
Stacker then oversees all files written to and read from the virtual, compressed disk drive.

There were two downsides to the Stacker disk compression approach. The first was 
that many disk utilities, such as Norton’s, wouldn’t work properly with a compressed 
drive.

The second problem was that it was impossible to decompress a Stacker drive that 
was larger than its host drive. For example, if you had a 40MB hard drive but Stacker 
had put 60MB of stuff on that drive (via compression), then you could not get all your 
stuff off the hard drive (unless you had a second, un-compressed drive).

In the end, Stacker proved to be a transitional technology. Eventually hard drive 
storage caught up with computer users, and the Stacker technology was no longer 
needed.

Microsoft Seethes with Jealousy
During Stacker’s heyday the STAC Company was making a ton of money. Historically 
speaking, Bill Gates does not like other companies making money from some 
technology where Microsoft could also make money. So, in a typical move, Microsoft 
came up with a competing product against Stacker. They called their produce 
DiskSpace, but later renamed it DoubleSpace. (Or it could be the other way around.)

The first version of the Microsoft competition turned out to be a direct copy of 
the Stacker program. There was a lawsuit. Then Microsoft came out with a better 
program, one that integrated directly with DOS and Windows. There was another 
lawsuit.

Eventually, either because of the lawsuits, or just that people started buying larger 
hard drives, the whole issue of disk compression became passé. But the technology 
to compress files and disk drives was still available to Microsoft, and it could be used 
— if you could find it on older versions of Windows.

With today’s versions of Windows, however, Microsoft decided to bring back their 
disk and file compression technology. It’s called merely compression, but because 
compressed files show up using blue text I refer to it as blue compression.



Disk Compression Today
Microsoft doesn’t push Blue Compression as a solution for low hard drive storage 
space, at least not these days. Instead, Blue Compression is more of a file attribute, 
one that can be assigned to single files, groups of files, folders (and all files in those 
folders), or to every file on the hard drive. It can even be done automatically, wherein 
Windows locates seldom-used files and simply compresses them to save disk space.

The following sections describe Blue Compression in more detail.

Activating a file’s Blue Compression attribute
Applying Blue Compression to a file means that Windows automatically reduces 
the file’s size, making it take up less space on the disk. Unlike a ZIP archive, the 
compressed file appears normally, save for the blue text Windows uses to display the 
file’s name. Beyond that, the file can be opened or examined just like any other file. 
The difference s that Windows automatically decompresses the file when it’s opened, 
and the file is re-compressed when it’s saved back to disk.

Compressing a single file
Follow these steps to compress a single file:

1.	 Right-click the file or folder you want to blue compress.
2.	 Choose Properties from the pop-up menu.

The file’s Properties dialog box appears, which details more information about the 
file as well as other options. One of the options available is the file’s attributes, 
which are settings that control the file’s behavior, appearance, and other doo-
dads. One of those attributes controls Blue Compression.

3.	 In the General tab, click the Advanced button.
Clicking the Advanced button displays the Advanced Attributes dialog box. Locate 
the Compress or Encrypt area near the bottom of the dialog box.

(The “is ready for archiving” option deals with backing up files, not ZIP archiving 
or Blue Compression.)



4.	 Put a check mark by “Compress contents to save disk space.”
5.	 Click OK.

The Advanced Attributes dialog box bows out.

	6.	 Click OK to close the Properties dialog box.
The file is now compressed on disk.

How can you tell? Look at the file in the window: The text below or to the side of 
the file appears in blue, not black. That’s how you can spy a file that has Blue 
Compression active.

The tell-tale sign of a Blue Compressed file or folder.

The blue text even shows up in an Open or Save As dialog box. And note that unlike 
ZIP archives, or Compressed Folders, you can use the Open dialog box to open any 
Blue Compressed file (or folder).

