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Building a Windows 10 Home Server 
Reviews
We published the first edition of this book, Building a Windows 10 Home Server, back in July 2015. 
The first book in the series, Building a Windows 8 Home Server, was published way back in October 
2012. A big thank you from us to the readers who have taken a couple of minutes to share their 
feedback on the book. Writing these books is a labour of love, with a few busy months invested in 
each title, so your thoughts and suggestions are always welcome - wherever you choose to express 
them! Here are some of the reviews we received for the Building a Windows Home Server series.

Windows 10 Server... and lots more

I bought this book because I was interested to make a home server out of my PC. Not only did it gave 
me that, but it gave me a lot of knowledge about a lot of things I did not know about Windows. Even 
for someone not wanting to build a server PC, this book tells a lot about other stuff: drives, networks, 
sharing files, ripping cds and dvds, etc. Fantastic book for anyone that has a good experience about 
PCs but that is missing something.

Fantastic

Like many of the people reading this forum, I was interested in the idea of building a new home server 
but had no place to turn but wegotserved.com. I must say it’s been a life-saving experience to have 
such a range of information at my fingerprints; a true resource.

Outstanding Value

A huge achievement – over 900 pages of insight, guidance and information. The book does the essen-
tial things of course – breaking down very complex topics into easy to understand (even for the total 
layman) steps – explaining the background and how to actually carry everything out.

But what is especially striking is the scope - home server design, hardware building, installation, 
Win10 configuration, storage theory and practice, security etc etc all in one.
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Please Register This Book
Whilst the concept of registering a book may sound a little strange, I heartily invite you to do so! 
Registering your email address with us allows us to inform you of updates and amendments to the 
book, let you know about new books we’re writing as well as send over offers from time to time on 
our other titles.

Head over to http://eepurl.com/kZUcH and spend a minute or two signing up!

Did You Purchase This eBook From Amazon or Apple?

Many of our readers prefer to purchase our eBooks for their Kindle or iPad via Amazon or Apple. It’s 
a really convenient way of downloading content to the devices. If you purchase directly from us at 
WGS Store (http://store.wegotserved.com) then you have immediate access to PDF, ePub and Mobi 
book files, which can be enjoyed on a wider variety of devices - PCs, Macs, smartphones, tablets - 
they’re all invited.

If you purchased this eBook from Amazon or Apple, you too can upgrade to receive the PDF, ePub  
and Mobi formats. Here’s how:

1. Please register your purchase at http://eepurl.com/kZUcH.

2. Please contact us at http://www.wegotserved.com/contact explaining that you purchased this 
title at Amazon or Apple. We’ll ask you to send an image of your Apple/Amazon receipt as proof of 
purchase. 

3. We’ll set up new download links for you to grab full quality versions of the eBook, which you can 
simply drag and drop to your favourite mobile device from a PC or Mac via a USB cable. Alternative-
ly, view the PDF directly on a computer.

4. Please purchase your eBooks directly from us at http://store.wegotserved.com to avoid future 
issues (you may get a little money off in the future too!)
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Spotted a Glitch? Get a Free eBook!
We spend quite some time proof-reading our guides to ensure we zap any spelling and grammar 
errors. However, sometimes the odd snafu creeps through. It’s really annoying!

Being sticklers for quality, we really want to ensure we deliver the best experience for our readers, 
so if you do spot an error, please take a couple of minutes to let us know. To say thanks, if you’re the 
first reader to report a validated error, we’ll happily let you choose another of our titles for free.

To report an issue, please visit us at http://www.wegotserved.com/issue-report/ and complete the 
feedback form.

Thank you!
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22Building a Windows 10 Home Server | Introduction

Welcome to Building a Windows 10 Home Server! This is my fourth guide to using Microsoft’s desk-
top operating system as a home or media server and includes coverage of the brand new features 
and enhancements delivered by Windows 10’s Anniversary Update.

