
It’s 6:00AM. I’m sound asleep, but Alexa
just woke up to get things going for the
day. She usually starts her day by check-

ing the weather and news headlines. Since it’s
a brisk 40 degrees outside, and about 60
inside, she has turned up the heat to warm
things up a bit. Then at about 6:15, knowing I
like to be awakened gently and not to the harsh
sounds of an alarm clock, she turns on the bed-
room television and slowly turns up the sound
to wake me with one of my favorite songs.
Minutes later, she turns up the lights in the
bedroom to further nudge me out of bed. Even
though I can smell the coffee she started mak-
ing, I just don’t want to wake up. It’s 6:30, and
I’m still not up and moving around. So she
starts turning up the sound on the TV and turns
up the lights. She knows that, thanks to years
of being on-call when I was a systems pro-
grammer, one thing for sure will get me up and
running—the telephone. So she picks up the
phone and calls to awaken me with her sweet
voice and delightful British accent.

You’ve probably guessed it by now that
“Alexa” is not a person, but is my house itself.
Specifically, “she” is the latest incarnation of
my ever-evolving automated home. Remember
“Rosie the Robot,” on the cartoon series “The
Jetsons” that took care of just about everything
around the house? Unfortunately, Alexa is far
from being a real life “Rosie the Robot” but
she is still a huge help, taking care of a multi-
tude of things around here, and making life just
a little bit easier.

OK, I admit it. I have always been fasci-
nated with technology. Growing up in the
’60s and ’70s, I recall this fascination being
fed by such shows as “Get Smart,” “Star
Trek,” and as I already mentioned, “The
Jetsons.” I also recall shows depicting the
ultimate “bachelor pad” where lighting,
mood music, etc. would all be adjusted at the
touch of a button on a control panel. Starting

with my discovery of X-10 during my college
years in the early ’80s, this “bachelor pad”
vision started transforming from fantasy into
reality. Over the years, I accumulated lots of
the little “X-10 boxes” to control everything
from the lights and small appliances in my
home and even my TV and stereo thanks to
the “PowerMid” modules. And of course with
the acquisition of a PC that was followed in
short order by several other PCs, the home
network began to take shape. Just imagine
the multitude of wires and cables that criss-
crossed my apartment!

Speaking of apartment life, that was per-
haps the greatest constraint I had to contend
with, since at best I could swap out a few light
switches and outlets in favor of X-10 devices.
Since I couldn’t exactly cut or drill into walls
to run cables for LAN, cable TV, etc., I was
limited to using “wireless” devices for control
of things like my stereo or television, and
run the cables along the baseboard for the
computer and so forth. But even in this envi-
ronment, the first generations of “Alexa”
began to take shape.

But it was far from “slick,” since I had to
keep the changes “external” to the walls of
the apartment. That all changed when in the
spring of 1996, near the height of the
“boom” here in Silicon Valley, my landlord
decided to double my rent! I thought it was
ridiculous, and dreaded the thought of hav-
ing to move, but I couldn’t justify in my
mind paying nearly $2,000/month in rent on
a 750 square foot apartment! So I began my
search around greater San Jose for a new
place to live. Unfortunately, all of the apart-
ments were outrageously priced. Then one
day during my search for a new place, I was
stopped at a light and noticed a sign for a
new townhouse complex with homes starting
at a mere $160,000—a bargain at the time in
the valley! So I stopped in to check out the

models, but of course they had already sold
all of the lots available for the $160,000
price. But the attractive saleslady (she
looked a lot like Sigourney Weaver) had
managed to persuade me that the other
homes were surprisingly affordable! Before I
knew it, by the end of the Memorial Day
weekend in 1996, I had found myself com-
mitted to buying a brand new townhouse!

