
My mom tells me that I’ve been a
geek since 1954 when she caught
me sticking a fork in our toaster.

She said I had an affinity for electrical objects.
While I was only three years old at the time
and she wisely took the toaster away from me,
she said there was no stopping my inquisitive-
ness about things electrical. She said that by
the time I was four, my dad had to remove all
of the electrical plugs in the house and replace
them with safety outlets. You know, the kind
that twists before you can put a plug in them.
Of course, it didn’t take long to figure out how
to twist them. As time went on, my dad used
to bring me home TVs, radios, tape recorders
and other broken and returned items from the
store that he worked in. I used to take them
apart and put them back together. By the time
I was about ten, I put more things together
than I took apart. This was an important year
in my life.

By the time I was 17 in 1968, I was into
computing. I was taking high school classes
on tabulating machine board wiring and
operations and FORTRAN IV on an IBM
1401. From that moment forward, I dreamed
of having a computer in my basement to run
the entire house. Of course, I knew there
would be a side benefit that my parents
would appreciate. I knew that the computer
to run the house would be so big, and gener-
ate so much heat, that they wouldn’t have to
run the furnace in the winter. I knew this idea
was terrific, and my parents would look at
me with humble respect in their eyes.
Looking back today I completely believed
that my parents would look at me much like
the imaginary parents on today’s cartoon
show look at their toon kid, Jimmy Neutron.
I was hot, and I knew it!

Oh well, so much for being a kid! I started
wiring the house and later my own apartment
but around 1980 sometime I was walking

around Sears Roebuck and discovered a little
device that sent FM digital signals through the
house wiring to control appliances and lights
and mostly my beloved stereo. I don’t remem-
ber what Sears called them; they were, I’m
sure, original equipment manufacturer (OEM)
products. Today most of us aficionados call
them X10.

What was a brilliant dream requiring about
$400,000 in 1968 dollars to implement for a
then-$24,000 house (seemed like a reasonable
investment for my parents to make at the
time) is now about $10.00 per device. In
2003, my house is full of $12 home automa-
tion devices, and it is my intention to show
you how my PC controls my home-control-
processor and how it controls all kinds of
devices in my home. In fact, I’ve mastered
every room of the house except the dining
room. While this is a story for another day,
this particular room drives my wife crazy.
There’s a motion detector in there, and when
company comes over for dinner, the dining
room light invariably turns off while every-
one’s eating. Anyway, we’re working on that
little problem (for about two years we’ve been
working on that little problem).

So here it is. Here’s the trick to simple,
cheap home automation. Are you listening?
Okay, here goes: Each device you want to con-
trol costs about $12 one time. Many different
kinds of controllers exist for every imaginable
device you could want to control. You can turn
them on or off (or if they’re incandescent
lamps, dim them) by moving, speaking,
remote control through radio frequency (RF)
or infrared devices, timers, solar cells, your
telephone from across the world, the web, or a
dedicated device processor whose commands
are downloaded from your Windows PC.
Whew! That’s a lot!

The real truth is that this is so incredibly
simple that your neighbors and family members

will think you’re a genius with the brains of
Einstein and the bank account of Bill Gates.
But you’re neither. You’re a NaSPA member,
and I’m going to tell you how, for $50, to
automate most of the items in your house with
a computer-controlled, infinitely expandable,
simple-to-configure system reeking of artifi-
cial intelligence and voice recognition that
will have you the envy of everyone who
comes to visit you. I speak the truth, and I
come in peace.

Here’s the scoop: First: this technology is
called X10. X10 and its other names used by
original equipment manufacturers (for
example ActiveHome, Home Controls, Inc.,
Smarthome, etc.) use FM digital technology
to send control signals through your 110-volt
house wiring. That’s right, kiddies! No
wiring around the house anywhere! Plug
your appliance into a little cigarette pack-
sized box, plug the box into the wall and
you’re done! It’s so simple my wife can do
it (she regularly unplugs the dining room).
Warning: The accolades and tech-god wor-
ship that you will receive from all who know
you will diminish if you tell them this
secret. So, like all good magicians, NEVER
EVER GIVE OUT YOUR SECRET. THIS
IS ROCKET SCIENCE TO YOUR FRIENDS
(but it’s simple stuff for us super-geeks).
Frankly, you should have been required to
sign a confidentiality agreement before
reading this article.

