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Introduction

Welcome to Windows XP Media Center Edition 2004 PC For Dummies. What
a mouthful! But each word is important, nay, critical! This book is about
Microsoft’s next generation of operating system, Windows XP. But this is not

an ordinary piece of software — Media Center 2004 is Microsoft’s major push
to merge the computing and entertainment domains in your home. In other

words, Microsoft is getting involved in something called convergence — where
two previously separate worlds (computing and entertainment) become one.

But wait, there’s more — it’s not just about the software, because this software
comes matched with purpose-built PC hardware platforms: souped-up, totally-
wired (and wireless), processor-rich computers that can drive your television
and stereo as easily as they can download your e-mail.

This book tells you everything you want to know about these Media Center PCs.
We’re truly on the verge of a new revolution in the home, in which the power
of your stereo, home theater, TV, VCR, CD/DVD player, radio receiver, satellite/
cable receiver, and other entertainment devices are sucked into a powerful
computing platform that can sit beside your TV.

About This Book

If you're thinking of purchasing a Media Center Edition (MCE) PC and installing
it in your home, this is the book for you. Even if you've already purchased an
MCE PC, this book will help you install and configure your entertainment
system. What’s more, we help you get the most out of your investment after
it’s up and running by connecting it to the Internet and your home network, if
you have one.

With this book in hand, you’ll have all the information you need about the
following topics:
v Planning your home computing and entertainment system
v Evaluating and selecting a Media Center PC
v Installing and configuring Windows XP Media Center Edition in your home
v Watching and recording live TV
v Recording and playing DVDs and CDs
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v Surfing the Internet connection on your TV

v Playing computer games over your home network

v Viewing photos in Media Center’s slide-show mode

v Watching home videos (and videos downloaded from the Internet too)
v Archiving your home camcorder videos

v Connecting your PC to your home network

Conventions Used in This Book

Pat and Danny don'’t like to think of anything as conventional, but, alas, when
your publisher asks for conventions, you must have conventions.

All Web site addresses have this type of font:

www.microsoft.com

When we introduce a new term for the first time, we put it in italics. We also
remember to define what that term means, or refer you to a section of the
book that describes it in greater detail.

We’ve also created a bit of a shorthand terminology to describe how you use
your remote control to perform actions on the screen in Media Center. You’ll
notice that we use the term select a lot. When we say select, we mean that you
should use the arrow buttons on the remote to move the cursor to that item
and then press the OK button on the remote. This is a basic action that you’ll
perform almost every time you use Media Center, so we figured we’d give you
some quick and easy instructions up front.

Keep in mind that you can also use the mouse and keyboard in Media Center,
just like you would on any Windows XP PC.

If you're stumped by normal Windows XP operations, don’t worry, lots of
people are. Check out Andy Rathbone’s Windows XP For Dummies (published
by Wiley Publishing, Inc.). It will help you get up-to-speed on all aspects of the
Windows XP experience. Just e-mail Andy if Windows XP doesn’t work — it’s
all his fault. (Just kidding, we don’t know Andy but we hear he has a sense of
humor.)
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What You're Not to Read

If you already have a Media Center PC and are looking for help with the new
features in the 2004 version, you can skip Parts I and Il and go straight to Part III.

If you've cheated and already assembled your new MCE PC, but are having
some problems finding your way around, go straight to Chapter 7 and 8, where
we discuss how to customize and navigate MCE.

Other than that, feel free to move around the book at your desire. The
For Dummies style enables you to dip in and out of the book as your attention
span permits.

Foolish Assumptions

Unlike other operating systems — which you can install on your existing PC,
as long as they meet some basic requirements — Windows XP Media Center
Edition requires a specific hardware setup. At the time of this writing, the
hardware was available from only 12 PC vendors (listed in Chapter 3). These
PCs meet strict system specifications that Microsoft provides only to the PC
vendors who build MCE PCs.

Microsoft has put a lot of effort into refining Windows XP Media Center Edition
so that it can run on less powerful and therefore lower-priced machines. So we
expect to see many more inexpensive MCE PCs hit the market soon. (As of this
writing, HP just announced the first MCE PC under $1,000.)

You can’t buy XP Media Center Edition software in a store without the hard-
ware, so you can’t load it on an existing PC. You have to buy a new system —
at least now.

You don’t need a separate TV set to run MCE. Instead, you can display it on a
monitor. You also don’t need a receiver or other stereo components except
speakers. However, MCE is compatible with most standard entertainment gear,
connecting to them through RCA composite, S-video, coaxial cable, and other
interfaces.



4 Windows XP Media Center Edition 2004 PC For Dummies

How This Book Is Organized

This book is organized into five parts. The chapters are presented in a logical
order — from buying and installing your Media Center Edition PC to using it.
You should feel free to also use the book as a reference, reading the chapters
in any order you want.

Part I: Introducing the Media Center
Edition PC

The first part of the book is a primer on evaluating, buying, and installing your
Media Center PC. If you've never seen an MCE computer in action — much less
attempted to configure one — this part of the book provides all the background
information and techno-geek lingo that you need to feel comfortable. Chapter 1
presents the general concepts surrounding Microsoft’s software; Chapter 2
looks under the hood of your customized PC and discusses key PC technology
that will drive your decision about which MCE PC to buy from the available
vendors. Chapter 3 walks you through that purchase process and makes sure
you get the best bang for the buck!

Part [I: Integrating Your Media Center PC

The second part of the book helps you set up your Media Center PC and
connect it to all your home audio, video, and networking components. You
get help in deciding what to connect to the PC and where to put what in your
home. By the end of Part II, you’ll have connected your PC to all your enter-
tainment gear as well as to the Internet — laying the foundation to serious
fun ahead.

Part I11: Using XP Media Center Edition

Part Ill discusses how to use your MCE PC. Whether you want to watch TV or
play your home movies, this part of the book explains how to access, play and
record all types of audio, video, and photographic content. We cover each of

the major media capabilities of Windows XP MCE: MCE-driven TV, audio, photos,
DVDs, and home videos, as well as some third-party applications.
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Part JU: Connecting to the Rest of
Vour House

The first chapter in this part introduces you to the concept of whole-home
networking. The next chapter looks at ways to extend your PC around the
house wirelessly, including the latest in low-cost wireless access points.

Part U: The Part of Tens

Part V provides three top-ten lists that we think you’ll find interesting We
describe ten neat things you can add to your Windows XP MCE PC to give extra
oomph to your entertainment dollar. In the next chapter, we don our sooth-
sayer’s hat and list ten things to expect from Windows XP Media Center Edition
in the near future. We close out the part with ten neat places to go on the
Internet to show off your newfound capabilities.

Appendix

In the appendix, we help you tackle the sometimes difficult task of connecting
your Windows XP MCE PC to all the home-entertainment equipment it’s been
designed to work with: TV, cable and satellite set-top box, home-theater receiver,
surround-sound speakers, and more. We use lots of clear before-and-after
pictures to show you how you can get an MCE PC into almost any kind of home-
entertainment setup — whether you have a simple antenna and TV or a compli-
cated digital surround-sound home-theater system.

Icons Used in This Book

WMBER
é&
&

These days, everyone is hyper-busy, with no time to waste. To help you find
especially useful nuggets of information in this book, we’ve marked the infor-
mation with little icons in the margin. The following icons are used in this book:

This icon is your clue that you should take special note of the advice that you
find there — this is essential information. Bottom line: You’ll accomplish the
task more effectively if you remember this information.

5
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Computers are high-tech toys that make use of some pretty complicated tech-
nology. For the most part, however, you don’t need to know how it all works.
The Technical Stuff icon identifies the paragraphs that you can skip if you're
in a hurry or just don’t care to know. If you're a bit geeky like us, however, you
may want to read this stuff.

As you can probably guess, the Tip icon calls your attention to information that
will save you time and maybe money. You might want to skim through the book,
reading the tips.

The little bomb in the margin should alert you to pay close attention and tread
softly. You don’t want to waste time or money correcting a problem that you
could have avoided in the first place. Definitely pay attention to warnings.