It Didn’t Work!
Blue Compression works only on NTFS-formatted disk drives. If you have an older 
disk drive or have chosen to format your hard drive using HPFS or FAT32, then you 
cannot use Blue Compression.

You cannot blue compress files that are encrypted. Likewise you cannot encrypt a file 
that’s been compressed.

Finally, you may merely be fooled because the file is compressed, yet Windows is 
configured not to show the compressed file in color. To confirm that Windows will 
show blue compressed files in color, follow these steps:

	1.	 Display the Folder Options dialog box.
You can open this window by opening the Folder Options icon in the Control 
Panel.

2.	 Click the View tab.
In the scrolling list of options, near the bottom, you’ll find one titled, “Show 
encrypted or compressed NTFS files in color.”

3.	 Click to put a check mark by the option “Show encrypted or compressed NTFS files in color.”
4.	 Click OK.

Examining a Blue Compressed file
You can see how much disk space a compressed file saves by examining the file’s 
Properties dialog box.

	1.	 Right-click on a Blue Compressed file icon.
	2.	 Choose Properties from the pop-up menu.

The file’s Properties dialog box appears.



	3.	 Locate the two size values.
The first, “Size” shows the actual physical size of the file, the total number of bytes 
the file occupies. The second, “Size on disk” value shows you how much room the 
file occupies on the hard drive, or whatever disk the file is stored on.

For a Blue Compressed file, the “Size on disk” value will be much less than the 
file’s physical size. That’s because the file is stored in a compressed format.

A normal file, one that’s not Blue Compressed, usually shows a larger value for 
the “Size on disk.” That’s because files are stored in units called clusters. So, 
depending on the disk’s structure, the “Size on disk” value could be anywhere 
from a few bytes to 8K or 16K larger than the file’s physical size.

	4.	 Click the OK button to close the Properties dialog box.
Because Blue Compression uses similar algorithms and compression techniques to 
ZIP files, remember that some files compress better than others. So you’ll see better 
compression with text files or Windows BMP (bitmapped graphics) files than with 
other types of files. And certain files, such as MP3, TIFF, JPG, and video files, won’t 
compress well at all.

Compressing several files
You can apply Blue Compression to a group of files just as easily as you can one file. 
Here’s how:

	1.	 Select the files as a group.
Refer to PCs For Dummies for instructions on how to select files in groups.

2.	 Right-click one of the files, and choose Properties from the pop-up menu.
A Properties dialog box for the whole group appears. It’s not as detailed as the 
Properties dialog box for a single file.

3.	 Click the Advanced button.
The Advanced Attributes dialog box shows up.

4.	 Put a check mark by “Compress contents to save disk space.”
5.	 Click OK to close the Advanced Attributes dialog.
	6.	 Click OK to close the Properties dialog box.

The files selected now have Blue Compression applied to them, and their text 
shows up as blue.



Compressing a folder
Applying Blue Compression to a folder works just like applying it to a single file; 
follow the steps in the section “Compressing a single file” earlier in this document. 
Note that all the files in the folder, plus any other folders inside and files inside those 
folders — all of it will have Blue Compression when the operation is done.

Compressing a whole disk
I don’t recommend applying blue compression to an entire disk drive; instead, merely 
blue compress your own folders on that disk. That way you can be selective about 
what gets compressed. For example, apply Blue Compression to folders that would 
contain those documents that compress easily. You’ll save some disk space that way. 
Yet on that same hard drive leave your music files in their folder uncompressed. 
(Music files don’t compress well.)

So anyway, if you’re hell-bent, here’s how to blue compress an entire disk drive:

	1.	 Open the My Computer icon on the desktop.
The My Computer window appears, listing your computer’s storage devices.

2.	 Right-click on the icon for the drive you want to blue compress.
3.	 Choose Properties from the pop-up menu.

The disk drive’s Properties dialog box appears. Near the bottom of the General 
tab in the Properties dialog box you’ll find the Compression option. Note that this 
option shows up only on NTFS formatted drives. Other disk formats, such as 
FAT32, do not compress.