Finally, not only was I going to be in a
“home of my own” (or at least shared with a
bank), but since it was also going to be “new
construction,” I had a chance to implement
some of the advanced technology for home
automation and home theater that I had read
about over the years in magazines and news-
groups like comp.home.automation. But I
had to act fast to take advantage of this
opportunity, since they had already started
building the frame of my house. There was
only about a three- to six-week window of
time to plan and implement the “base” tech-
nology of my future-ready “dream home” to
be incorporated while it was still in the
“frame” stage. I already mentioned that I
made the “buy” decision during Memorial
Day weekend, and I was scheduled to close
and move in just before Labor Day week-
end! Consequently I spent the better part of
“week one” reading books like Automated
Home Control and Approaching Home
Automation, magazines like Home Automation
Magazine and a variety of BBS systems,
mailing lists and news groups to quickly
put together the technology plan for my
new home.

Before we dive into the plan, let’s pause a
minute to get acquainted with the layout of
my new townhouse. It’s a typical 3-bedroom
2.5-bath “California” style split-level town-
house totaling 1,407 square feet, situated in
the heart of San Jose. The original 40-page
“technology” plan for my house called for
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each room of the house to be equipped with at
least two “media outlets,” with some rooms
like the theater and office being equipped with
as many as six outlets each. Each of these
“media outlets” contains a pair of CAT5 jacks
for voice and data, and a pair of “cable jacks”
for distribution of TV and satellite signals
throughout the house. Believe it or not, the
plan called for a total of 28 media outlets
throughout the house, including the garage
and attic! I drew the line at carrying the con-
cept into the bathrooms—some places should
be kept sacred! Finally, the wiring portion of
the plan called for each of these outlets to be
“home run” with their supporting cables being
run from each location throughout the house
to my dual-purpose “coat and wiring” closet
on the “second floor” of the house.

You should have seen the look on the face
of my sales agent (and later the project man-
ager for the builder) when I delivered the
copies of this plan to them! Their reaction was

at best summarized as surprise and confusion,
so much so that they informed me that they
would have to run the plan past the company’s
home office since it was beyond the scope of
what they usually did in a “mass produced”
development like the one where my “dream
house” to be was to be situated. When the offi-
cial “NO” answer came from the home office
and was relayed to me by phone, I thought my
hopes and plans for my new home were going
to be dashed! You would think that a develop-
er building so many homes in the Silicon
Valley would have been more forward think-
ing than that! (It’s funny, though, that about a
year later, they were including many of the
features in my “plan” into the standard equip-
ment on the next generation of the same model
home!). As I left my office to meet with the
project manager to see how much of my plan
was salvageable, I decided that it was such a
hot day that bringing some ice-cold beer along
with me might help to enlist his cooperation.

(Hint: When working with construction
tradesmen, it’s amazing how many extras you
can get by dropping off some cold beers or a
$20 bill here and there.)

Luckily, I was able to enlist his help, but it
required that some of the plan be scaled back
to reduce the visibility to the “home office,”
but most of it was saved! My high-tech home
was going to become a reality! I ended up with
16 of the media outlets spread throughout the
house. And in case you’re curious, and I was at
one point – I calculated that including each
wire in a “cable,” my house contains just about
three miles of wire! So the joke is that in
advent of an earthquake, my place will just
“bend & flex” while the surrounding units col-
lapse.

As I recall, the “real fun” began when I
closed on my new house around August 28,
1996—about a week before my birthday! To
celebrate, I took the week off and began the
laborious task of moving into my home, and
terminating all those wires!

Now at age 7, “Alexa” has grown into a
multitude of functions and systems, although
her primary goal remains the same—unifying
the array of technology of my home into a
cohesive system to increase its comfort, while
at the same time minimizing my electricity
bill!

This is just the first in a series of articles on
my experiences with Home Automation; the
intent with this one was to give you a “taste”
of what’s possible. As the series progresses,
we’ll explore each of Alexa’s systems and
functions, including:

� Lighting Control – This is simply turn-
ing lights on when
somebody enters a room, and turning
them off when the room has been vacant
for a period time.

� Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning
(HVAC) – This is Alexa’s biggest con-
tribution to savings on my energy bill.
First of all, unlike most home systems,
my HVAC system is split into three
zones, allowing Alexa to either heat or
cool only the
occupied areas of the house rather than
the entire place. A great side benefit of
this zoning is that the upstairs no longer
resembles an “oven” while the down-
stairs no longer feels
like a meat locker.