We're almost entirely devoted to using the remote control and the special
10-foot interface that Media Center provides. (It’s called a 10-foot interface
because it’s designed to let you sit on the sofa, 10 feet away from the screen,
while using your MCE PC.) But some features and functions of the MCE PC
require you to get off the couch and sit in front of your computer with the
mouse and keyboard. To reduce confusion, we use this special XP icon to tell
you when you need to leave Media Center’s interface and perform an action
in the traditional XP interface.

Where to Go from Here

Where you should go next in this book depends on where you are in the process
of buying, installing, configuring, and using your Windows XP Media Center
Edition PC. If computers and the Media Center Edition of XP in particular are
new to you, we recommend that you start at the beginning with Part [. When
you feel comfortable with computing terminology, or you just get bored with
the discussion, move on to the chapters in Part Il about connecting the PC to
all your home-entertainment and networking gear. When you have your system
installed and interconnected, Part IIl will help you start using it straightaway.
Part IV gives you the most useful and whole-home ways to use your MCE PC —
something we highly recommend to get the most bang for your buck.

To begin, just point your remote control to this part of the page and press the
Play button. (And if you really did that just now, make sure your kids help you
with each step of the installation!)

If you find that you just don’t get the answer you want in this book, drop us an
e-mail at dummies@telechoice.com. Everyone in TeleChoice knows who the
dummies are in the company, so the message will find its way to us.
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In this part . . .
M icrosoft (and its partners in the PC business) looked

hard at what home PC users want to do with their
computers, and came up with an entirely new way of looking
at the PC: the Windows XP Media Center Edition 2004 PC.
The MCE PC does all the stuff that any old Windows XP PC
can do — send and receive e-mail, surf the Web, word
processing, spreadsheets, games, and so on — but it adds
to the equation a unique new way of using the PC as a
home-entertainment device. With an MCE PC, you'll find
that dealing with digital media — whether it be music, TV,
movies, radio, photographs, and even home movies — is
easier, faster, and just plain better.

In this part of the book, we walk you through the basics of
the Media Center Edition interface. Although MCE is easy to
use, it’s also quite a bit different than anything you've ever
seen on your PC. Then we talk about the pieces and parts
that make an MCE PC different than the garden-variety PCs
that you're probably used to. Finally, we provide detail
about the different MCE PCs on the market today, giving
you some guidance on how to choose the one that’s right
for you.




Chapter 1

All about Windows XP
Media Center Edition

In This Chapter
Comparing MCE with regular XP
Taking a tour of the Media Center interface
Connecting to a big-screen TV and audio system

Buying a Media Center PC

Wndows XP Media Center Edition 2004. It’s a long name, so we’re going to
call it just MCE most of the time. But it’s also a descriptive name. Let’s

break it down into its constituent parts, shall we?

v+ Windows: Yep, it’s a Microsoft Operating System (OS), so it works on PCs
using Intel or similar AMD chips and motherboards, the main components
of a PC. But (and this is an important but), not all standard Windows PCs
can run MCE. You need a special PC that meets the rigorous requirements
of MCE — you can’t just install MCE on your existing PC.

v XP: This is the latest version of Windows (released in 2002), with an
improved user interface (it’s a lot more colorful), greater performance
(it goes faster), and increased reliability.

1 Media Center Edition: Not only can MCE computers do all the normal
computing stuff that any version of Windows XP can do — Web surfing,
e-mail, report writing, and so on — but Microsoft has added enhanced
functionality for managing, editing, and playing back various forms of
electronic media such as TV, movies, music, home video, and digital
photographs.

v 2004: This is the most recent edition of the Windows XP MCE platform, and
this book contains all the latest and greatest info about what you need to
know. We're part of the beta team for the MCE platform, so you're getting

the straight scoop here!
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What's new in 2004?

Before Windows XP MCE 2004, there was one
prior version, the original XP MCE 2002 program.
Some of the improvements in the 2004 version
follow:

v New online capabilities with the Online
Spotlight module, so you can access online
media without leaving the Media Center
interface

v A new radio tuner interface (and related
hardware) that lets you listen to FM radio
stations on your MCE PC and buffer up to 30
minutes of live radio for playback later

v The capability to record CDs to your hard
drive directly in the Media Center interface
instead of using Windows Media Player

v Enhanced 16:9 support to take advantage of
the new TV screen acreage provided by
today'’s latest wide-screen TVs

v The capability to prioritize your scheduled
TV recordings, in case of a conflict

v Advanced photo management that enables
you to view slide shows as well as reduce
red-eye, adjust contrast, rotate, and zoom
your favorite pictures in MCE

Beyond these changes, the folks at Microsoft
have spent a lot of time making general
improvements and upgrades so that MCE
works faster and more reliably. They've also
completed some serious work on the TV capa-
bilities of MCE PCs, with a bunch of new soft-
ware upgrades that make the MCE experience
look even better when you hook up your MCE
PC to your big-screen TV.

This is just the tip of the iceberg. There'll be so
many ooohs and ahhhhs emanating from your
living room, you'd swear the Temptations joined

the party.

Media management and display are at the heart of MCE. Its full-screen interface
and handheld remote control enable you to sit across the room and use the
MCE PC like a piece of gear from your home theater. MCE takes the PC to a
whole new realm — and may very well take the PC to a whole new room — in
your house.

Everything about Windows XP Media Center Edition is special, advanced,
enhanced, entranced, romanced . . . geez we can get carried away! It’s that neat.

What's Special about XP
Media Center Edition?

An MCE PC is a high-end machine, with more features and faster processors
than regular Windows PCs, as well as some specialized parts for media func-
tionality. The only big differences you might notice, however, are the screen
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(which is usually larger), the larger and more powerful speakers, and perhaps
the general speediness of the machine. (MCE PCs have the fastest Pentium
processors and the biggest, baddest graphics chips in existence — we talk
about these in Chapter 2.)

You can’t add MCE software (the MCE OS, in other words) to just any old PC.
In fact, you can’t add it to any PC you own, even if the PC meets all the equip-
ment and performance criteria we're about to discuss. Microsoft doesn’t sell
MCE this way. Primarily for reasons of reliability and performance, Microsoft
has decided that MCE will be available only preinstalled on PCs that meet its
minimum specifications. This requirement creates a known environment in
which Microsoft can do its operating system magic, without trying to make MCE
compatible with the millions of equipment permutations that more general
versions of Windows must deal with.

The first time you fire up an MCE PC, it will probably look like any other
Windows XP PC. You'll see the standard XP desktop interface, with the big
green Start menu at the bottom left.

You can ignore the MCE features and use your MCE PC as a high-powered
PC. You can surf the Web using Internet Explorer or your Web browser of
choice. You can check e-mail with Outlook Express. If you have Microsoft
Office installed, you can work on that spreadsheet of widgets or write that
overdue paper (or, in our case, book).

But if you look on the desktop or between the sofa cushions, you'll see a shiny
new remote control, as shown in Figure 1-1. If you've already installed your MCE
PC, go ahead and press the start button. (It’s the green button in the middle
of the remote.) The start button launches the Media Center interface, which
is designed to let you sit away from your computer and use it as an entertain-
ment device, not a data terminal.

We can’t guarantee that your remote will look exactly like the one in Figure 1-1.
But somewhere on your remote you will find the arrow buttons, the OK button,
and the Start button.

The first time you open Media Center on your MCE PC, it prompts you to go
through a 10- to 15-minute process of setting preferences. If you want to do
this now, skip ahead to Chapter 7, where we describe this process.

You might be tempted to cancel out of this process and go straight into the
Media Center Start menu with the factory default settings in place. We do not
recommend skipping the Media Center Set-up Wizard. Your TV programming
guide will not be installed, your remote control may not work to change chan-
nels on your set-top box, and other features may simply not function.
Complete the wizard. (Patience, patience.)

11



12

Part I: Introducing the Media Center Edition PC

|
Figure 1-1:
Sit on the
sofa and
control your
MCE PC.
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The Media Center Interface

The Media Center interface, shown in Figure 1-2, is the key to using MCE — it’s
what differentiates MCE from plain Windows XP. The Media Center interface
is designed for “lean back” computer use. The text on the screen is big and
can be read easily while you sit in your comfy chair across the room.