With a mixed reaction to Microsoft’s attempts to unify desktop and mobile computing in Windows 
8 (which wasn’t enjoyable) and Windows 8.1 (a little more palatable), I think it’s fair to say that the 
original release of Windows 10, in July 2015, was a welcome improvement - the return of the Start 
Menu and other refinements have made Windows easier to use, on a variety of devices. But Micro-
soft isn’t done yet!

With Windows 10 transforming “Windows the platform” into Windows-as-a-Service, the corporation 
has issued regular updates throughout 2015 that build on that initial release. These free updates 
have mostly comprised bug fixes and minor refinements, however. With the Windows 10 Anniver-
sary Update (an informal name used by Microsoft, I doubt we’ll see it used on product packaging), 
Microsoft are accelerating the development of their operating system with a number of more signif-
icant improvements.

Those enhancements focus on security, with Windows Hello bringing biometric security to apps and 
the Microsoft Edge browser. Elsewhere, the introduction of Windows Ink allows integrated pen con-
trol and annotation across a swathe of apps. Cortana, Microsoft’s personal assistant, has received 
a boost - she’s now available above the lock screen and you’ll find that the feature works across 
third-party apps as well as Microsoft’s services. 

Microsoft continues its push into Universal Apps, with new features hitting Xbox One such as back-
ground music and the introduction of Cortana on the games console. You know that Xbox One was 
powered by Windows 10, right? For PC gamers, the Anniversary Update brings enhancements such 
as improved multi-GPU support and the ability to turn off v-sync to boost performance. 

Now, we’re here to discuss Windows 10 as a home media server, aren’t we? The Anniversary Update 
changes won’t radically alter the use of Windows 10 as a home server, but they’ll certainly make day 
to day life a little smoother. Microsoft are taking the opportunity to introduce a range of visual en-
hancements and usability tweaks to further refine the Windows 10 experience - existing Windows 
10 users are likely to notice them throughout their first few weeks with the Anniversary Update.

Building a Windows 10 Home Server 
Introduction
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If you’re new to Windows 10, let me tell you that, having used the operating system since the first 
beta release in October 2014, Microsoft has most definitely restored the ease and usability of Win-
dows on the desktop. Like many, I was not a big fan of Windows 8 - the continual lurching between 
the Windows Desktop, the Start Screen and full-screen, Modern apps made my head spin. In Win-
dows 10, that’s all gone away - if you’ve spent the last couple of years pining for a better desktop 
experience, your faith in Windows will be restored. 

Alongside those usability enhancements, new features and improvements in Microsoft’s cloud 
services - not just OneDrive, but the Microsoft Account, Microsoft Family and media services like 
Groove Music and Xbox - lead to Windows 10 being safer, more secure and more enjoyable to use. 
Sure, as we’ll see, you’ll still need to augment the base operating system with third-party appli-
cations to get all of the home server features you need (and backup remains weak), but that’s no 
different to any previous release of the Windows client operating system.

As we start our adventure together, I hope you become as big a fan of Windows 10 as I am. It’s cer-
tainly the best release of Windows in quite some time and the exciting thing is that it’s only going 
to get better with new features and enhancements coming down the line.  

In Building a Windows 10 Home Server, I’ll be guiding you through configuring Microsoft’s latest 
operating system for a variety of purposes:

• As a file server for all the family

• To stream music, video and photos around your home and beyond

• As an easy way to share files with friends and colleagues

• For storing and protecting your most important data

These are all great roles for a modern home server. The key is to demonstrate that you don’t need to 
spend hundreds of dollars on a dedicated, small server operating system like Windows Server 2012 
R2 Essentials. You’ll get all of these features (and more) for free in Windows 10! 