Second, each device (appliance, lamp,
stereo, TV, coffee pot, window blinds, etc.)
that you want to control requires a receiver.
These receivers are about the same size as a
pack of cigarettes and cost about $12 from
various sources (we’ll talk about that later).
These receivers come in various sizes,
shapes, configurations and interfaces.
Specifically, here is a sampling of X10
receivers.
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1. Standard X10 Lamp Module. This
allows you to plug a standard
two-pronged incandescent lamp into the
receiver. This lamp can be up to 300
watts. The lamp can be turned on or off
and infinitely dimmed. This is great for
controlling my Christmas tree lights in
the holiday season. In fact, my cat waits
for the lights in the tree to turn on
automatically each day. My cat thinks
I’m a deity from above because of this.
If it weren’t for X10, my cat would still
think that she’s in charge!

2. Standard X10 Appliance Module. This
allows you to plug a standard two or
three-pronged appliance into the receiver.
The third prong allows grounding,
which is important for turning on the
TV. Note: This device can have either
two or three prongs. Only buy
three-pronged controllers! Standard
appliance modules control up to 500
watt loads and allow only on or off and
no dimming. Just as a point of education,
we don’t allow the dimming of
non-incandescent electrical loads. If you
try dimming your TV, you’ll need to buy
a new TV after each time you try to dim
it. Trust me on this: Use NO lamp
modules on non-incandescent devices.
You’ll only make this mistake once!

3. Heavy-Duty X10 Appliance Modules.
You can program hot water heaters, hot
tub heaters, air conditioners and other
220volt appliances with either 15- or
20-amp ratings. Do you remember my
previous discussion about my cat? After
the holidays are over and your cat has
smashed most of your mother’s heirloom
ornaments, the Heavy Duty X10
Appliance module is for you. Set a timer
for when you’re away at work and
connect your cat to it. Then, when you
get home from work, problem solved!
(just kidding, cat lovers, like my wife).

4. Two-Way X10 Modules. This is really
cool technology, and I have one of these
in my garage. You’ll love this! Every
night my neighbor across the street
would call us up at 11PM and tell us
that one of our kids left the garage door
open, again. Our neighbor looks like Ed
McMahon doing a neighborhood block
watch commercial on TV and we got
sick of it. My wife was muttering
something unprintable about 11PM after
the 20th phone call from our neighbor,
which I interpreted to mean that if the

author of this article didn’t solve this
problem, I’d be living in the garage. So,
super-geek bought one of these two-way
modules and plugged it in the garage. I
ran a wire to the garage door with a
magnetic switch I bought for a dollar at
Radio Shack. In our bedroom, I put a
small table lamp with a 25-watt light
bulb and a standard lamp module. That
night when the kids opened the garage
door to take their bikes out of the garage
(leaving the door open), the lamp in our
bedroom went on. I now keep a spare
garage door remote control in the
bedroom. If we go to bed and the lamp
is on, I push the button on the remote to
close the garage door. No more phone
calls from the neighbor at 11PM! And
best of all, my wife has a new motto: If
I don’t find my husband handsome, at
least I find him handy! Super-geek wins
again!!! (My only worry is that the kids
didn’t leave a bike in the garage doors
path. Crunch!)

5. Screw-In X10 lamp modules. Say you
don’t want to give away the secret of
X10 by having receiver boxes hanging
out of outlets. With a screw-in lamp
module, you can win another battle.
Unscrew the lamp, screw it into the
lamp module and screw the lamp
module into the lamp. Invisible, and
your friends will think it’s more magic.
Perhaps this should be called the
Stealth Lamp Module. Or maybe the
B2 Lamp Module.

6. RF X10 Receiver. Now we’re gonna
have real fun! You can even have a
receiver that listens to RF transmitters.
Hmmm, you say. What’s this all about?
Your TV remote can turn lights on and
off. The garage door opener in your car
or a two-button remote in your pocket
can turn on or dim your lights. In my

dining room, I have a motion sensor that
transmits to my RF receiver and turns
my dining room lights on. And off
whenever our company doesn’t wave
their hands a lot while eating. I digress.

7. Other receivers: There are at least ten
other receiver types available, all
under $20, and we’ll identify these in
a future article.

Finally, the real joy is in the transmitter.
After all, now that you have a house full of
receivers that are doing nothing, you should
buy at least one transmitter to control them.
Note: If you have a house full of receivers on
every lamp and appliance and not a single
transmitter in sight your experience could be
bittersweet. Your lamps and appliances could
be turning on and off all day anyway! Your
neighbor could have an X10 system and be
turning your lamps on and off just to annoy
you. This is yet another reason not to ever give
away the Secret of X10. Don’t tell ‘em how
you did it!