The Media Center interface does away with many of the normal Windows inter-
face systems that require a mouse. For example, you won'’t find the pull-down
menus that normal Windows XP (and XP applications) use in its menu bar.
In fact, you won'’t find a menu bar (or a Start button) at all. Everything is laid
out in a linear and hierarchical manner for ease of use with a remote control
(though you can use your mouse as well, if you want).

Pretty much everything you’ll ever want to do with MCE can be accomplished
with the four arrow, or directional, buttons on the remote (up, down, left, and
right) and the OK button. The MCE was designed for the remote control, not the
keyboard. In fact, some things are downright hard to do without the remote
control, such as access the More Info data about a movie.

To select a menu item, use the arrow buttons to reach the menu item
(it becomes highlighted in green), and then press the OK button.
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If a menu item has choices below it, they appear when you select the main
menu item. To select one of the subitems, simply use the arrow buttons to
reach it, and press the OK button.

Want to look at that neat TV image in the little window to the side? No problem.
Use the arrow buttons to reach the image (it becomes highlighted in green) and
press OK. Now you’re watching TV. Cool.

The Media Center interface is a lot like the interface you might see when digging
around in the setup menus on a TV or a home-theater receiver attached to a TV,
except that MCE is a lot more user friendly. We will now boldly predict that it
will take you all of two minutes of messing around with the arrow buttons and
the OK button to get the hang of making choices in MCE.

If you ever get lost in the Media Center interface, start pressing the Back button
on the remote. You'll eventually return to the top of the menu hierarchy — the
interface shown in Figure 1-2.

In the remainder of this section, we talk in general terms about what each
choice — we call them modules — on the main MCE page is all about. In Part III,
we describe each one in detail, telling you how it works and how you can get
the most out of it.

13
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Microsoft is in the second iteration of Media
Center Edition, and it's adding features as fast as
it can. Here are a few that we hope it adds soon:

v Devices that let you remotely display your
MCE interface on TVs and other displays, so
you can control and use your MCE PC from
anywhere in the home

v~ Devices that let you use the MCE wire-
lessly, without making Ethernet or other
connections

What Media Center can't do today —
but will do soon!

v More support for online gaming

v The capability to create (burn) CDs and DVDs
directly from the Media Center interface

v More options for purchasing and down-
loading online content (such as music) in
the Media Center interface

Read Chapter 18 to find out more about the
future functions and features of MCE.

My TV module

One of the coolest things that every MCE PC can do is help you watch televi-
sion. And we’re not just talking about watching TV the old-fashioned way —
sitting in front of that glowing box, waiting like a sheep for a show to come on.
Nope, MCE lets you move into the future and take control of your TV habit.
(Admit it, you have a TV habit — everyone does!) All you have to do is select
the My TV module in MCE.

With MCE, you can do the following TV stuff:

v Watch live TV (the old-fashioned way) on your computer monitor or
on a TV hooked up to your MCE PC

v Keep track of what’s on, and what will be on, with an on-screen
program guide

v Record and play back broadcast TV programs at your convenience

This last feature is perhaps the most compelling. After all, you can watch TV
on any old $199 box from the warehouse store. And if you have a satellite dish
or digital cable, you probably have an on-screen program guide. But MCE
includes a full-featured PVR (personal video recorder) with just about all the
functions of the TiVo or ReplayTV device that a small number of TV-crazy folks
have in their homes.

Like those other PVRs, MCE dispenses with the bulky and inconvenient tapes
that VCRs use and instead records TV digitally on a computer hard drive. The
advantages over a regular VCR are immense. In addition to storing a ton of TV
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Figure 1-3:
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shows, you can use the PVR function of MCE to pause, rewind, and fast forward
live TV while you’re watching it.

No longer do you have to rely on broadcasters for timing your snack and bath-
room breaks. Press a button and walk away — when you come back, catch up
where you left off. Or watch that last-second three-pointer again, right now,
without waiting for Dickie V. and the boys in the ESPN truck to cue up the
replay.

Figure 1-3 shows the main My TV interface. We talk about how to use it in
much more detail in Chapter 9.

Radio module

Newer MCE PCs have begun to ship with an FM radio tuner that does for radio
what My TV does for TV: gives you control over what you listen to and when.
With the MCE Radio module, shown in Figure 1-4, you can use the MCE interface
and the remote control to tune in to your favorite stations, and pause and
record live radio broadcasts.
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You can run to the kitchen for some more mineral water (or whatever your
beverage preference) while your favorite talk show drones on. On your return,
you can pick up listening where you left off. The Radio module can record up to
30 minutes of live radio. Like any digital radio, the Radio module lets you scan
for stations or directly enter the frequency of the station you want to tune to.
You can also set up presets, so you can quickly find and tune to your favorite
stations.

My Music module

Because you're interested in buying an MCE PC or have already bought one, we
bet you're already into the PC music world. If you're not, are you in for a treat.
People have been recording their favorite music on their PCs for years now —
and online music download systems such as Napster (now dead and gone) and
Kazaa (www.kazaa.com) have received tons of press (and lawsuits) as people
share music online (illegally). Now legal downloading options such as a new
version of Napster and the Rhapsody Music Service (www.1isten.com) are
taking off as well.

In other words, computer-based music is an official BIG DEAL. And the MCE
My Music module makes handling music easy, no matter how many albums
and songs you have on your computer. Figure 1-5 shows My Music’s main menu.
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My Music lets you do several things:

v Organize your music: You can navigate your music collection by
sorting your MP3 files, Windows Media files, and CDs by song title,
album title, and artist. You can categorize your music by genre
(such as rock, punk, and blues) and create playlists of favorite
songs.

v Search for music: If you have a fon of music on your MCE PC (we do!),
you can easily search for a song, an artist, or an album name using the
remote control or the keyboard.

v+ Copy CDs to the MCE PC hard drive: Adding your favorite CDs to
your music collection is dead simple with your MCE PC — just a few
presses on the remote, and your CD’s audio tracks are downloaded to
your MCE hard drive. In addition, the song titles, album title, and even
the CD cover art are downloaded automatically from databases on the
Internet. Not bad.

+* Buy music online: Pressing a button on your remote automatically sends
you to a Web page (outside the MCE interface) that lets you buy more
music from a particular artist.
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And, of course, you can use My Music to play back music through the speakers
attached to your MCE PC or through your stereo or home-theater system, if you
have one attached to your MCE PC.

Windows XP Media Center Edition makes use of Microsoft’s powerful Media
Player 9 functionality — Microsoft’s standalone music software. Windows
Media Player 9 is one of the few examples of something you can’t access from
the Media Center interface. Sorry, but you’ll have to grab your wireless key-
board and mouse and tap away in the normal Windows XP interface to load
your music onto your MCE PC. Then you can jump back into Media Center to
organize and play your music. We tell you more about Media Player 9 and how
to hook up your stereo to your MCE PC in Chapter 5 and how to take advantage
of your My Music module in Chapter 10.

My Pictures module

Digital cameras have revolutionized the world of picture taking. No longer do
you have to wait for your pictures — not even the One Hour Photo shop is fast
enough compared to digital photography. Snap a picture, plug your camera into
your MCE PC, and instant gratification. Can’t beat that, huh?

Although you can download digital pictures to just about any PC, MCE’s My
Pictures module makes it even easier to deal with your photographic art
(or poorly composed snapshots). With My Pictures, you can

v View any pictures you’'ve downloaded from your camera to your MCE PC’s
My Pictures folder (the default folder for downloaded pictures). Pictures
can be viewed in full-screen mode, zoomed, and panned (meaning you can
zoom in on certain segments of the picture and then move your view
around to other zoomed parts of the picture).

v View pictures stored on removable media such as Compact Flash or
SmartMedia cards, the “digital film” used by many digital cameras.
Many MCE PCs have built-in readers for this type of media; you can
also add media readers through your USB port.

