Modern Operating Systems for Old
Computers

Peter Jockisch, Freiburg i. Br.
www.peterjockisch.de

October 27, 2025

By using a free, lightweight GNU/Linux operating system, you can
continue to use old computers as productive platforms with secu-
rity maintenance and access to thousands of application programs.
Find out more about the key features.!
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1 Functionality and Preparations

Old desktop and laptop computers can continue to be used as productive plat-
forms with free operating systems. Even 32-bit architectures are supported. A
modern GNU/Linux operating system, often Debian-based, forms the founda-
tion. Only lightweight window managers, file managers, and software libraries
are used for the user interface (desktop), which run quickly on older architec-
tures due to “leaner” program code. In addition to the initial selection, many
thousands of free programs can be installed later.

1.1 Live Distros to Try Out

There are numerous specialized distributions available that can be tried out in
live mode. In this mode, the entire operating system is loaded into RAM. Once
you have decided on a distribution, install it on your hard drive. With an in-
ternet connection, you can access Al systems, such as copilot.microsoft.com,
directly for installation assistance or advice. For example, you can use these sys-
tems to format and partition the hard drive in preparation in live mode. Name
your computer model to receive partitioning suggestions and ask questions in
natural language.

1.2 Finding the Right Distribution: The Internet Video Test
Criterion

In order to choose the right distribution variant, you need to find out whether
your computer is equipped with a 64-bit (x86_64 or amdé4) or 32-bit (x86) pro-
cessor. Then, download the corresponding live distribution from the official
project page and create an ISO image on a USB stick, DVD, or CD.
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Recommended guideline: First try out the lightest live distributions, espe-
cially Puppy Linux and Q40S (Trinity variant). While trying them out, connect
the computer to the Internet and watch detailed YouTube videos, e.g., city por-
traits with lots of details and people, to give you a practical comparison: Does
playback under the respective distribution run smoothly or only jerkily? Videos
in the simplest HD resolution (720 lines) should play just as smoothly as on new
computers.2

Puppy Linux performs excellently on a 17-year-old laptop and plays internet
videos smoothly. It is the first candidate recommended to try out, even before

Q40S.

1.2.1 Preparatory Steps

1. Write down the name of your computer model and its processor type. Is
it 32-bit or 64-bit?

2. Entering BIOS or UEFI: Make a note of how to access the BIOS menu
and how to set the boot order on your computer model. This will allow
you to read the boot medium (USB stick, DVD, or CD-ROM). Some older
English-language BIOSes assume a U.S. keyboard layout when entering
commands, so it may be helpful to know where “y” (for “yes”) and “n”
(for “no”) are located on a U.S. keyboard. In this case, have a printout of

the US keyboard layout handy.

3. Internet Connection: Make sure you have an internet connection so you
can test playing YouTube videos. Some distributions handle hard disk
partitioning fully automatically, but with Puppy Linux, you have to do
it manually using the included GParted program. In this case, prelimi-
nary advice from an Al system, such as Microsoft’s Copilot (copilot.mi-

%A sample video of a green nature trail in the middle of New York: “Great Museums: Elevated
Thinking: The High Line in New York City”, 18.07.2014, 57 min, Youtube.

3Print the SVG graphic or one of the PNG files from the overview page.:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:KB_US-International.svg.
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crosoft.com),* accessed in live distro mode, can be helpful. Ask for de-
tailed instructions, including the menu sequence. For example, ask for
“step-by-step instructions for formatting and partitioning for [computer
model] and Puppy Linux.” Refine your questions as needed.

Puppy Linux can only be run in administrator mode without a login window.
Q40S, on the other hand, allows you to set up administrator and user accounts.
For more information on this topic, please read the article Whats the difference
between users and admin users? Understanding these concepts is fundamental
to basic computer and computer security knowledge.

If you decide to use a multi-user operating system, have a pen and paper ready
during installation. Make a note of the passwords for the administrator and
normal user accounts. You will also need to create a username for the normal
user account.

Dual boot option: It is possible to install two operating systems, in this case
Puppy Linux and Q40S-Trinity, which can then be selected (started) via the dual
boot manager when the computer is turned on.

2 After Installation

2.1 Language Selection

Language packs for other desktop languages can be installed via the Puppy
Package Manager.

2.2 Software Compilation

Work with the lightweight programs provided or install additional applications
using the Puppy Package Manager (PPM) or via the command line, e.g., Li-
breOffice for word processing and spreadsheets, Mozilla Thunderbird as a mail
client, Chromium as an additional web browser. If you prefer a file manager

*You can use the site without logging in. If a window suggesting that you log in pops up in the
meantime, simply click it away.
“Table created with copilot.microsoft.com.
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Language | Language Pack
English Built-in (default)
German langpack_de-20150419

French lang_pack_fr-0.7-w5
Spanish lang_pack_es-0.7-w5
Polish lang_pack_pl-0.7-w5
Russian lang_pack_ru-0.7-w5

Table 1: Available Language Packs for Puppy Linux (via Puppy Package Man-
ager)

that is more similar to MS Windows, install Nemo, for example, or try one of
the many other free file managers for Unix/BSD GNU/Linux.

2.3 Ten-Finger Typing System (Touch Typing)

It is advisable to use a separate keyboard when learning the ten-finger typing
system on a laptop. Look for a suitable printed book. One of the possible free
exercise programs is: Tipp10.

Self-study opportunities are better than ever before across all subjects. Al
systems can serve as powerful assistants for imparting and acquiring knowl-
edge. For example, they can help with math problems and other questions that
arise. Those interested in learning can use Al systems to accelerate their learn-
ing, studying, and work immeasurably. However, lazy people may become even
lazier. Mastering the ten-finger typing system is essential for effectively and
professionally using computers and AL

3 Recommended Articles

3.1 Review articles on lightweight operating systems and free
software

“Comparison of lightweight Linux distributions” « “List of Linux distributions
that run from RAM” « “10 Lightweight Linux Distributions for your Old Hard-
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ware in 2024” « “Top 10 32-Bit Linux Distributions in 2024 [Compared]”
“Category:Light-weight Linux distributions” « “Category:Lightweight Unix-
like systems” « “List of free and open-source software packages” « “Free Soft-
ware Directory” « “7 Super Lightweight Linux Distros”

3.2 Sources and websites on Puppy Linux and Q40S

“Puppy Linux” (WP) « puppylinux.com, official Puppy Linux website « Puppy
Linux (64 Bit) at Chip.de « “Q40S” (WP, EN) . q4os.org, official Q40S web-
site » “Q40S - Linux fur altere Rechner”

3.3 Computer Security, Typesetting Software, Legal Notice

« Electronic Fingerprints: “Practical Application of Cryptographic Check-
sums”

+ “Free Typesetting Software for the Professional Document Preparation”

Document source: A4: peterjockisch.de/Modern-Operating-Systems-for-Old-Computers_A4_EN.pdf
+ USLetter: peterjockisch.de/Modern-Operating-Systems-for-Old-Computers_US_Let-

ter_EN.pdf -«

German version: A4: https://peterjockisch.de/Moderne-Betriebssysteme-fuer-alte-Computer_A4.pdf
« Imprint: Peter Jockisch, Habsburgerstrale 11, 79104 Freiburg i. Br., Germany, web:
www.peterjockisch.de.

The free version of Deepl.com was used extensively to translate the original German
text into English.
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