What kinds of transmitters are there? Many,
it turns out. Here’s a sampling:

1. The X10 Mini-Controller is about $11
and can control eight devices. You can
turn appliance and lamp receivers on
and off. You can dim your lamp modules
infinitely, and you can turn four devices
at a time on or off simultaneously. You
can do this in a white or black attractive
little box that won’t look out of place in
the kitchen, rec room, bedroom or the
living room of a million-dollar house.
Most of us have these scattered around
our houses to control the devices only in
the room we’re in.

2. The X10 Maxi-Controller. This
controller has smaller buttons and is
the same size as the mini-controller at
about $22. The only difference is that
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Home Automation and X10 products can be purchased from:

1. Smarthome, 16542 Millikan Ave., Irvine, CA 92606. 800-762-7846,
www.smarthome.com

2. Radio Shack—all stores.
3. www.x10.com, 800-675-3044. US, Canada, Europe,Australia and South America are

supported from this site.
4. www.integratorpro.com
5. www.hometech.com
6. www.electronichouse.com
7. www.eon3.com:Australia and New Zealand
8. www.asihome.com
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this controller can control 16 devices (get it? 16? We’re geeks,
remember?). I don’t have any of these personally because I don’t
have a single room with 16 devices, but you may! You could
have a room with eight lamps, four stereo components, and four
air-conditioning units to keep it all cool!

3. The X10 Mini-Timer Controller. I have one of these that I used
before I switched to my PC. The mini-timer controller is an
alarm clock with four programmed events for four different
receivers. You can use this to control your outside lights, inside
lights, coffee pot in the morning, etc. The upside is that this is a
cheap and easy way to control your receivers. The downside is
that dusk and dawn change a minute or two each day, and this
timer won’t adjust automatically for this.

4. Voice Command X10 Controller. Tell HAL to warm the hot tub
at 7:00 PM every night. Instruct HAL to read your e-mail over
the phone to you. Control any X10 device with voice commands
from any room in your house. This is soooo cool! I can’t wait to
get one of these for my dining room! When the lights go out
while company is over eating dinner, I can say, “Computer, din-
ing room lights at 75% please”. Maybe I’ll get one today while
I’m thinking about it. My wife will love this! I hope.

5. And now my favorite, ActiveHome X10 system. This is, for me,
the coolest of all. For about $50, you can get an ActiveHome
system. For 50 bucks, this is an unbelievable bargain. You won’t
believe what 50 bucks will buy. I’d go so far as to predict that
you’ll buy one within one day of your reading this. So here’s
what you get for 50 bucks:

1) CD-ROM software for Windows. This is an outstanding
Windows GUI (sounds impossible, doesn’t it?) allowing
complete configuration of your entire house, complete with
automatic daylight savings time and shifting dawn/dusk
adjustment. Never touch a lamp again!

2) RF Receiver module. Any X10 remote control, keychain
interface, or motion detector can transmit to this from
anywhere in your house, or your backyard too!

3) Super 6-in-1 remote control. This remote will control all of
your TV devices: cable and satellite receiver, VCR and DVD
players, theatre amplifier and TV. In addition, this remote
control will talk to the included RF receiver so that you can
control your lights in your home theatre or anywhere in the
house while you walk around! This is sooo cool

4) PC Interface. This remote processor plugs in the wall and
connects to your PC via a serial port. When you configure
your X10 system via your PC Windows program, the program
downloads the program to this processor so that you can
power down your PC. This processor stores the program and
controls your house 24-7 while your PC is down or offline.

5) Keychain remote control. This is a tiny remote you can put on
your keychain.

6) 1 Lamp Module. One standard lamp module is included.
7) 1 Appliance Module. One standard appliance module

is included.

In fact, The ActiveHome kit for 50 bucks will give you everything
you need to start a sophisticated home automation project. My recom-
mendation is that you spend the 50 bucks and give it a try; you’ll be
hooked! Get it from www.x10.com.

A final note. I’m somewhat reluctant to let my wife read this article. I
just know she’ll insist that I finally get the dining room right. If she does,
I’ll write about it next month! See ya and have a lot of fun with this.  

Scott Sherer is the president of NaSPA. He can be contacted via e-mail at
sherer@naspa.com.
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