1 Watch slide shows of your favorite pictures on the MCE PC monitor or your
TV. You can even add your favorite background music from My Music.

v Correct pictures, so that those poorly composed and lit snapshots look
like something your megabuck wedding photographer took. My Pictures
can automatically analyze and optimize your photos.

v Print your pictures with just a few presses of the remote.

v Adjust brightness (resuscitate those dark pictures) and remove red-eye
(so long, Terminator).
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Figure 1-6 shows the My Pictures main menu. We delve into the digital darkroom
and your MCE PC in Chapter 11.

My Uideos module

If you have kids — Danny’s got four, so he’s speaking from experience here —
you have a video camera. Or three video cameras. And if you're like most
amateur videographers, you have three good minutes buried in a ten-minute
tape that also includes footage of your feet, the back of your spouse’s head,
and one blinding close-up of the sun. MCE comes to your rescue with the My
Videos module, shown in Figure 1-7.

My Videos lets you store your videos on your MCE PC’s hard drive just like any
other kind of media file. All MCE PCs come with USB, USB 2.0, and FireWire 1394

(we explain these systems in Chapter 3), which enable you to connect your
digital camcorder to your MCE PC and import your video.
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Media Center PCs include a cool Microsoft program called Windows Movie

Maker 2 that lets you edit and combine video clips into finished videos for play-
back later. My Videos then lets you organize and watch these videos on your
computer monitor or TV.

To use Windows Movie Maker 2, you need to exit the Media Center interface
and work in the regular Windows XP interface. After you've saved your
masterpiece, you can jump back into Media Center to organize and play
your movies.

Play DUD module

Just as PVRs (mentioned in the “My TV” section) have pretty much made the
VCR obsolete for recording TV programming, DVDs (digital video discs) have
made the old VCR into the video equivalent of a buggy whip for playing back

prerecorded movies. And now that many people have begun to buy their own
DVD recorders, DVDs can even be created at home.

Well, MCE didn’t miss the boat when it comes to the DVD — all MCE PCs have
a DVD player, and MCE itself includes the Play DVD module.
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Play DVD lets you do the following:

v Play DVDs on your MCE’s monitor or your TV
v Play DVDs in a window while you’re doing other things with your MCE PC
v Access detailed information about a DVD (title, length, rating, and so on)

v Turn on parental controls to keep the kids from watching Memento when
they should be watching SpongeBob SquarePants.

v Stretch, zoom, and letterbox your DVD to best fit the size and shape of
your TV

Play DVD also unleashes the powerful video graphics chip in your MCE PC to
provide a high-resolution, non-interlaced display of your DVDs. (If that makes
no sense and you have a DVD in hand, candles lit, and a date on the way over,
hurry up and skip ahead to Chapter 12!)

Online Spotlight module

Perhaps the biggest leap forward in Windows XP Media Center Edition 2004 is
the addition of Mediacenter.com online content into the Media Center inter-
face. The Online Spotlight module of the Media Center interface lets you use
your Internet connection to do the following:

v Keep up with the latest in Media Center news, tips, and tricks
v Watch movie trailers and keep up to date on movie news
v~ Listen to hundreds of Internet radio stations

v+ Download music, movies, and photographs

In previous versions of MCE, you had to do all online activities in the regular
XP interface (up close and personal to your PC, using your mouse). Online
Spotlight uses a special interface designed — like the rest of the Media Center
interface — for viewing and remote control from across the room. This means
you can sit back and use your remote control to browse and use online content.

We can’t show you a picture of Online Spotlight because Microsoft and its part-
ners were still putting the finishing touches on this module when we sent the
book to the printers. But we've used beta versions of Online Spotlight, and trust
us — it’s really cool.

Online Spotlight content — like any online content — is best experienced when
using a broadband Internet connection such as DSL or a cable modem. We talk
about these connections more in Chapter 6. Trust us on this. If you're shelling

out more than a thousand bucks on an MCE PC, it’s worthwhile to spend a few
extra bucks a month on a fast Internet connection.

21
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Big Screen and Big Sound,
All over the House

For many users, MCE PC is the primary means of viewing and listening to
content. In other words, many people use the MCE PC’s computer monitor and
computer speakers to watch and listen to digital media. This works great if your
MCE PC is in your dorm room or home office.

But if you're like us and have your MCE PC installed in your family room or
home theater or media room, you might want to branch out to a bigger display.
Well, MCE has you covered, because one key attribute of all MCE PCs is that
you can connect them to a big-screen TV and a home audio system for a bigger,
faster, and louder media experience. All MCE PCs have video outputs and analog
or digital audio outputs that can drive your TV and audio system to new heights!
We talk about the hardware specifics in Chapter 2.

We highly recommend that you connect your MCE PC to your TV and audio
system. (Danny has his MCE PC hooked up to his InFocus projector TV system,
so he can watch MCE videos and DVDs on a really, really big screen.)

Media Center PCs also come with built-in Ethernet cards, so you can
connect the MCE PC to a home network. We talk about the basics of wired
home-networking options in Chapter 15 and wireless options in Chapter 16.
For the details on installing a home network, see our books Smart Homes For
Dummies or Wireless Home Networking For Dummies (both published by Wiley
Publishing, Inc.).

In the future, we expect Microsoft to announce a lot of cool new products that
will take advantage of home networks. In particular, we think that MCE PC will
soon be used as the media server, enabling you to access MCE PC-stored media
from all sorts of devices and places in your home.

Where to Get Vour Media Center PC

Buying a Media Center PC (that’s what PC makers call them) is easy. Microsoft
and its partners have taken the guesswork out of the process by creating PCs
that meet all MCE requirements.
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More cool MCE 2004 features

As they say on TV, “But wait — there’s more!”
Microsoft squeezed a lot of cool little new fea-
tures in the 2004 release of Media Center
Edition. We discussed a few of the big ones pre-
viously in this chapter, in the “What's new in
2004?” sidebar. Some of the other features that
we think make the upgrade to 2004 worthwhile
include the following:

v+~ Active Accessibility 2.0: Improved acces-
sibility for folks who need help with read-
ing, hearing, or physically accessing their
MCE PC.

v~ Display Calibration Wizard: Provides an
improved experience for setting up your TV
to work with MCE.

v~ Set-top box learning mode: Makes it easier
to connect different TV set-top boxes to the
MCE PC.

v~ Automatic digital media library synchro-
nization: MCE automatically searches for
media on your MCE PC or network.

v~ Phone call notification: On MCE PCs with
the right hardware (modem), caller ID infor-
mation appears on your TV or MCE PC
display.

v High-contrast schemes: The colors on the
screen have been redesigned for easier
reading from across the room.

v~ Automatic Guide updates: MCE can auto-
matically download program guide infor-
mation, whenever your computer is
connected to the Internet.

v Record on or around: For programs that
infuriatingly start a minute or two early (or
end late), you can adjust MCE to start or
stop recording early or late.

v Enhanced record history: Media Center
keeps track of all recorded TV and lets you
know what happened if there was a mis-
take — so you don't make it again

+* Now Playing (music): No matter what func-
tion of Media Center you're using, you'll
always see an on-screen display of the
music you're listening to

v~ Guide filtering: MCE lets you filter the TV
program guide by categories — so you can
show, for example, all movies or all sporting
events

v~ Silent Personal Video Recording (PVR)
functionality: Media Center will wake your
MCE PC from standby to record schedule
shows and will leave the audio and video
displays off so that recording doesn't inter-
fere with other work you're doing on the
MCE PC

v~ Auto-playlists: MCE automatically creates
music playlists based on your listening
habits

v~ Full-screen visualizations: MCE visualiza-
tions (the cool screen effects that corre-
spond to music you are listening to) are now
full-screen.

v Print pictures: You can print pictures
directly in Media Center, without going into
the traditional Windows XP interface.
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You can get a Media Center PC from the following vendors:

1 ABS Computer Technologies (www.abspc.com)

v Cyberpower System (www.cyberpowersystem.com)

v Dell (www.del1.com)

v Gateway (www.gateway.com)

v HP (www.shopping.hp.com)

v iBuypower (www.ibuypower.com)

v MIND Computer Products (www.mind.ca)

v Northgate (www.northgate.com)

v Sony (Wwww.sony.com)

v Tagar Systems (www.tagarsystems.com)

v Toshiba (csd.toshiba.com)

v Touch Systems (www.touch-systems.ca)

v Viewsonic (www.viewsonic.com)

v ZT Group (www.ztgroup.com)
Microsoft works with a lot of different computer vendors, so this list will
change (mainly with the addition of other manufacturers). For an update

on who’s making Media Center PCs, go to Microsoft’s MCE home page, where
you’ll find links to all current vendors:

www.microsoft.com/windowsxp/mediacenter/default.asp

For more on where to get MCE PCs and how to buy them, see Chapter 3.