You may have tried storing your growing collection of files on an external hard drive, but find it dif-
ficult to share files around the home or business.  That hard drive is filling up, and you’re wondering 
what to do next with your data.  You may be interested in learning ways to access your most im-
portant data when you’re on the road. Sure, you can use the cloud, but for confidential data you’re 
going to need another option! Or you’re simply tired of seeing all those CDs, DVDs and Blu-ray discs 
cluttering up the house and have decided - once and for all - that you’re going to build that kick-ass 
media server you’ve always dreamed of. 
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You may know a lot about computers, you may know just a little, but I am going to assume that 
you’re keen to find out more! So, settle back and enjoy the ride as we walk through building a Win-
dows 10 home server - step by step!



Part 1
Building Your Windows 10 Home Server
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So you think you need a home server? Well, you’ve made a great first 
step! Welcome to Building a Windows 10 Home Server!

Having built, tested and reviewed hundreds of home server-style devices over the last ten years, I 
can say confidently that there’s never been a better time to invest in a home server solution. But if 
you’re a little unclear as to exactly the reasons why you need a home server, or what you need to do 
to put such a solution in place, then worry not - that’s exactly what we’ll be discussing in the course 
of this book.

What is a Home Server Anyway?

Throughout this book, I’ll be using the term “home server”, as it’s the one that’s most familiar to me. 
‘Home hub’, ‘network attached storage’, ‘personal cloud’, ‘private cloud’, ‘digital hub’, ‘media server’ 
- there are many terms that Marketing people have concocted to sell us new hardware, software 
and services. They mean the same thing - a centralized, organized pool of expandable storage that 
can be used to store, share and protect your data. But let’s not forget, this kind of computer doesn’t 
have to be in the home and, when it comes to Windows 10, it’s most certainly not a “Server”, in the 
traditional sense.

So, for clarity, as this book is all about building a Windows 10 home server, let’s agree what we 
mean by a “home server”. Just what is a home server? 

The problem is the word “server” – it’s a term that most people use in a workplace context, perhaps 
without understanding what it means. Ever said, “Oh sure, you can find the document on the server” 
or missed a deadline because “the server has gone down”? In the workplace (unless you’re an IT ad-
min) the server is a mystical, unseen entity that stores our documents and we only really care about 
it when we can’t reach it. 

Chapter 1:  
Planning Your Windows 10 Home  
Server
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Put simply, a server is just a computer that shares its resources with other computers on a network. 
It may look a little different to the desktop computers you know on the outside, but on the inside, 
it’s made up of the same components that comprise the computers you use to write your emails, 
browse websites, and play Call of Duty. It’s a computer with an operating system, processor, memo-
ry, storage and a network card. 

The home server connects to your home network, and for most of us, works in the background to 
perform some really useful tasks. They include:

• Storing and sharing files with other computers in the home, like your tablet, laptop, games con-
sole, desktop PC and other devices like smartphones. 

• Streaming music, video and photos to connected devices like TVs, network media receivers, net-
work speakers and more.  

• Protecting your data (think about all of those music, video and photo files you’ve collected over 
the years) by backing up all of your computers each night.

• Supporting smart home devices like network cameras and other devices that benefit from cen-
tralized storage.

I often use the example of a heating system to bring the concept of home servers to life. You have 
radiators in each room, connected to a central boiler tucked away in a cupboard, which pumps hot 
water around pipes to the radiators, which in turn heats the house.

A home server works in exactly the same way with your home network and the PCs around the 
home. The home server is like the boiler, tucked away out of sight, which stores your data. Your 
home network, whether it’s wireless or wired, acts as the “pipes” that bring your data to the PCs and 
other networked devices scattered around the home, just like your radiators.

The Evolving Role of the Home Server

One of the most fascinating aspects of working with home servers over the last ten years is to 
see how their role - and in turn, their form factors and features - has evolved. As our needs have 
changed and technology has improved, so too has  PC hardware become more flexible, opening up a 
variety of home server “models”: 
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• The Network File Server - typically a high-capacity, low-power computer with basic specifica-
tions tucked away in a closet, garage or other location with limited use. Available 24/7, it stores 
all of your data and is happy to push your files to the devices where they’re needed. It won’t nec-
essarily have the horsepower needed for more advanced tasks like real-time media conversion 
and streaming (also known as transcoding). It won’t be regularly used as a desktop PC and may-
be won’t even be accessed directly using a mouse and keyboard - more likely, it’ll be managed 
from a remote desktop connection). It’s the closest model to the radiator analogy I mentioned 
earlier and is the traditional model found in homes and small/home offices.

