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by Julie Jacobson, photography by Mike Woodside

eremy Wolfson founded Connect Home Theater & Automation in 1997 and

generally ran his business like most home systems integrators—installing

mainstream automation systems, proprietary music servers, and modest home

theaters. His four-person company, based in the Twin Cities suburb of

Minnetonka, Minn., was doing just fine, installing brand-name custom-installa-
tion products in roughly 35 homes per year.

Then he discovered Windows XP Media Center Edition. That was 2005. It wasn’t that
Wolfson was so enamored of the platform, but he liked it well enough to show his
prospective customers. “None of them understood music servers, anyway, so we would
show them a dedicated music server that we usually sold, and then we’d show them a

Media Center,” he says. “l don’t think there’s anyone I've demo’d a Media Center for
that hasn’t gotten one.”

Ah, but if the rest of the job were only that easy.
After honing his custom product line from years on the job, enjoying rock-solid stability
and predictable profitability, Wolfson gambled on a brand new platform—one that wasn'’t
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meant to do the things that most integrators do.
B The Media Center cannot output both Dolby Digital Live and analog audio Now, with several Media Center jobs under his
simultaneously, so a second Media Center was installed to accomodate the belt, Wolfson walks us through one of his earlier
whole house. Media Center installations—not his first, and cer-
B A universal remote is required in the home theater in order to switch back and tainly not his last, he says.
forth between high-definiton and standard-definition content from the receiv-
er and Media Center, respectively. DISHING UP MOVIES
M In the remote rooms, a standard Media Center remote is used to operate the Wolfson has gone back and forth on the issue of
connected Media Center, and to turn on/off the TV and control the volume. buying or building his Media Centers. Today he’s
B A Media Center Extender (Xbox 360) is used in the main media room to operate building his own, which isn’t much of a stretch
the HAI automation software, which is housed on the whole-house Media Center. since he built commercial servers in a previous
W Today, the audio keypads can do little more than switch to the Media Center life. Buying components from D&H Distributing
source and control the volume, so the installer included touchscreens that serve and New Egg, Wolfson figures he saves about
as virtual PC monitors. $1,000 on the hardware, but the labor adds up.
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Including loading the software, testing the system
and burning it in, the process takes about six
hours, “but we're getting more efficient,” he says.

In this particular home, Wolfson opted for two
Media Centers, primarily because of a quirk asso-
ciated with Dolby Digital Live—a feature that
comes with the Intel motherboard he uses, and
one he won’t give up. Dolby Digital Live is a real-
time encoding technology that converts any audio
signal into a Dolby Digital bitstream for transport
and playback through a home theater system.

“My clients seem to watch a lot of satellite,”
says Wolfson. “With a settop box, you have to
feed the audio into the Media Center via analog
connections. With the Dolby Digital Live output
from Media Center, the audio experience is a great
improvement over what it would be otherwise.”

Wolfson discovered, however, that you cannot
output Dolby Digital Live and analog audio simul-
taneously—a deal breaker if you plan to use the
Media Center for whole-house audio, which he
did. For this reason, Wolfson delegated one
Media Center for the theater, and another for
whole-house audio and other distributed tasks.

Back in the theater, the Media Center takes S-
Video and analog audio from an HD satellite
receiver. Today, unfortunately, Media Centers
can only receive HD feeds over-the-air, and not
from cable and satellite boxes. Running S-Video
through the Media Center allows the homeowner
to use the Media Center’s programming guide to
view, select and record satellite-based content.

So what about the HD? Component video and
digital audio are wired directly from the satellite
receiver through a Denon receiver to an HDTV
set. Wolfson programmed an HDTV button on the
HoME page of the universal remote. Pressing that
button bypasses the Media Center and takes the
user directly to the HD feed from the satellite
box, and then to the preferred HD channel.
Meanwhile, the universal remote jumps to the
first page of HD cHANNELS, displaying the cus-
tomers’ favorite stations for one-touch selection.

To get back to Media Center, users simply
press the MEDIA CENTER button programmed into
the remote, which takes them to the last page
they were on in the Media Center environment.
Alternatively, users can press the sTART button—
Connect Home Theater’s version of Microsoft’s
GREEN BUTTON. This takes them directly to the
Media Center’s main menu.

Wolfson learned more than a couple of lessons
configuring this theater, even after the Dolby
Digital Live discovery. In this case, the customer
complained about the video quality from the
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The network-attached storage, in this case a Buffalo
TeraStation, stores movies, pictures and music. TV is
recorded locally, unless customers run out of room on
their Media Centers. Mapping content to certain hard
drives can easily be accomplished using the free plug-
in TweakUI. Always use a gigabit Ethernet network,
advises Wolfson.