Chapter 2

A Look Inside a Media Center PC

In This Chapter
Dissecting your Media Center PC
Looking at the connections
Revving up with a fast processor
Enhancing video
Augmenting audio
Rounding up the spare parts

In this chapter, you find out about the key elements that make up your Media
Center PC — in other words, the hardware itself. (We talk about the software
side of things in Chapter 1.) We talk about how the MCE PC is outfitted with
input and output jacks compatible with your stereo, TV, VCR, and other home-
entertainment gear. We explain how super-fast processors make sure your DVDs
are not jerky and your real-time TV records high-quality images.

You then look at the capabilities added to enhance your video and audio expe-
rience. We wrap up with a discussion of other notable improvements that
super-size your PC for media use. By the end of the chapter, you’ll have a solid
understanding of the key components in any Media Center PC — background
necessary for Chapter 3, where we talk about how to decide which MCE PC is
the best for you.

A PC as an Entertainment Device?

A Media Center PC embodies the evolution of the home PC from a powerful
computing platform to a full-fledged digital media hub — a central gateway that
consolidates your entertainment choices and allows you to access those choices
with a single remote control. Through your MCE PC, you can control audio and
video signals, DVDs and CDs, TVs and computer monitors, keyboards and
remote controls. Anything you can do with your home-entertainment system,
you can now do through your MCE PC. Way cool!
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Media Center PCs are entertainment PCs because they’re outfitted with the
following:

»* Mid- to high-end processor: Media Center PCs sport the faster
processors — at this writing, HP is shipping its Media Center PC
with a 3.06-GHz Intel Pentium 4 processor. Wow!

v Tons of memory: MCE PCs have a minimum 256MB RAM (random
access memory); most have 512MB or more.

v High-capacity drives: All MCE PCs ship with at least an 80GB hard drive.
Viewsonic’s M2000 PC ships with a 160GB drive — enough space for
140 hours of video or thousands upon thousands of audio tracks. In
Chapter 3, we discuss just how large your hard drive should be.

v CD and DVD drives: All MCE PCs have an optical drive that can play back
CDs and DVDs. Many can record CDs, and a few can even record DVDs.

v Advanced audio/video and graphics interfaces: MCE PCs have high-
end audio and video cards that can handle digital audio and video —
just like the chips inside a fancy home-theater receiver or a high-end
digital television. The graphics card in an MCE PC can be used with
both computer displays and televisions — at the same time. In MCE
2002 PCs, these graphics cards were typically members of the NVIDIA
GeForce4 family of processors. MCE 2004 PCs will ship with either NVIDIA
or ATI Radeon cards.

v Surround sound speakers: To fully enjoy your movie soundtracks, you're
going to need surround sound, just like you get in the theater. Surround
sound 5.1, its official designation, consists of five speakers — front left,
front right, front center, rear left, and rear right — plus a subwoofer for
those deep booms when something gets blown to bits. Various computer
manufacturers have teamed with the leading speaker vendors, such as
HP and Klipsch, and Gateway and SoundBlaster.

v Expansion slots: PCs are designed to grow up — they’re like kids that way.
So most desktop PCs have a bunch of expansion slots that enable you to
add capabilities to the PC as your needs dictate. Laptop PCs, for reasons
of space, have much less in the way of expansion. Most MCE PCs have the
following types of expansion slots:

¢ Optical drive expansion slot: This is a slot for a second optical drive,
so you could, for example, have a CD recorder in one slot and a DVD
recorder in the other.

e Hard drive expansion slot: Many tower-style MCE PCs have a
slot for a second hard drive for extra data storage.

¢ PCI expansion slots: Most MCE PC internal cards connect to a PCI
bus, which interconnects any internal cards and sends data between
them and the CPU. Extra PCI expansion slots leave room for addi-
tional cards, such as wireless network cards.
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e Memory slots: You can expand the RAM in the MCE PC by simply
inserting a memory card. The number of open memory slots depends
on what was installed when your MCE PC was built. Unless you
bought 1GB RAM or more, you should have slots available for adding
addition al RAM.

v Networking connectivity: All MCE PCs have at least an Ethernet port
for connecting to a wired home network. Many have built-in wireless
networking systems as well, so you can hook up to a standard 802.11
wireless network (more on this topic in Chapters 15 and 16).

In addition to these features, which are shared by many other computers,
MCE PCs have a few unique requirements that Microsoft imposes on its MCE
partner PC makers. These items are not found on your typical off-the-shelf PC.
When you open your Media Center PC box, you're likely to find most or all of
the following components to facilitate your entertainment experience:

v A Media-Center-compatible remote control: All MCE PCs come with an
infrared (IR) remote control that lets you sit across the room and control
your MCE PC’s audio, video, and digital photography functions without
using the keyboard or mouse. You can even record live TV with a single
press of a button.

v A remote infrared sensor: All MCE PCs come with an IR sensor (usually
connected to a USB port on the computer) that works with your remote
control — the sensor picks up the IR (light) signals from the remote and
sends them to the computer as commands. Many MCE PCs also include
a capability for the IR sensor and remote control to pass standard com-
mands (such as channel up or down) to your cable set-top box or digital
satellite system (DSS) satellite receiver.

v A TV tuner: All MCE PCs connect to a TV antenna, a cable TV feed, or the
output of a cable set-top box or satellite receiver for TV viewing. The TV
tuner is used with some other elements of the MCE PC (such as the hard-
ware encoder) for recording live TV.

+* A hardware or software encoder: MCE PCs can record television program-

ming onto your computer’s hard drive for later playback and for neat
features such as pausing live TV. A hardware encoder takes some of the
load off the main CPU (the Pentium 4 or Athlon XP chip), making the
recording and playback process work better and faster. The hardware
encoder is a computer chip that converts video to and from a digital
format known as MPEG. Some cards, like the ATI cards, use software
encoding with a faster processor, instead of a hardware encoder.

v A TV output: Although you can watch TV on the standard PC monitor
attached to your MCE PC, all MCE PCs can also be connected directly to
a TV — both traditional analog TVs and newer digital (or HDTV) TVs —
so you can enjoy your MCE content on the big screen.
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v A radio tuner card: Some of the newest MCE PCs include an FM radio
tuner that lets you pick up standard over-the-air FM broadcasts that
you can listen to and record with your computer.

v A digital audio output: If you have a home-theater system and an A/V
(audio/video) receiver with digital connections (like the ones you use with
many DVD players), you can interconnect these entertainment devices to
the audio outputs of most MCE PCs. This type of digital connection gives
you higher-fidelity (better-sounding) audio, and lets you listen to digital
surround-sound content in all its multichannel glory.

This 5.1 channel digital audio will work only during DVD playback. Media
Center doesn’t support 5.1 digital surround sound for TV, even if your TV
provider (digital cable or satellite) offers it.

In Chapter 3, we describe in greater detail the bells and whistles — the speeds
and feeds as they're called in the data-networking industry — of the MCE PCs
on the market today.

Connections Galore on Vour MCE PC

Assuming that you’ve purchased an MCE PC that includes a monitor and
speakers, you can connect your MCE PC components together and start
watching TV, recording CDs to your hard drive, and listening to those CDs.
But your enjoyment options really multiply when you start using all the
connections on your MCE PC to get more of your media into and off your
computer.