 
These old Dell machines are examples of a traditional file server.
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• The Media Server - like the network file server, offers high-capacity storage for large music, pho-
to and movie collections. It’s the central repository from which data is accessed (or more likely, 
media is streamed). It may still be tucked away, out of sight, but could also be placed with other 
AV (audio/video) components in a rack or other mounting system. Unlike the humble network 
file server, the Media Server is built from more powerful components (particularly the processor 
and memory) which enable fancy tricks like real-time transcoding, image conversion, metadata 
management and automated media downloading.

 
Media servers come in all shapes and sizes, including this example from Alienware.

• The Hybrid Media Server/Home Theater PC (HTPC) - a powerful machine that performs the 
same role as the media server but is connected to a TV or other display device also to play media 
directly. It may trade off some storage capacity for smaller chassis dimensions that fit neatly into 
an AV cabinet. HTPCs often take advantage of solid state drives (SSDs) or compact 2.5” mechani-
cal hard drives over standard 3.5” storage to achieve a smaller footprint.
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Trade off storage capacity for chassis size, and even small form factor HTPCs like the  
excellent Intel NUC range can work as home servers.

• The Beast - a hugely powerful machine (usually huge in size too) that’s built from server grade 
components (such as fast Intel Xeon processors and 16 GB+ RAM). They offer colossal amounts 
of storage for massive media libraries and can easily transcode multiple, high definition media 
streams on the fly. There’s sufficient horsepower to simultaneously host numerous guest oper-
ating systems in a virtualized environment. They cost the annual GDP of Luxembourg to run (but 
are much more fun).
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Unleashing the beast inside the HP ProLiantML350e.

These are broad brush strokes to help you identify your needs rather than detailed schematics. 
Hopefully you can see that defining your needs is really helpful in determining the hardware you’ll 
need to build your home server - inside as well as out.

As it needs to store a lot of data, you may well want to find a chassis that can take two, four or more 
hard drives to provide a large centralized pool of storage for all of that data. If you just want to 
perform basic tasks, you may wish to go for low-powered hardware (as it’ll be switched on 24 hours 
a day) and you won’t necessarily need a keyboard or a mouse to control it. You could manage the PC 
remotely: just like the boiler, once the home server is installed, you can shut it away in a (well-venti-
lated) cupboard. You should only need to open it again from time to time. 

If you’re seeking more advanced media features - and we’ll be walking through these features later 
in the book, don’t worry - then you’ll need a system with a decent processor and RAM. You may also 
need to think carefully about storage components, if the home server is going to be on show. 

Of course, running Windows 10 you can use the “home server” PC just like any other PC in the home 
- the freedom is yours!



Building a Windows 10 Home Server | Planning Your Windows 10 Home Server 32

So Why Do You Need a Home Server?

Okay, so by now, you hopefully understand what a home server is and what it does. However, I’m 
guessing  that you already have a bunch of other computers around the house that can do a lot of 
this stuff. So why do you need a home server?

It’s a great question. You may not need a home server. Windows PCs and Macs are now so well 
stuffed with features, that individual computers in your home can share files with each other, back 
themselves up, and stream music, video and photos to network devices around the home. They rock! 
While Microsoft has dabbled with dedicated home server operating systems and their partners with 
dedicated home server hardware, they’ve realized that many of the features that consumers need 
- functions that required a specialized home server operating system like Windows Home Server 
back in 2007 - can just as easily be built into a modern client operating system like Windows 10. 

The Windows Home Server-packing HP MediaSmart Server. Sadly missed.

