may point to the 
usability and configurability advantages they enjoyed even in the days when 
Windows was a thin skin over MS-DOS with no networking functionality of its 
own, but this book is a resolutely Mac-free zone.) 

• How this book is organized describes the division of the body of the book into 
five sections: 

o Planning Your Wireless Network 
o Setting Up Your Wireless Network 
o Using Your Wireless Network 
o Using Other Networks 
o Upgrading and Maintaining Your Wireless Network 

• Conventions used in this book: this section also includes an explanation of the 
sidebar types used – I wish other publishers with an inconsistent approach to 
sidebar types would take a leaf out of this book. 

• There’s more on the web is a pointer to the authors own web site. 

Chapter Structure 

Each section begins with a list of the chapters it contains. Each chapter begins with a 
bulleted list of the main points addressed in the chapter body, followed by a brief 
introduction. The body text is liberally sprinkled with graphics and side-bars: for 
instance, the author takes over a page, with two figures and a sidebar, to explain the file-
sharing advantages of a network. Still, slightly exaggerated clarity is better than 
insufficient clarity. Each chapter ends with a terse summary of what to expect from the 
next chapter. Mercifully, this is not one of those infuriating books where the author 



finishes a chapter by telling you what you learned from it, and the summary of the next 
chapter is not just a re-run of the introduction to that chapter.  

Blow-by-Blow Review 

I’m not sure why you’d pay $25 for a book on the subject if you didn’t know already that 
you needed a wireless network, but Chapter 1 tells you why you need one. This is a 
clearly written introduction to the comparative advantages of wired, wireless and hybrid 
networks, though. 

Chapter 2 tells you how wireless networks work, albeit briefly. TCP/IP and network 
addressing is covered in three pages, of which about half is text. So this chapter is going 
to turn you into an expert. It does give a simplified overview which is probably enough 
(at least as a starting point) for a home user or, at a stretch, someone setting up a very 
small and basic office network. “Comparing Wired and Wireless Networks” irritated me 
by assuming that the opposite of a wireless network is an Ethernet network. (Ethernet is 
rather more than a cabling protocol, and originates in part from an early radio network, as 
the name actually suggests, and it’s inaccurate to suggest that all wired networks are 
Ethernet. Nonetheless, “Understanding Wireless Networks is a brief, clear summary. 
“Alphabet Soup” summarizes Wi-Fi protocols from 802.11a to 802.11n, accurately 
enough for most home users. 

Chapter 3 tells us “How Windows Vista Handles Wireless Networking”, though by no 
means in depth: basically, it’s a description of the changes to the interface, not of what 
lies beneath. However, it does describe the “Set up a wireless router or access point” 
wizard and WCN (Windows Connect Now) quite clearly. It goes on to describe the 
Network and Sharing Center and Network Explorer, which supply an arguably friendlier 
interface than XP’s facilities. “Under the Hood: Vista’s Next Generation TCP/IP Stack” 
sounds as if it ought to be hands-on and technical, but can basically be summed up as 
“Vista has a better stack.” Finally, there’s a description of the increasingly Mac-like 
file/folder sharing facility. 

Chapter 4, on “Designing Your Wireless Network – And Choosing Network Equipment” 
is probably the point where most readers will start to take notes, starting with a simple 
network planning and mapping section that may concentrate the mind of the complete 
beginner, and even more experienced users may find the descriptions of various types of 
network device (routers, access points, print servers and so on) useful. The Network 
Device Checklist and the simple network “maps” (basically pictures of network devices 
connected by a “wire” are reassuring rather than helpful, as are the photographs of bits of 
kit from routers to USB wireless adapters. The examples come from a reasonably wide 
range of vendors, but are very much at the consumer end of that market. 

Part II is all about setting up the wireless network, and is very much where the book gets 
going. Chapter 5 focuses on physically connecting network components, and the copious 
illustrations are probably more useful here. If only fitting network cards had been so 
plug-and-play in the early ‘90s! Chapter 6 moves to configuration and considers Vista 



configuration on the main machine as well as connecting Vista and XP machines. A long 
section on administering the network gives the home or small office network enough to 
get going using fairly vanilla components and setups.  

