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u Smart house stuck in

Home automation sounds swel],
but technology behind it hasn’t
evolved / Simson L Garfinkel

HEN I WAS IN

10th grade, T autc-

mated my bed.

room. I could lie in

my bed and press
abutton and have lights dir, have
my stereo switeh on, and then
have the whole thing shut down
antomatically when I was ready to
80 to sleep. Not very useful, over-
all, but hey, I was only 15.

The technologieal magic be-
hind my scheme was 1 buneh of
sp-called “X10” equipment from a
company called BSR. There was 3
light switeh that I putinto the
wall, a few plug-in modujes that
could control lamps, 3 special ap-
Pliance module that T ysed to
switch the stereo, and a remote
control device that worked by ra-
dio. A lot of the stuff was clinky,
but it was 198 ang meost electron-
e things were kind of clunky,

When 1 went to eollege a fow
years later I took my X10 stuff
with me. Then when I moved out
of the dorms and got my own
place, T went hog wild. Rather
thar, just sticking to my bedroom,
T'went to Rado Shack (which also
sells X10 equipment) ard bought
enaugh light switches and eontrol-
lers to do my entire houge.

Frobably the most ugeful fea-
ture of the entire system, which
cost hundreds of dollars ko pur-
chase and took more than a dozen
hours to install, was that I could
turn off all of the lights by hitting

a single button labeled “al} off.”
The year was 1989,

Now it's 1998, and IBM has
become the latest company to get
into the X10 business. The com-
pany is selling more or legs the
same equiptment that I was play-
ing around with when ] was a
teenager, except now it is all label-
ed with IBM's big biye letters,

Just abowt the only thing that
X10 has going for it is that it's
cheap and it works, X105 great if
Youwant to control a lamp from &
light switch and you don’t want
anany more wires, The system
sends digital messages through
household wire, letting you turg
lights on and off, or dimthem,

Besides the switches and the
remote controls, you ean get X10
motion detectors, thermostat set-
back devices, and even g faney
computer control. The compuyter
control lets you turn every light in
your house inte a timed switch
that automatieally turns on whan
you come home and turns off
when you go to sleep. And the
compiter cantrol ean follow “rou-
tines,” so when You turn en one
light, lots of other Lights will turn
on at the same (ime,

But the X10 technology is alsg
annoying. The system is slow:
Push a button and the light takes
one ar two saconds tg rasgpond,
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Program your house, making lights
ggllea-ng:lﬂ.
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There are only 16 “howse codes”
and 16 “light codes,” waich means
if your neighbor uses X10 it's pos-
sible that you will soon be turning
on and off each other's lights,

And there gre deeper prob-
lems as well. Just ask Rob
Frankston, one of the pioneers of
the personal computer revolution
who happens to live in a house
that is completely X10-controlied,
X10,says Frankston, iy designed
for “home automation.” Unfortu-
hately, most people don’t want to
live in an sutomated house,

“Is your life so predietable
that you want your lights turned
on at the same time every day?”
asks Frankston,

The rea} problem, explains
Frankston, is that “nope of this
stuff has sensors. It's good for Lit-
tle more than ‘gee whiz toys.”

People don’t want home auto-
mation, says Frankston, Instead,
they want houses that are respon-

sive. If you always turn the lights
off before youleave your house,
and then one day you lesve the
lights on by aceident, your housge
should call you up and ssy “Ex-
Cuse me, would you like to have
the lights turned off now?”

Another place where respon-
siveness conld make a big
difference is electrie pills | just
got my bill for July - $150, the re-
sult of two air conditioners and too
many computers. But with g home
computer that sctually monitored
my electric consumption and un-
derstood the layout of my house, 1
probably could have saved two-
thirds of the expense.

An even smarter system might
shut down the apr eonditioner and
turn on the atticfan on oceasion,
depending on the differential be-
tween the indoor temperature and
the outdoor temperature,

Unfortunately, dreamg of such
2 “smart house” are stil] more
than a decade avay. Despite
IBM’s effort, the technology be-
kind X10 is hapelessly stuck in the
19705, Meanwhile, overly ambi-
tious industry efforts such g5

CEBus (www.cebus.com) and
“Home Plug & Play” seem to be
going nowhere. The reason, says
Frankston ~ who served on the
Home Plug & Play committee

- while working at Microsof; — is

that the current generation of
home-sutomation schemes are too
complicated to work in practice,

Frankston thinks that alt-
mately it will be the Internet that
ties our home appliances together.
Ten years from now, he says, my
microwave, dishwasher, and ajr
conditioner will all have network
Jjacks. By plugging them together
and inte my home PC, and by add-
ing a few sensors and perhaps a
voiee-rezognition nit,  will be
able to aeate a filly customized
electronie househald,

It's rot sueh a far streteh: Al
ready my microwave, dishwasher,
and air conditioner gre equipped
With computers that are powerfyl
enough to speak the Internet pro-
tocols, and a network interface
can be built, for less than $10.
What's really needed, though, is
for a horve appiianee company to
have the vision and the daring to
actually build this equipment,

And perhaps most Important-
Iy, that canpany needs to provide
technical details so any hobbyist
and entrepreneur ean byild the
product based on the appliances.

But I'm not holding my breath.
Frankston is vight. X10 has great
“gee whiz” appeal, but after 20
years it’s still not terribly practi-
cal. .

X10's horne pageis at www.
¥10.cam. You can fearn more
about IBM Home Director at
httpy/Awww. pe.ibm.eom/us/
accessorieshomedirectory,
Technology writer Simsom 1, G
Jinkel can be reached at plugged.-
n@simson net,