So, while the concept of a dedicated home server operating system may be a little outdated, that’s 
not to say you shouldn’t dedicate some hardware in your home to typical “home server” duties. Be-
cause those needs addressed by platforms like Windows Home Server haven’t changed - if anything, 
they’re even more pressing today. 
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As a result, there’s never been as much choice on offer as there is today. Of course, developers and 
manufacturers are keen to persuade you that their solution is the only one you need. Direct-at-
tached storage, network attached storage, cloud storage, file synchronization services - it can be so 
confusing. 

What is clear is that there’s a problem to be solved. Whether you’re a single guy or girl, in a relation-
ship, married with or without kids or relaxing in your retirement - I bet you have an ever-expanding 
library of digital media that’s growing to be unmanageable. Music libraries, downloaded movies, 
home movies captured on a smartphone or camcorder, thousands (if not tens of thousands) of digi-
tal photos. Modern technology allows us to capture so many aspects of our lives that we can enjoy 
privately or share amongst family and friends - it’s truly exciting. However, managing all of those 
assets is a real headache. 

Storing, sharing, protecting our digital media - it’s never been more important and, as I say, there 
have never been so many ways to do it. Do you put it all up in the cloud, where a trusted third-party 
can protect it on your behalf? Where shady government departments may be able to sift through 
your personal data? Moreover, how long would it take to upload a massive collection of 80’s Chevy 
Chase Blu-ray disc rips anyway?

 
Microsoft’s OneDrive cloud service is tightly integrated with Windows 10.

Alternatively, do you forget the cloud and store everything at home, where no-one but you and the 
people you trust can access your digital media? But then, what if (heaven forbid) there’s fire, flood 
or other another emergency that destroys your data? 
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You can probably see where I’m heading. Here in 2016, I believe a combination of cloud and local 
storage is appropriate for most people with growing media collections. Unfortunately, that combi-
nation will be comprised differently depending on your situation. Contributing factors include the 
size and content of your media collection and the tasks you wish to fulfill, such as storing it, protect-
ing it, sharing it across your local network and beyond. 

So, step one in building a Windows 10 home server - or indeed, any flavor of home server solution, 
is to stop, take a step back, consider your needs and the needs of the people around you. Now 
think about the next five years, and imagine how much more data you and your family are going to 
collect. The music you’ll buy, photos you’ll take, videos you’ll shoot and the work you’ll complete. 
How are you going to organize it all? Who needs access to it, where do they need access to it and on 
what devices? 

Where are you going to store all of that data? Should it all be held together, or is it better to split it 
up - perhaps some data is best held in the cloud for access on the move while other data is secured 
at home. However, if you want to stay sane, you’re going to need to be in control. 

You don’t need a home server if you’re happy to work tirelessly across multiple computers and de-
vices and live under the ever-present shadow of data loss. But imagine a large, centralized resource 
that is easy to expand. One that can organize and store that growing torrent of data and allow se-
cure access to those files to the users you specify. A PC that can backup and protect your data and 
effortlessly stream your music, video and photos to devices inside the home and remotely. 

If that sounds like the kind of device you want, then you can build or buy one with Windows 10 on 
board and configure it exactly to your needs. The good news? I’m going to show you how!

What Can a Home Server Do For You?

What features should we typically look for in decent home server software? In terms of the basics, 
we certainly need centralized file storage and sharing, media streaming capabilities, user account 
controls, data backup, remote access and storage management features. Increasingly, as the role 
of the home server merges into home theater territory, we’d be seeking more advanced media 
capabilities such as real-time transcoding, media library metadata management, personal video 
recorder (PVR) capabilities and automated downloading features. 

The good news is that a sophisticated, flexible operating system like Windows 10 supports all of 
these features - some out of the box, others with some tweaking and a third set via third-party sup-
port. Let’s run down the list:
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Centralized File Storage and Sharing

Probably the most important requirement for a home server platform is to serve as a centralized 
hub for your important data. The sheer number of work documents, music, videos, photos and other 
types of data is exploding in the home. The home server is a perfect place to be able to store, pro-
tect and organize those files for use with various devices. Yes, cloud storage has its place in your 
storage arsenal, but with increasing concerns regarding the privacy of data stored on third-party 
systems, there’s quite literally no place like home!