� Security – Alexa’s security system is
integrated with the other systems. So,
for example, when I arm the alarm sys-
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Here are some of my favorite “home automation” resources, including my favorite
components, places to “window shop” and places to “buy” various components.

1. HomeVision – This serves as the “autonomic” portion of Alexa’s “brain.” In my
humble opinion, this is by far the best home automation controller on the market!
It starts with the ability to send and receive X-10 signals over a power line, then
continues with the ability to generate TV video screens for command and control
of the system via just about any infrared remote control. If you’re serious about
home automation, this is definitely a “must-have.” Learn more by checking out the
HomeVision Web site at http://www.csi3.com/homevis2.htm; also be sure to check
out the HomeVision user group at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/homevision-users.

2. ACE – Another “must-have” for serious home automation! This great program
enables many of Alexa’s higher-level functions like text to speech, voicemail/phone
screening,Winamp control and the Web interface! You can check it out and download
a free 30-day evaluation copy from the Custom Automation Technologies Website
at: http://www.customautomationtech.com/ace.htm

3. TiVo – Simply the best Personal Video Recorder on the market today! Another
case of where I was an early adopter, and now fervent advocate.This great little
box takes care of recording my favorite TV shows for me automatically to watch
so I can watch them at the touch of a button.You can learn more about TiVo
from their Web site: http://www.tivo.com. If you want to “soup up” your TiVo by
adding more disk space, or connect it to your network, you’ll find great resources
in the “Underground Playground” of the TiVo Community Web site at:
http://www.tivocommunity.com

4. Smarthome.com – The Web site of this online retailer is a great place to “window
shop” and get ideas for your home automation system. Check them out at:
http://www.smarthome.com and be sure to request a copy of their printed catalog!

5. Worthington Distribution – In my experience, this company has the best prices
on home automation gear.While their primary business is selling to home automation
dealers, they offer the same low wholesale prices to retail buyers as well! You can
find them on the Web at: http://www.worthdist.com
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tem as I leave the house, Alexa knows to turn off any lights or
other appliances that I may have left turned on. At night, when
someone approaches my front door, the porch light will be
automatically turned on. And when any of the doors to the house
are opened, Alexa automatically lights up the house from top to
bottom, so no more coming into a dark house and tripping up the
stairs! Along similar lines, if the garage door is accidentally left
open, it’s automatically closed! Then, to help avoid interruptions
by all the pesky solicitors and neighbor kids trying to sell
something, there’s a camera pointed at the front door. When
someone rings the bell, the TV is automatically tuned to the
“Alexa Channel” so I can see who’s there before I go running
down three flights of steps to answer the front door, thinking
it’s the pizza guy.

� Telephone – Before the phones in my house can even ring,
Alexa screens the incoming call to determine who’s on the line.
If the caller is on my “approved” list, Alexa allows the call to
go through to the other phones. Otherwise, they are routed to
voicemail. And when I don’t want to be disturbed, like when 
I’m sleeping or watching a TV show, even the approved calls are
routed to voicemail. All of this happens without a single “ring”
of the phone being heard anywhere in the house! The result? No
more annoying phone calls!

� Entertainment – A topic unto itself, I have things set up to the
point where I can settle into my favorite chair in the theater and
with a few clicks on a touch pad, I can select a TV show, movie
or even music—all of which is served up from either my
“souped up” TiVo, or my multimedia server containing about 50
of my favorite movies and a 5000-song music collection.

All of this has been integrated to varying degrees to be controlled
from either a browser and laptop, Windows CE device, or even a Palm!

There, I’ve finally done it! Though I’ve made numerous false
starts to writing an article over the years, this is the first one I’ve
actually managed to finish! Now looking ahead to my next one,
which I hope will appear next month – I’m going to leave it to the
membership to come to the NaSPA Web site http://www.naspa.com,
and vote on which of the above home automation topics you’d like
me to explore in the next article! You’re also welcome to e-mail me
at homeauto@naspa.com.  

NaSPA board member and chief technology officer Radi Shourbaji has 25
years of experience in information systems and data processing, including
15+ years as an MVS systems programmer specializing in automation,
performance management and capacity planning. Radi works for
ProactiveNet, Inc. in Santa Clara, California as director of product man-
agement and marketing.
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