4.	 Put a check mark by “Compress drive to save disk space.
	5.	 Click the OK button.

And the drive gets compressed.

You can uncompress the drive later if you like, but note that when the drive’s 
contents exceed the size of the original, un-compressed drive, you’ll be in trouble! 
This is yet another reason why I do not recommend this approach.



Decompressing Blue Compression
There really is no reason to decompress a blue compressed file or folder. Windows 
handles the decompression for you whenever you open the file. And if you copy or 
move the file to a removable disk, then the file is decompressed automatically to allow 
other computers to read it.

If you do want to decompress a file or folder, and remove it’s blue compression 
attribute, then repeat the steps in the previous section(s) to remove the check mark 
by “Compress contents to save disk space.” That’s it.

When you shouldn’t use Blue Compression
Whenever a Blue Compressed folder or file is accessed, Windows automatically de-
compresses it, which adds time to the operation but still the compressed file takes up 
less disk space.

By all means, if you have the room on your hard drive, or if you buy a second hard 
drive, then use it for storage. Keep your files uncompressed. While the files do occupy 
more room that way, getting at them is a tad faster than when compressing them.

Also note that some files are compressed already and so saving them in a blue 
compressed state doesn’t save you any disk space and may actually cost you time. 
For example, GIF, JPG, MP3, MPEG and TIFF files are all stored in pre-compressed 
formats. You cannot save any disk space by blue compressing these files. So if you’re 
creating an MP3 music archive, just keep it uncompressed.

Likewise, do not attempt to use compression on optical discs. It’s best to keep the 
files there as “raw” as possible, so that the files can be read by other computers are 
well as future operating systems that may not recognize Windows compression.

It seems like ZIP archives are a bother with Blue Compression around
Indeed, why bother with the manual overhead of a ZIP archive when Windows can 
compress files and folders on-the-fly? But ZIP archives still do have a place. While it 
may be inefficient to store your files in a ZIP archive, or Compressed Folder, they still 
do come in handy for sending things via e-mail or on the Internet.

So if you’re going to be transmitting files to another computer, then archiving them in 
a ZIP archive has several advantages:

Many files can be compressed into one folder so that everything can be sent at •	
once.

The files in the ZIP archive are compressed, so the files take less time to send and •	
receive.

The ZIP archive is the most common file archive format on the PC, as well as the •	
Macintosh. Even Linux computers can deal with ZIP archives.

None of this can be done with Blue Compression.



ZIP Archives Versus Blue Compression: 
Pros and Cons
Table 1 lists the pros and cons of this type of compression versus using a ZIP file for 
archiving. My bottom-line advice, however, is this: If you’re archiving files on a hard 
drive and want to save on space, Blue-Compress folders containing file that compress 
well. Don’t compress folders containing music or other files that don’t compress well.

Only use ZIP archives, or Compressed Folders, when sending files over the Internet. 
If possible, try to avoid using them on your hard drive or for archiving unless you’re 
using Windows XP and taking advantage of their password security. 

Compression Technique Pros Cons

Blue Compressed Files/
Folders

Files are still accessible 
by Windows and can be 
manipulated using all the 
file commands

Compressing and 
decompressing is done 
as the file is accessed, 
which slows disk access 
somewhat
Compressed files lose their 
attribute when the file is 
copied or moved
Cannot e-mail a blue 
compressed folder (just 
as you cannot e-mail any 
folder, only the contents of 
that folder)

ZIP archives 
Compressed Folders

It’s really a file, which can 
be sent to other computers 
or e-mailed

Other computers must also 
use Compressed Folders 
or a ZIP file utility to access 
the files

Allows password-protection 
for each Compressed 
Folder

Cannot open or access files 
in a Compressed Folder; 
files must be removed from 
the folder to be made useful

Table 1. Differences between Compressed Folders and Blue Compressed files.