Whether you’re using a mobile device such as a smartphone or tablet, a desktop computer laptop, 
media receiver or games console, we’d expect to be able to access those files with ease on multiple 
devices running a variety of operating systems, stream entertainment around the home, read, write 
and copy data to and from the home server.

Of course, we need the ability to create and share folders with other devices, and in conjunction 
with the PC’s user account controls, quickly and easily configure secure access for family members 
and guests.

User Account Management

With multiple family members and guests wishing to access the data stored on the home server, 
we need to ensure that it can be achieved with the appropriate levels of security. So, we need to be 
able to create and manage user accounts for secure access as well as the ability to permit and re-
strict access to shared resources.

Data Backup

It’s a critical feature for any household, if not the most fun. Your home server is perfect for support-
ing the backup and protection of data and system files on our clients (other PCs on the network), as 
well as the data stored on the home server itself.

Here we’re looking for powerful, yet easily managed data backup, granular filters on the data we 
would like backing up and simple, fast file or full system recovery in case of disaster. Alongside 
local backup, a modern home server platform should easily connect to cloud backup services - a 
secondary layer of off-site data protection is important to many people and useful to most.
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Remote Access

We lead increasingly mobile lives, and, as a result, it’s useful for our data to be just a click or a tap 
away. Remote Access is an area of growing importance for the home server platform, so an excel-
lent home server platform should provide secure access to locally held data away from home. We 
require easy configuration of remote access to the server through automated router configuration 
tools (port forwarding). Rapid access to the server via a nominated URL/home server website is now 
common, with dynamic DNS services connecting the pipes to your server’s IP address in the back-
ground.

When you’ve connected remotely, it’s important to have quick and easy access to your files, and the 
ability to access other computers on the network is also desired. Of course, in today’s mobile world, 
we’re not just talking about access via a computer either. We want the same ability to access the 
server remotely from a mobile handset and tablet.

Storage Management

As the hub for the family’s data, it’s likely that a home server is going to pack a fair amount of stor-
age across multiple drives. Managing that storage is vital. As such, we’ll be looking for robust mon-
itoring features and drive management tools. They’ll include reporting of storage capacity and free 
space, simple ways to add and remove storage as well as the ability to create storage pools compris-
ing multiple disks. Ideally, we’d want to see support for a wide variety of disk types and capacities 
including high-capacity 6 TB drives and greater coming to market.

Media Streaming

I’m going to assume you’ve already worked out the potential of streaming video! Whether that’s 
your own video (ripped DVDs, Blu-rays and home video captured on smartphones and cameras) 
or video streamed from online entertainment services. But what about Live TV? You can use your 
home server as a digital video recorder, with the ability to capture and play TV programs. 

Alternatively, if your home server is attached to a big screen, you can stream your favorite TV shows 
and movies. Choose from a plethora of “over the top” services available from Amazon, Netflix, Goo-
gle, Microsoft, Apple and the big networks themselves. 

Audio streaming is also a big feature for music fans. If you have a music library you’d like to play via 
your home cinema system, then a home server is a perfect host.  Hook up networked speakers such 
as those from Sonos and you can replace your old hi-fi.  A decent home server platform offers sup-
port for a variety of the most popular streaming services. 



Building a Windows 10 Home Server | Planning Your Windows 10 Home Server 37

Photos too offer excellent opportunities for the home server enthusiast - you can play slideshows 
from specific photo folders across the network or push individual photos from your smartphone/
tablet to the TV. It’s all possible. 

System Alerts

Should things go awry with our home server for any reason, we want to know about it pronto. So 
we’re interested in seeing what system alerts are available on the platform, and the channels used 
for notification. Email sending is a requirement, social network and text message alerts possibly a 
pipe-dream.

