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It can’t be stressed enough that computer users need to back up their PC’s data files regularly. Without backups, the inevitable failure of a PC’s disk drive means that all that data becomes lost permanently. A backup regimen usually includes some kind of full clone or image process that makes a complete backup of everything on the hard drive. However, full backups are time-consuming and so are not convenient to perform every day or even every week. Also, in a full backup, probably 95% of the data being backed up has not changed since the last backup.  

To complement the full backup process, it would be nice to have a facility that automatically backs up just those files that have changed within a designated set of folders. Enter Windows File History. File History appeared in Windows 8 and has been improved in Windows 10. Its ancestry goes back to Windows XP’s little known or used Volume Shadow Copy feature. File History makes regular backup copies of files in a designated set of folders to a designated backup drive. Commonly, the backup drive is 
an external hard drive, a USB flash drive or a folder on another PC on your network. Generally, you will want to leave this backup drive plugged in continually.

File History has to be turned on and a backup location has to be designated. To get started, go to the File History Settings via the Control Panel. The screen below is from Windows 8.1, but the screen from Windows 10 is similar. Plug in the desired external hard drive or flash drive, or create a Mapped drive to a network share on another PC. In my case, I am using a 64GB USB 3 flash drive as the backup drive.
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Click the “Turn On” button and specify the drive letter of your backup drive. Then click the “Advanced Settings” button and review the detailed settings for how often the backup runs, the size of the offline cache (space on the regular PC hard drive used to save copies if the backup drive is not plugged in) and conditions on how long to keep backup versions of files.
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File History takes care of backing up files in my “profile folder” that change frequently, such as saved emails,

Internet favorites, contents of “My Documents” and other libraries. In Windows 8.1, you can add other folders as libraries and they will then get backed up. In Windows 10, File

History was improved to allow you to specify an open-ended list of folders to include in

the backup.

Each time a file in one of my “profile folders” changes, File History will create a new backup version of that file, also keeping previous backup versions. I set File History to keep saved versions until the backup drive gets full. File History will then automatically delete the oldest versions to make room for new backups.

The File History backup drive is visible in the File Explorer, just like any other drive. Let’s say you’ve accidentally deleted a file within one of the folders File History is backing up and then you also emptied the recycle bin. You can start File History and then click “Restore personal files” (see the first screen shot above) to find that file on the 
File History drive and copy it back to the original location. You might want to restore an earlier version of a file if the live version of the file gets damaged in some way (maybe you accidentally deleted a large paragraph in a Word document and saved it before you noticed).

This has been just a quick overview of File History. So far, I’ve been very happy with File History as an ongoing complement to my full system image backups. Once it’s set up, it just quietly works in the background and I can be confident that ALL my data files are backed up to within the last hour.
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