Following is a list of just some of the hookups we think you might be interested
in making. Don’t worry if you don’t understand some of these terms; we define
them all shortly. You can do the following with a Media Center PC:

v Use a USB connection to connect a digital camera or scanner to your
MCE PC to store, edit, and display digital pictures.

v Use that USB connection again to connect a color inkjet printer and make
prints of photographs.

v Use the IEEE 1394, or FireWire, connection to download video from your
digital video camera. Now you can finally do something with those home
movies!

v Use the Line Out or Digital Out connections from your computer’s audio
system (the sound card) to connect your MCE PC to your home-theater
or stereo system.

v Use the composite video, S-video, or VGA connections from your MCE
PC’s video card to hook up your TV.
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v Use a 6-in-1 card reader to directly grab digital pictures from your digital
camera, without having to tether the camera to the computer.

v Use the USB or FireWire ports to connect extra external hard drives to
your MCE PC for even more storage space

v Use the Ethernet port to connect your MCE PC to your cable or DSL
modem or to your home-computer network or LAN.

Those are only some of the connections you can make. We haven’t mentioned
all the inputs, such as the microphone input for recording your voice and the
Audio In port for connecting audio sources such as cassette decks.

We've also not talked about the standard PC connection interfaces, such as

parallel ports (for some older printers), serial ports (for some older mice and
keyboards) and PS/2 ports (also for older mice and keyboards). Really, when

you get right down to it, you can plug a lot of stuff into an MCE PC.

v+ USB and USB 2.0: USB, or Universal Serial Bus, is a connection technology
that takes its name seriously. USB is used for just about every computer
peripheral device you can buy these days: digital cameras, keyboards,
mice, scanners, handheld PDAs, printers, audio speakers, pocket-sized
USB storage devices, joysticks, and controllers for games. Heck, we’'ve
even seen USB-powered fans and night lights. Two kinds of USB systems
are available:

e USB is the older, slower version and can transmit data at a maximum
speed of 12 Mbps (megabits per second), which is good enough for
almost all uses except video.

e The new-fangled USB 2.0 rockets along at 480 Mbps — 40 times faster
than USB — and is great for video cameras and portable and remov-
able hard drives.

USB 2.0 is fully backward compatible with regular USB, so you can plug
either kind of device into either connection, and it will work. However, if
you plug a USB 2.0 device into a regular USB port, it will transfer data only
at the slower speed. Most MCE PCs have only USB 2.0 ports these days,
but some have a few of each kind (the ports are labeled as such).

An external USB hub adds extra USB interface ports to your PC. A four-port
hub can connect four devices to a single USB port on the PC. You can get
a USB hub from your local computer store. These are relatively inexpen-
sive, with a four-port unit costing $20 to $30. You can stack (daisy-chain)
these too, if you get a stackable hub.

v~ IEEE 1394 (FireWire): The IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronic
Engineers) standards body approved /EEE 1394 as an international stan-
dard, so all IEEE 1394 devices work together, regardless of which company
made them. Apple Computer, which was a primary developer of this
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technology, named it FireWire. FireWire is a fast system (about 400 Mbps)
that supports applications such as audio and video. You'll most likely
see FireWire connections on digital camcorders and Apple’s iPod music
player. You might see FireWire also on a handful of devices such as CD
burners and portable hard drives, though most vendors use USB 2.0
instead (because it’s a bit cheaper for them to manufacture). All MCE
PCs should have at least one FireWire port to support video cameras.

v Line Out and Digital Out: Line Out connections are basically identical to

the connections on the back of a CD player — they’re used with standard
audio cables to carry audio signals (or line-level signals) to a receiver or
an amplifier. Line-level audio connections are analog, so they plug right
into the CD In or Aux In connectors on the back of your receiver.

Digital Out connections carry audio signals digitally — surprise! — and are
connected to Digital In connectors on the back of a home-theater receiver.
Using Digital Out provides you with the highest audio quality and best
surround sound when listening to DVDs.

With some MCE PCs, the Digital Out connection may do double duty as
a Line Out connection. You select which mode the connection uses by
making a software adjustment. (We describe this process in Chapter 5.)

1+ Composite video and S-video: Televisions have several types of

connections. An antenna or cable TV connection is the most common.
The majority of newer TVs also have composite video and S-video
connections.

e Composite video connections look just like audio Line Out connec-
tions and use a similar-looking composite video cable.

e S-video connections use a funky-looking multipin connector
(shaped sort of like a house) to carry video signals.

¢ VGA connections, for the highest quality outputs, and higher
resolutions. Higher end TVs and projectors generally have this
option. You will need to use VGA for output to 16:9 TVs, 1280 x 720
resolution.

When you have a choice, use S-video because it almost always gives you
a superior picture on your TV screen. The S-video cable uses separate
wires to carry different parts of the TV picture, so it provides a crisper,
clearer picture than composite video.

v 6-in-1 card reader: Found on some MCE PCs, this device can accept all the

different types of media cards (or digital “film”) used by digital cameras.
(We discuss these readers in more detail in Chapter 11.) This feature an
be a real time saver, because instead of finding the cable and hooking up
your camera to the computer, you just pop the card out and stick it in the
reader. You can even stick your spare card in the camera and keep taking
pictures while the others download to your MCE PC.
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v~ Ethernet: Ethernet is the standard system used by nearly all computer
networks (or LANs) for carrying data between and among computers.
Ethernet is used also for connecting high-speed Internet modems to the
computer — it’s a useful system! An Ethernet jack looks like a phone jack
on steroids. And basically it’s just that: a phone jack that uses not four
wires but eight.

Figure 2-1 shows the back of a typical MCE PC. On the back of the PC, you’ll
\BE find that all these fancy connectors are nicely labeled for your perusal.
R
Qﬁ
& MCE PC vendors want to make it easy for you to hook up your gizmos, so some
connections may be on the front of your MCE PC instead of the back.

|
Figure 2-1:
Connections
galore on an
MCE PC.

Speeding Up with Fancy Processors

A crucial attribute of any Media Center Edition PC is a simple but vitally impor-
tant one: raw power. An MCE PC must be capable of playing fast-moving DVD
video, converting strings of 1s and 0s and playing them back in hi-fi sound, and
browsing through huge digital photograph files at hyperspeed. An MCE PC
needs some serious power.
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One of the keys to any computer’s speed or power is the CPU, or central
processing unit. MCE PCs are without exception loaded with some of the
fastest CPUs available to mere civilians. Two brands of processors are avail-
able in MCE PCs:

v~ Pentium 4: Intel’s latest and greatest, at least until the Pentium 5
comes out

v Athlon XP: AMD’s equivalent to the Pentium 4 — the great contender
in the battle of CPU heavyweights

We’re not going to debate which processor is better because we think both
work equally well. Also, there are no compatibility issues with an Athlon XP
versus a Pentium 4. Some folks are leery about buying a PC with a processor
that’s not made by Intel, but we don’t share that point of view.

When you’re choosing an MCE PC (as we discuss in Chapter 3), you’ll probably
be faced with a choice of processor clock speeds. These speeds were once
measured in MHz (megahertz, or millions of hertz) but are now measured in
GHz (gigahertz, or billions of hertz), due to the rapid pace of CPU development.
The processor clock speed is basically the number of CPU tasks, or instruc-
tions, that can be performed per second. Although clock speed is not the
only measure of CPU speed, it’s a good guideline. The higher the clock speed,
the faster the processor.

Intel adds the clock speed to the name of the chip, such as Pentium 4 2.80 GHz.
AMD uses a number that represents the performance of the chip compared
to a Pentium 4. For example, AMD’s Athlon XP 3200+ is competitive with the
Pentium 4 3.20 GHz, even though the Athlon’s clock speed is lower.

Okay, we know you want an answer to the question, “Which chip is better?”
The fastest Pentium 4 chips seem to do a bit better — but not a lot better —
than the fastest Athlon XP chips. However, Athlon XP chips tend to be a bit
cheaper. We leave the decision of which to buy in your hands. Whatever you
decide, you can’t go wrong.

Video Capabilities

The CPU is often the largest determinant in the speed of a PC, MCE or other-
wise. The second largest factor is often the video card — the subsystem in
the computer that does a lot of the work of displaying text, graphics, and
video on your computer’s monitor or your TV.