Media Center. After making every tweak imagi-
nable, Wolfson simply upgraded the video card
from an Nvidia 6200 to a 6600. “The picture is
noticeably better,” he says. “I learned it’s worth
spending money to put in a really good video
card.”

The same goes for the satellite receiver. The
customer’s existing receiver was “agonizingly
slow” when it came to changing channels.
Wolfson insisted on an upgrade to a better box,

which did the trick—mostly. Wolfson prepares to load
Wolfson discovered that the only commands the  Lifeware automation software

Media Center can send to the satellite receiver into his homemade Media

are numerical digits—not up, not DowN, not ENTER, ~ Center. Connect Home Theater

not exiT. So a virtual CHANNEL up button is trans- tests and burns in all Media

lated into the digits of the next-higher channel. Centers and CE gear before

This can slow down the channel-changing expe- installing them in customers’

rience. That was manageable enough. What was ~ homes.
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more unnerving, however, was when the satellite
popped up a message that the customer could not
erase by pressing numbers on the remote.

Wolfson explains, “When you go to a pay-per-
view channel, a banner pops up asking if you want
to purchase the movie. But when you’re in Media
Center, the only thing you can send to the satellite
is a channel number. You can’t clear the screen.”

Wolfson solved the problem by programming a but-
ton on the remote to go directly to the satellite box
and exit the screen. He calls it the escare button.

Between the HDTV issues and the satellite black
hole, Jeremy says there is “no way” you can get
by without a universal remote in the home theater.

@ EXTRA!

Wolfson does not employ elaborate procedures to
lock customers out of certain functions that could
undermine the performance of Media Center. Instead,
says Wolfson, “We just tell the customer what not to
do—don’t check email, don’t let the kids surf on the
computer, etc. So far, there’s been no problem.”
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In this case, he specified the RF-capable T2+ from
Remote Technologies Inc., along with the RP-6
base station that executes the macros and issues
the IR commands.

RTI includes the Microsoft toggle codes in its built-
in IR library, and provides a programming function
that allows toggles to be implemented in a macro.

AROUND THE HOUSE
Then there is the whole-house Media Center respon-
sible for running the home automation software and
distributing music and video throughout the house.
This sample installation features a whole-house
audio system from Russound. From the Russound
keypads, users can select the Media Center as a
music source, but that’s about it. They can’t
browse through playlists or receive any feedback
from the computer. To mitigate such limitations,
Wolfson added touchscreens to some of the audio
zones. Essentially serving as “dumb” displays for
the Media Center, these 15-inch LCD panels from
Elo allow the homeowners to control the Media
Center as if from a local PC monitor and mouse.
The touchpanels connect via USB (for control) and
VGA (for video), extended over long distances of
Cat 5 cable with the help of extenders from Gefen.
From the touchpanels, the homeowners can

browse their music collections, and then use the
Russound keypads to choose Media Center as the
source. “It’s sort of a kludge,” says Wolfson, “but
it does the trick.”

Of course, the touchpanels can be used to enjoy
virtually all aspects of the Media Center, not just
music. The customers can run slide shows on it,
watch TV, even operate the automation system.

For this installation, Wolfson used HAI for Media
Center Edition, the plug-in for his go-to automation
panel, the HAI Omni. For more robust installations
he uses the Lifeware platform from Exceptional
Innovation, which is compatible with various secu-
rity and automation systems and provides two-
way control and feedback for some popular brands
of distributed audio.

In this case, the HAI software runs on a single
Media Center. Like the other features of Media
Center, the automation scenes can be accessed in
remote rooms via touchscreen or via TV using
Media Center Extenders.

Here, it’s the Xbox 360. The user presses the HAI
Home tab on the main Media Center menu to be
taken to the controls for security, thermostats,
lighting and other automation options.

As for the secondary rooms of the house, the
homeowners use the standard remote that comes
with Media Center. The remote is light on the
“universal” features, but it can be programmed to
turn the TV on and off and adjust the volume.

FULL CIRCLE

This installation started when a customer came to
Connect Home Theater & Automation seeking a
home automation system.

“He had this idea that he wanted touchscreens,”
says Wolfson. Beyond that, however, he didn’t
know what he wanted. “I demonstrated Media
Center on my laptop and he loved it.”

Today, the customer uses the HAI piece of the
Media Center environment, according to Wolfson,
“but he really seems to be enjoying the music and
slideshows.”

Connect Home Theater & Automation hasn’t
abandoned its roots as a traditional home systems
integrator. But a few things have changed. The
warehouse is stocked with routers, VGA splitters,
USB extenders, Intel motherboards and computer
cases. Customers now call about issues with their
Internet and home networks.

And Wolfson finds himself up late at nights,
scouring thegreenbutton.com and frequenting PC
forums where more and more integrators are dar-
ing to go. @™
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