Shared Contacts

With a centralized hub storing all of the family’s data, there’s an increasing need to add a central 
database of contacts that is then available to be searched by any client on the network, or indeed 
remotely via connected cloud services.

Shared Calendar

The ability to track what’s going on at home with a shared resource, accessible on all computers, by 
all members of the household seems such an obvious feature. Again, it’s one that is well served by a 
cloud service. Talking of which...

Cloud Integration

Over the last few years, the debate has raged as to whether the Cloud would render home servers 
and network storage obsolete. Why do you need local storage if you can access your data anywhere 
on the cloud? But wait, why trust your data to a third party where it could easily get lost, or accessed 
by hackers (government approved or otherwise?)

Should you be using local storage or cloud storage? As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, 
the predictable answer is both. A “hybrid cloud” solution is the one that I’d recommend today - 
back-up all of your essential, precious data at home where you can guarantee easy access. Anything 
sensitive, you should also keep private and safe. But those files that you need “anywhere access” 
to, like work documents you may need on the road, a copy of your music files for remote listening, 
images you’d like to share with family, friends and colleagues? The cloud offers a perfect solution 
for that data. 



Building a Windows 10 Home Server | Planning Your Windows 10 Home Server 38

So, robust integration with cloud services, and the ability to back up data and synchronize files with 
a remote cloud server? That would definitely be a bonus.   

These are just a few of the features we’ll be investigating in Windows 10 - some are provided by 
Microsoft, others we may have to integrate from third parties. However, if we can get all of those 
features working well, we’ll know that Microsoft’s latest client operating system can indeed be a 
great home server. 

It’s Time to Get Planning!

By now, you’ll know that home servers offer enormous potential for all the family - but before get-
ting started, it’s useful to be clear on what’s paramount. Grab a pen (or keyboard, if you must!) and 
make a list of features you want from your home server, bucketing them into:

• The Must Haves (what features your home server simply must deliver)

• The Nice to Haves

• The Must Nots (flipping the Must Have question around, is there anything that your home server 
must not do? Like, “be really noisy”)

Remember, your choices may not just impact you. Put yourself in the shoes of everyone using the 
home server. For the kids, how easy must it be to use? As a parent, what do you need, if anything, in 
terms of parental controls? What about when Grandma or the babysitter comes around and wants 
to watch a movie?

Of course, it’s not just about features. The now-famous SAF (Spousal Acceptance Factor) is going to 
be a critical issue to think through. Will you have any requirements on how your home server needs 
to look, in terms of size and finishes? What about connectivity? Are you free to run network cables 
everywhere, or will you need to investigate cable management options? Should you investigate 
Powerline or Wi-Fi solutions?

Positioning Your Home Server

You may already have an idea where you are going to place your home server and largely, that may 
depend on the type of home server you’re going to build. Whether it’s going to be a low-powered 
file server tucked away in a (well ventilated) closet, a hybrid media server placed in an AV cabinet 
next to the big-screen TV, or a Beast caged in the garage for cool and quiet operation, positioning 
your home server is an important element of your plan. 
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If you’re running a small-footprint, silent media server you could slot it in  
the AV cabinet near your TV.

Your considerations here should focus on three questions: network availability, physical accessibil-
ity of the server and media features. Concerning network availability, best practice dictates that a 
wired Gigabit Ethernet connection to your network is the best route for any home server. You could 
try a wireless connection between your router and home server. Alternatively, try Powerline adapt-
ers (which use your power sockets and electrical cabling to piggy-back the network connection). 
However, they may be less than ideal. New, so-called “Gigabit” Powerline adapters don’t actually 
deliver Gigabit throughput - or anything approaching it - but can be reasonably quick and stable if 
your electrical wiring at home is in good order.

