What's So Great About Stackable Hardware?

Although Fast Ethernet runs ten times faster than standard Ethernet networks, the advance from 10Mbps to 100Mbps hasn't come without a few technical sacrifices, the first of which is known as the Fast Ethernet two hub rule.

The two hub rule basically says this: you can't join more than two regular 100Mbps hubs together without using some kind of switch or repeater to boost the interim signal. In other words, if you try to uplink three, four, or more standard hubs together, you're in for real trouble. Data won't go where it's supposed to go, applications will undoubtedly fail, and your users will get steamed for sure.

Note that this only applies to standard hubs, which are joined together through uplinking--this is nothing more than connecting each hub to each successive hub with standard network cabling. In this case, each hub is seen by the network as a separate entity, and if you're using Fast Ethernet, you'll hit the "two hub" rule wall pretty fast.

Not so with stacking technology. Stackable hubs are designed to appear as a single hub to the network--even when connected in multiples.

Let's say you have a hub with four ports. If this is a standard hub, you can only add one more hub without having to buy a switch or a repeater. If the hub is stackable, though, you can add a second, third, or even tenth stackable hub--and the network will still think you're only using one hub at the site. Depending on your expansion requirements, you get a lot more bang for your buck with stacking technology because you don't have to worry so much about expansion limitations in the future.

Unlike regular hubs that are uplinked together with regular network cables, stackable hubs are "stacked" or "cascaded" with one or more "stacking cables." These cables aren't like standard 10BaseT cords; they're specially designed to actually join the backplane of one hub to the next. The result is a minimal slowdown when data moves from one hub to another since information doesn't have to pass through the hub's regular RJ-45 ports and the vast array of error correction & other filters found there.

Stacking provides networkers with tighter integration between hubs, which can pay for itself with fewer errors logged during transmissions.