Chapter 7 moves to “Setting Up – and Sharing – a Wireless Internet Connection”, a 
critical part of the process for most users, I imagine. A section on security matters 
mentions the risks of open access but doesn’t really describe them. The next sections look 
briefly at ways of sharing an internet connection, including a surprisingly lengthy section 
on sharing a dialup connection with ICS (Internet Connection Sharing). The final section 
describes the basics of setting up a public hot spot, but doesn’t touch on the commercial, 
security-related or management aspects. 

Chapter 8, on “Securing Your Wireless Network”, doesn’t suggest that the author is a 
security guru, but describes fairly briefly most of the types of intrusion the administrator 
of a small network might want to be aware of. A number of commonsense 
recommendations are made, but without detail: 

• Change default IDs and passwords 
• Install firewalls, anti-virus and anti-spyware measures 
• Make regular backups 

The much-vaunted security features in Vista are listed but not described, as are the main 
variations on the WPA (Wi-Fi Protected Access) and WEP (Wired Equivalent Privacy) 
themes. The section on SSID protection is useful, if basic. “Installing and Configuring a 
Software Firewall” describes the Windows Firewall briefly and lists some 3rd-party 
firewalls, but includes no information on configuration or features. The section on 
protection against viruses and spyware shows no great understanding of the field, and 
offers OK but very, very general advice. Finally, there’s a terse description of how to 
enable password protection for file-sharing. 

Part III focuses on “Using Your Wireless Network”: Chapter 9, on “Setting Up Multiple 
Users” is obviously aimed at home networks. At any rate, there is no consideration of the 
aspects of user administration necessary even for a tiny office network (security, policies, 
quota management, privilege restriction) unless you really, really trust your fellow 
workers and are prepared to put all your faith in UAC (User Account Control) for 
security management purposes. Chapter 10, on “Sharing Files And Folders” is a useful 
consideration of what and how to share, and backup practice using the Backup and 
Restore Center. It would be inadequate for most office environments, where you’d at 
least want to know about issues such as RAID and off-site backups. Chapter 11 talks 
about sharing digital media in a more off-duty sense (music, videos, photos and so on), 
describing such features as media streaming with Windows Media Player and the 
Windows Media Center, and summarizes the basic use of a Digital Media Hub. Chapter 
12 talks about sharing printers, scanners and other peripherals. There’s enough here to get 
a comparative beginner going, using vanilla components, but no real detail. Chapter 13 
talks about networking games systems, rather briefly considering the range of devices it 
includes. 



Part IV talks about connecting to other networks. Chapter 14 describes hot spots, public 
networks, and suggests using a VPN for secure use of hot spots, without actually 
considering the technicalities of doing so. Chapter 15 moves to connecting to corporate 
networks. The use of the facilities described, though, will depend almost entirely on the 
good offices of the administrators and support staff at corporates, and they will need to 
know a lot more about networking and administration than is described here. Part V, 
“Upgrading and Maintaining Your Wireless Network”, is about upgrading (obviously) 
and troubleshooting rather than the complexities of maintenance and administration. The 
troubleshooting chapter will provide a reasonable starting point for dealing with issues on 
a small Windows network, but that’s about it. The glossary provides short definitions of 
essential concepts: it’s not the place to go for a more exhaustive explanation. 
Unfortunately, no resources are suggested for finding out more about the issues described 
elsewhere in the book. 

Does the Book Keep its Promises? 

On the whole, yes. The information provided is reasonably accurate, but aimed at the 
beginner rather than the intermediate skill level, and will only be sufficient to set up the 
most basic office network. There’s very little here for the corporate user, even road 
warriors, and there’s nothing at all for corporate support staff. It’s very clearly written, 
though, and newcomers and near-newcomers to home networking will find it a good 
starting point.  
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