In an MCE PC, the video card is vitally important because so much of what
Media Center brings to the table revolves around fast moving, brightly colored,
cooler-than-heck images on the display. As such, all MCE PCs have video cards
that fit somewhere between great and awesome on the official geek scale.
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The two major makers of video cards for MCE PCs are

v NVIDIA (www.nvidia.com), which makes the GeForce4 family of cards

v ATI (www.ati.com), which makes Radeon cards

Both companies make excellent video cards. NVIDIA's are the most common
on the early MCE PCs, but you'll see the ATI cards in the MCE 2004 PCs too.

Microsoft has strict rules about which video cards are required for MCE PCs,
taking the guesswork out of choosing video cards. Many PC makers offer
upgrades to the standard video card, which consist of either more video RAM
(or memory for the video card to perform its calculations) or a faster graphics
engine (the CPU, which is the specialized computer chip that’s the heart of the
video card). However, these upgrades aren’t necessary because Microsoft
already specifies a nearly top-of-the line video card for all MCE PCs.

Some MCE PCs include a video card with a DVI (Digital Video Interconnect)
connection. DVl s an all-digital connection for monitors and displays and is
used mainly for connecting a very large, flat-panel LCD or plasma display to
a computer. If you have a display unit in your home theater that can use DVI,
you should buy an MCE PC with a DVI connection because you'll get a much
higher-quality picture on your big screen.

Audio Features

Except for the laptop versions, most MCE PCs have no internal speakers.
Instead, for high-quality audio reproduction, MCE PCs are designed to be
hooked up to external speaker systems.

To feed these external speakers with the best quality audio, MCE PCs have high-
performance audio cards. Just as the video card is a subsystem of the PC for
reproducing video and graphics, audio cards are a subsystem for reproducing
audio. The audio card has some specialized chips that turn the digital data in
the MCE PC into analog audio that your ears can hear.

And again like the video card, Microsoft has set a high bar for its PC partners
when it comes to audio cards. Audio cards in Media Center PCs must be able
to support 5.1 surround-sound audio, which means they must support front,
center, and rear speakers and a bass-notes-only subwoofer, just like the
speakers in a home-theater system.

The biggest difference between MCE PC audio cards is whether they support
digital audio signals coming out of the MCE PC. Some audio cards, such as
SoundBlaster Audigy2 from Creative Labs, can send digital audio signals out to
your home-theater receiver when playing your DVDs or other digital content;
other cards have only analog (line-level) outputs.
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If you want to connect your MCE PC to your home theater, digital output is the
way to go. Digital signals are much less prone to interference and degradation
as they make their way into your home-theater receiver, so you’ll end up with
a sweeter-sounding listening experience.

If you look at the specifications of the audio cards used in MCE PCs, you might
see 24 bit or 96 kHz. Music is stored digitally using a process called sampling,
which basically slices analog sound waves into lots of little pieces that can be
stored as 1s and 0s. The bigger the sample (the number of bits) and the higher
the sampling rate (kHz, or number of samples per second), the better the sound.
Windows Media 9.0, the program behind MCE’s audio system, can handle audio
with up to 24 bits and 96 kHz sampling. (In comparison, CDs are sampled at
16 bits and 44.1 kHz.)



Chapter 3

Evaluating and Buying a
Media Center PC

In This Chapter

Shopping for a Media Center PC
Determining the right specifications for you
Finding the best deals on an MCE PC

M CE-powered PCs vary widely in the extra features and capabilities
they offer. It can be downright confusing when you try to compare
these systems. In this chapter, we make sure you get your money’s worth
by describing what you should look for when buying a Media Center PC.

Overview of Media Center PCs
on the Market

Not just anyone can build a Media Center PC. The following manufacturers
have licensed the rights for the XP MCE operating from Microsoft and offer
Windows XP Media Center PCs:

v ABS Computer Technologies (www.abspc.com)

v Cyberpower System (www.cyberpowersystem.com)

v Dell (www.del1.com)

v Gateway (www.gateway.com)

v HP (www.shopping.hp.com)

v iBuypower (www.ibuypower.com)

v MIND Computer Products (www.mind.ca)
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v Northgate (www.northgate.com)

v Sony (Www.sony.com)

v Tagar Systems (www.tagarsystems.com)

v Toshiba (csd.toshiba.com)

v Touch Systems (www.touch-systems.ca)

v Viewsonic (www.viewsonic.com)

v ZT Group (www.ztgroup.com)
As shown in Figure 3-1, Microsoft maintains a current list of MCE PC manufac-
turers. Check out the Microsoft Web site (www.microsoft.com/WindowsXP/

mediacenter/) to see which new PC vendors have smartened up and added
a Media Center PC to their product lines.

One of the big improvements in the latest version of Windows XP MCE is a
reduction in the need for computer resources such as processing power,
memory, and storage space. As a result, the 2004 version can ship with some
lower-end PCs — bringing MCE to the masses. Whether you buy a lower-end
or higher-end PC depends a lot on what you intend to do with it now and in
the near future.
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Your MCE PC will be doing double-duty as an entertainment server in addition
to its regular computer processing tasks. This places extra stress on computer
resources. As we discuss in Chapter 18, Microsoft is working on future versions
of MCE to make it easy for you to extend your MCE experience throughout the
home. That means you could have multiple TVs, receivers, and other devices
accessing your MCE PC at the same time. If you don’t intend to do too much
of this multitasking in the beginning — or you simply don’t have a lot of devices
in your home — you can get by with a lower-speed processor, fewer interfaces,
and less hard drive space. But if you can envision using MCE all over the house
(we can), you’ll want to get a powerful MCE PC to start.

Buyer’s Guide Checklist

A\

Certain characteristics differentiate Media Center PCs from different vendors.
Some of these characteristics are the look of the machine, the processor, the
size of the hard drive, the supplied interfaces, the bundled components, the
price, the comprehensiveness of the warranty, and the on-site maintenance
plan. In this section, we describe each of these items.

Most vendors enable you to customize your machine by adding hard drive
space, upgrading the processor, and more. This type of customization is more
common and flexible when you buy your MCE PC on the Web rather than in a
brick-and-mortar store.

Appearance

We hate to start our discussion of buying criteria with something as superficial
as appearance, but some people can be downright finicky about the way their
entertainment area looks. Even with rounded edges and chrome molding, Media
Center PCs look like, well . . . PCs.

Some manufacturers, however, are more creative in the design of their units. For
example, you can use Viewsonic’s M2000 vertically or horizontally. Alienware —
a company that started manufacturing MCE PCs, stopped for a while, and has
promised to return to the MCE PC marketplace — has modern, stylish PC cabi-
nets. ZT Group’s products are so small (a 12-by-8-by-6-inch cube) that they look
more like a small photo file cabinet than a computer and can be easily placed
on a shelf alongside your CD collection.

To top that, Toshiba’s Satellite 5205-S705 MCE PC is a laptop (see Figure 3-2)!
Its TV tuner fits in the device’s media bay, and it has a built-in recordable
DVD drive. You can record TV shows and save them to the 60GB hard drive
or to DVD.
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PCs are becoming smaller, more attractive, and more flexible, and MCE PCs will
ride the same development curve. Before long, we expect to see black-matte,
stereo-like MCE PCs, to match your fancy home-theater system.

Processor

What can you say about processors? The faster the better. Period. When shop-
ping for Windows XP MCE PCs, you'll likely run across the Intel Pentium 4 or
the AMD Athlon XP processor (or their successors). Unlike in the past, the
Pentium 4 is now similar in price to the Athlon XP, so we think you’ll be happy
with either one.

You're more likely to have to make a decision as to clock rate, and again, faster
is better. Because you pay a high premium for the latest processors on the
market, the best value is to buy a processor one or two steps below the fastest
processor available. Unless you buy the lowest clock speed, you'll still have a
fast machine for almost all your applications.

