
Tips, Tricks and Advice from your local “IT Guru” 

This month I want to talk to you about email. Granted, this is not a very glamorous topic, however I’ve been 
asked a couple of questions this month that relate to email so I thought it would be fitting. Firstly, there are two 
main ways to set up email: stored on your PC, or stored on a server somewhere. Traditionally, the accepted 
method was to download your email to a PC based client such as Outlook (Express) or Windows Mail. This 
allowed you to read and reply whilst not connected to the Internet, and then only briefly connect to send and 
receive any new mail. This has several benefits, really. For example, all of your old emails will be available even 
if you don’t have an Internet connection, and you have total control over everything that relates to your email. 
This includes the folders that you have, how much of the information you keep, what exactly stays on your 
account, and so forth. The downside, though, is that it’s all stored on one PC, so you have to access that 
machine in order to see any of your older emails. Also, what happens when your PC dies, or you upgrade to a 
new system? Don’t ask me why, but the mail files in most PC based mail programs are hidden away in the most 
inaccessible places. They are hidden, and ridiculously easy to miss when you back everything up in order to 
move to a new system! (Don’t ask, okay?) They are also not the easiest things to set up, and you need to be 
familiar with arcane things such as POP, SMTP server names, and in some cases TCP port numbers! Confusing, 
huh? 

The other option, which is to store all of your mail onto a server, is known as Web Based Mail. A few good 
examples of this are Gmail, Yahoo, Hotmail, or BTInternet. If you use these, then the chances are that you are 
using a server-based system. The advantages here are clear: you can access your email from anywhere, you 
don’t have to worry about storage or backups, and when you change your PC system then you can just login to 
the server to access all of your email. Easy! Or is it? Just like the local mail solution, there are a few things to 
remember. The first thing to keep in mind is that all of your mail is on the Internet, so if the connection is lost then 
you cannot access any of your old emails. Or, if you want to look at that picture auntie Mary sent you, then you 
may potentially have to open it again via the Internet. It is worth keeping in mind that Microsoft and Apple have 
spent millions of pounds and thousands of hours ensuring that their mail programs are as easy and as simple to 
use as possible. These are freely accessible on your computer system, and in comparison to the online mailing 
systems are far, far more convenient to use and particularly user friendly. One final problem to consider is that 
your Internet supplier often provides your web-based mail. What if you change your supplier? You will, 
potentially, loose access to all of your mail. 

There is, of course, a middle ground, and a place where you can have the best of both worlds. This is where we 
enter the world of IMAP. No, this is not some fancy cinema, but instead the Internet Access Message Protocol. 
Basically, this duplicates your mail setup across multiple systems. So, if you create a new folder on one device, 
or mark an email as read, then this will be reflected in any other system. By ‘system’ I am referring to a PC, a 
Smartphone, or a web-based system. This means that you can have your cake, and eat it too! You may have 
your mail stored locally upon the PC, accessible even when the connection to the Internet is down, and you can 
manage your mail freely but it’s also available on the Internet from any other PC.  

The nice thing about an up to date mail program or device is that this is all organised for you by the system that 
you are using. You simply enter your email address, and they do the rest: IMAP is setup, existing emails are 
downloaded, and you’re ready to go. Should you need to upgrade your system or start from scratch, then you 
can just enter the details again and once more the information is downloaded for you. Just make sure, though, 
that whatever email system you sign up for supports IMAP, and you’ll be fine.  

If you have any questions or anything you would like me to cover in this column, email me at look@4-
11consultants.co.uk 

 David runs 4-11 Consultants, a local company specialising in home and small business computer problems and 
can be contacted on 01206736161 