While alternatives to wired Ethernet connections are improving all the time, I’d strongly recom-
mend you investigate the Ethernet option, unless you’re really stuck. If your house is wired for cable 
TV, the latest MoCA 2.0 adapters (Multimedia over Coaxial) are a fantastic option though, offering 
near Gigabit Ethernet speeds using your existing cabling. 
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The cabling requirement may mean that you need to position the home server near to your router. 
Or, you need to run CAT5E/CAT6 cable around the home to ensure the best possible connection 
between the router and the home server. On that cabling point, CAT5E cabling is more than suffi-
cient for your home network today. However, it may be worth investing more in CAT6 cabling for 
future-proofing - especially if you’re going to be lifting floorboards, pulling off skirting boards or 
chasing cables into walls. Unlike CATE5E, CAT6 cables are suitable for 10-Gigabit Ethernet networks 
- this uber-fast networking standard is slowly rolling into businesses, but it is prohibitively expen-
sive for most homes. Expect that to change in the future. 

 
CAT5E cables offer the best value choice for today’s homes but do 

investigate CAT6 if you wish to future-proof.

Physical accessibility of the server should also be considered. It may be you don’t have the luxury of 
dedicating a standalone Windows PC for home server use and need to adopt it as a standard desk-
top PC. Alternatively, you may be happy hiding the server away and never touching the hardware 
until it’s time to replace it! Again, considering how much physical access you need to the hardware 
helps determine its most convenient location in the home. I’ve found direct access to the home 
server hardware is useful for tasks like Blu-ray and CD ripping and the odd occasion where I need to 
copy files to or from an attached USB hard drive. However, these are rare events. 
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If you’re building more of a Hybrid Media Server/Home Theater PC (HTPC), which may include the 
role of your big-screen Blu-ray Disc and media library player, then obviously it’s most likely going to 
be positioned near the TV, or at least somewhere in the same room. In this situation - or any situa-
tion where you or the family will be in regular, close proximity to the server you should investigate 
silent/fanless components for your home server. This type of hardware will ensure cool running and 
quiet operation. You will also need to ensure that the home server is small enough to fit into the 
AV cabinet or on a shelf amongst your other AV devices without creating too much mess. After all, 
once you have your project finished, you don’t want to be distracted from the TV by the chaos of an 
unruly AV cabinet, do you?

The good news is that you’ll find a host of HTPC and home server cases on the market today of all 
shapes and sizes. They include standard AV cases which resemble a Blu-ray player or AV receiver, 
cubes, mini-towers and others. Grab your tape measure and figure out what kind of case size would 
work best in the cabinet or on the shelf on which you’re going to place the computer.

HTPC chassis like this Lian-Li PCQ05B model can be great for hybrid media servers.

It’s important too to think about available ventilation, particularly if your home server is going in a 
cabinet or closet. While the heat output of computers has reduced dramatically (and I mean dramat-
ically) over the last few years –  it’s still wise to ensure that there’s space around your home server 
for any generated heat to escape. If you’re going to select fanless components, for reduced noise 
output, then you must ensure there’s plenty of air circulation available around the server. 
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From tablets to desktops, Intel’s fourth and fifth generation Core processor family delivers fabulous 
performance with a very lower power and thermal footprint.

If your AV cabinet has a closing door, then bear in mind that you may need some additional venti-
lation options from the rear of the cabinet or base. As mentioned, heat is far less of an issue today 
than it ever used to be. However if you’re placing the home server in a hot room, then give it the 
best chance of doing an excellent job for you.
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My AV cabinet with a typical array of devices – satellite box, AV receiver, Blu-ray player, 
games console, audio streamer. The bottom-left slot could work for a hybrid media server. 

By now, you’ll realize that installing a home server requires some careful consideration and the op-
tions are seemingly endless. But by taking a step back and considering your needs – and the fami-
ly’s needs – carefully, you’ll quickly refine the world of the possible into a clear set of requirements 
for your hardware selection. 

Very soon, we’ll talk through the hardware I’ll be using for our home server build project, as well as 
some alternatives. However, next, let’s introduce the star of the show: Windows 10.
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