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Toronto's Eaton Center Apple Store opened early on August 28 and when we got there, a bunch
of people were queued to welcome Apple's newest OS release, Snow Leopard.
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While waiting in line, we caught up on nostalgia as we remembered Apple's OS X
progression during the past 10 years. From the first shaky installations of OS 10.1
to where we are today, it has been an interesting and rewarding journey.
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Exclusive to Intel-based Macs, Snow Leopard is the OS that shuts the door on the
PowerPC architecture and as a result, jettisons a lot of that classic code.
10:00am—12:00pm This obviously means Snow Leopard will not install on PowerPC-based Macs (e.g.,
Power Macs, PowerBooks, iBooks, iMacs (G3-G5), all eMacs and the G4 Mac mini
or Power Mac G4 Cube).
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What is most striking about Snow Leopard, or OS X10.6, is its $35 sticker price. As
the seventh major release of OS X, Snow Leopard builds on the success and
stability of Leopard not by adding a ton of features but by fine-tuning performance,
efficiency and cleaning up the memory footprint. Snow Leopard actually shaves off
gigabytes of code while streamlining the way the OS works.

Users will not see too many visual and functional changes from the previous version
because Apple focused on boosting performance under the hood with Snow
Leopard. See our list of 11 major new Snow Leopard features

You should also consider that there are still some applications that will not work well
with Snow Leopard. If your Mac is running well on its current OS, it might be a
good idea to wait and see what the effect may be should you decide to upgrade.

Apple has posted an advisory of incompatible software and you can read more
about that here.

Installation Experience

We set off to install Snow Leopard on our workhorse iMac as well as our MacBook Pro. The first step was to
backup both systems with Time Machine and then pop in the installation discs for the upgrade.

As with any major OS upgrade, there is always a feeling of dread that something could go wrong with the
installation. With Snow Leopard, however, the process was surprisingly easy and transparent. The installer tells
you where it's at and gives an estimate of how long it's going to take to finish, it's seamless plug and play.

On our iMac, a 17" Core 2 Duo with 4GB of RAM and a 1TB hard drive, installation took all of 50 minutes from
start to finish. In this older machine, the increase in overall speed was noticeable from the onset.

On older Intel Macs that probably have more archaic code, Snow Leopard seems to really speed up
performance. Our iMac seemed caffeinated all of a sudden; file transfers and opening various websites and tabs
on Safari were much faster than what we were used to with Leopard. We also recovered around 8GB of space
thanks to Snow Leopard.
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With the recent version of Leopard (10.5.8), boot up time on the iMac was usually around one minute and
fifteen seconds. With Snow Leopard, the system was up and running in 30 seconds. We really felt we got a
new machine and kept restarting the iMac to see if the 30-second boot-up was a fluke. It wasn't.

On a MacBook Pro with a 2.4Ghz processor, 500GB HD and 4GB of RAM the change was less dramatic.
Installing the OS took around 40 minutes from start to finish, and around 6GB of space was freed from the hard
drive. Startup time prior to Snow Leopard was usually 45 seconds and with Snow Leopard installed it is about
40 seconds to fully boot. This didn't change in successive restarts, perhaps because the MacBook's slower hard
drive is a factor.

What you'll notice about Snow Leopard is that a lot of the changes are very subtle, some tweaks in the menu
system, the ability to scroll through your Stacks, faster Spotlight searches and more organized ExposZ
behaviors aren't obvious until you play with the system. When you check your Airport connections in Snow
Leopard, you'll not only see a list of networks but also corresponding signal strength indicators for each.

The biggest up-front feature of this update is the Microsoft Exchange support  that will definitely sit well with
the corporate crowd who want to use Mail, iCal and Address Book in MS Exchange environments today.

Beating the 64-Bit Drum

Snow Leopard also realizes OS X's 64-bit direction. While the OS itself will load in 32-bit operation, all of the
core applications such as the Finder, Spotlight, directory services and the Dock are running in 64-bit mode even
if most of the applications available are currently 32-bit.

What this means for users is that your Mac can now run 64-bit and 32-bit applications simultaneously, you'll
notice that the 64-bit apps run faster and they will likely be more stable because they make better use of
memory management.

By default, you won't boot into the 64-Bit kernel unless you are running an XServe. The list of Macs below is
the one that can currently run in 64-Bit mode

Machine Model Name K64 Status
Early 2008 Mac Pro MacPro3,1 Capable
Early 2008 Xserve Xserve2,1 Default
MacBook Pro 15/17 MacPro4,1 Capable
IMac iIMac8,1 Capable
UniBody MacBook Pro 15 MacPro5,1 Capable
UniBody MacBook Pro 17 MacPro5,2 Capable
Mac Pro MacPro4,1 Capable
iIMac Pro MacPro9,1 Capable
Early 2009 Xserve Xserv3,1 Default

All you need to do to enable this is to press "6" and "4" simultaneously when you boot or restart your Mac. Is
there a big difference? Startup time was a bit longer in 64-Bit mode but we noticed performance was slightly
faster. It's too early to tell if 64-Bit taxes the system more or affects battery life on notebooks but the increase
in overall performance is great.

QuickTime Player received the biggest overhaul; it now looks similar to the YouTube player on the iPhone,
which is transparent. One cool feature with the new version of QuickTime is the ability to create Screen
Recordings of what is on your desktop.

This is smart and ideal for creating instructional videos or walking someone through a process visually. Screen
recording files are saved in full screen and in the .avi format.

Conclusion

Snow Leopard is the final lever in the transition from PowerPC to Intel architecture and the complete shedding
of Classic and OS 9. We feel it prepares today's Macs for the future by readying them for key technologies that
are coming down the pipeline. Casual users will see an improvement in speed, especially in processor and
memory-intensive tasks, as well as better performance all around in Safari, QuickTime and Spotlight. At $35 a
pop, it is a no-brainer for Intel Mac owners wanting to squeeze out more performance for minimum cost. It
makes a thoughtful and appreciated present for the Mac users in your life

The 64-bit feature is exciting, especially when applications that can support it are released, since we will finally
see the power of Intel's multi-core processors supported. We recommend Snow Leopard for its efficiency,
performance enhancements and overall stability, just make sure your key applications are compatible before you
take the plunge.
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