The price difference between the 2-GHz processor and the 3-GHz processor is
about $250 street price. The street price is the price you encounter in a store or
on the Web. The list price, which is almost always higher, is the price the manu-
facturer places on a product.
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You're likely to run across the term hyperthreading when shopping for Media
Center PCs. Hyperthreading is a new Intel technology that improves the perfor-
mance of multithreaded software products (that is, software that does many
things at once, in parallel). In the past, threading was enabled in the software
by splitting instructions into multiple streams so that multiple processors could
act upon them. Hyperthreading, however, uses processor-level threading, in
which one processor efficiently does many things at once, such as recording a
TV show while playing music. Because of the multitasking nature of Windows
XP MCE, performance is clearly improved in a hyperthreading environment.
Although XP is designed to take advantage of hyperthreading, MCE is not.
Therefore, the XP portions of your MCE PC may perform better with Intel
hyperthreading-enabled processors than with the Athlon.

If you want to know more about the nitty-gritty of processors, check out Tom’s
Hardware site (www.tomshardware.com), a great source for information on
all sorts of computer topics.

Hard drive

How big a hard drive do you need? The easy answer is, “As big as possible!”
However, the largest drives cost more per gigabyte than the smaller drives
(about $1.50 to $2.00 per gigabyte), so you're paying more per gigabyte as
you go up in size.

The correct answer for you depends on how you intend to use your MCE
PC. Some customers prefer a large hard drive for storing full seasons of their
favorite TV shows and only a recordable CD drive for making music CDs.
Those with a set-top DVD player might not need as much internal storage if
they choose a recordable DVD writer to make DVDs of recorded TV shows
and home movies.

One complicating factor is that Windows XP MCE 2004 doesn’t treat all storage
space the same. Depending on your use of the software, you might need
different levels of storage. Some MCE modules, such as My TV, make you set
aside huge chunks of space on a particular drive (defined storage). Other
modules let you put content wherever you want (dynamic storage). This makes
for an uneven use of hard drive space. Some defined storage areas can be
almost empty (if, for example, you don’t record TV shows), while the rest of
your hard drive is packed full of dynamically situated content.

How big is big enough? Let’s answer that by looking at the ways that MCE deals
with different types of content.

Storing audio

Windows XP MCE 2004 makes extensive use of Microsoft Media Player to
find, catalog, and play audio and video content. Media Player 9 operates by
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searching your local and network hard drives and attached network devices
for content. Media Player then either links to the content from your MCE PC,
if you're on a home network, or copies the content to your designated direc-
tory on your local hard drive for playback. If it finds 1000 songs across your
drives and home network, for example, you might transfer those 1000 songs
to the designated drive on your Media Center PC. Therefore, if you have a lot
of CDs and want them stored locally on your MCE PC, you’ll need a lot of space
on your MCE PC. What’s more, if you want others to be able to play those songs,
you have to put shortcuts in your Shared Music folder to avoid creating dupli-
cates of the same songs on your hard drive.

Also, as with any media content on your MCE PC, file size depends on the
quality of the recording. For CD-quality sound, expect to use 3MB to 4MB for
each song. Perfectly acceptable but less pristine recording formats use about
half the space. We talk more about recording, storing, and playing your audio
files in Chapter 10.

Storing home videos

To view home movies on MCE PC, they must be on your MCE PC in the My
Videos folder in My Documents. Home videos share the same issues as
recorded TV — namely, the size of the file increases as the quality increases.
In addition, home videos are often of poorer quality, so you might use higher-
quality levels when converting them to a format readable by your computer.
This will result in larger file sizes. The file sizes listed for recorded TV — a range
from 1GB to 3GB per hour of video — are a good estimate for home video. For
more on home-video recording, see Chapter 13.

Storing TV and radio content
Recorded TV and radio are nothing more than recorded video and audio.
Following are the “costs” for different levels of recording quality:

v Best recording quality for TV shows uses about 3GB per hour.

v Better quality uses about 2.5GB per hour.

v Good quality is about 2GB per hour.

v Fair quality is about 1GB per hour.
In addition to setting the recording quality level, you set the amount of storage
space (entered as a percentage of the total hard drive) that you want to allocate
for recording TV shows. The more you allocate, the less that’s available for use

by other programs, whether you use the space or not. If you plan on recording
many TV series, you'll need a lot of hard drive space.
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Radio storage requirements are a lot less, roughly the same amount as lower-
quality CD recording. Because the Radio module only temporarily records
30 minutes worth of audio (Radio doesn’t keep this data recorded for you to
access later), there’s not a lot of concern for drive space for this module.

Recorded TV is stored on the main or C: drive of your MCE PC. However, you
can change where these files are stored if you want to add supplemental storage
in the future.

To add more storage capacity, you can add an new internal hard drive, if space
permits, or connect an external one through your FireWire (IEEE 1394) or USB
2.0 connection. (When formatting the drive, choose the NTFS option.) You could
have, for example, a 100GB external hard drive dedicated to recorded TV
programs and your internal drive for all your other MCE storage needs. We
discuss recording TV in more detail in Chapter 9.

Storing DUDs

Windows XP MCE assumes that you’re going to only play DVDs, not record or
copy them to your hard drive. This probably won’t stop a lot of people from
wanting to back up their DVDs to their hard drive so that they can access them
easily from their newfound “video server.”

If you regularly download movies and TV shows from the Internet, you're
familiar with their file sizes. Your DVD video file sizes can range substantially
depending on the recording quality and whether all the additional content from
the DVDs is included with the download. A DVD disc can hold up to 17GB, and
publishers cram as much as they can on the discs. The largest hard drives in
the MCE PCs at the time of this writing are only 200GB, so you won’t be able
to fit too many movies on your hard drive at DVD-quality levels. We talk more
about DVDs and backing them up to your hard drive in Chapter 12.

Storing photos

If you scan pictures into Windows MCE or save pictures from your digital
camera, Windows XP stores them in the My Pictures folder in your My
Documents folder, unless you tell it otherwise. Photos from other media,
such as Compact Flash cards, can be viewed directly from those media, with-
out having to copy them first to the My Pictures or Shared Pictures folder.

There is no standard for photo size, and the file size varies greatly depending
on the format. The issue again is file size versus quality. A 35mm 24-exposure
film at resolutions commonly provided by film processors (1200 dots per inch,
or dpi) takes up about 100MB on your hard drive.
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As we discuss in Chapter 11, if you scan your photographs, you're in control
of the stored resolution and therefore the file size. We suspect that most of
you are like us: If you’re bothering to scan your pictures, you select as high
a resolution as possible. A 35mm 24-exposure roll of film at 4000 dpi takes up
more than 1GB on your hard drive. This is one part of your hard drive storage
requirements that may grow quickly, especially with the fast pace of product
development in digital cameras that has driven down camera prices and moved
digital photography to other devices, such as your cell phone.

The bottom line

We expect future versions of MCE PC to be much more flexible in where you can
store files and in how you manage available hard drive space, especially as the
MCE PC expands to cover other types of devices around the house. Then, if you
need additional space for any of your modules, you can just add some storage
capacity through your FireWire or USB connection or use the storage capacity
on other network-connected devices.

The price of hard drives is dropping so fast that it doesn’t make sense to buy
too much more capacity that you think you’ll use in the near term. In general,
to get a lot of flexibility, you want a minimum of 80GB to 100GB of hard drive

space. If you need more capacity internally as well as externally after you've

purchased your MCE PC, you can always swap out the hard drive in favor of
a larger drive. Another option is to offload some content to recordable DVDs
and CDs.

You’d be surprised how fast your hard drive will fill up. Video eats up storage
space — especially if you're recording series of shows. After you start recording
TV and audio, you might never stop! We've been storing digital content for
years, and we’ve always filled up every hard drive we’ve owned.

A final note on hard drives. You'll see rpm (revolutions per minute) in reference
to hard drives. The faster the rpm, the faster the drive read/write rate. You want
as high an rpm rating as possible.

Interfaces

Microsoft defines a minimum level of audio and video connectivity for any MCE-
outfitted machine. As a result, the minimum interface capabilities that allow you
to connect your MCE PC to your TV or your set-top box, such as S-video or
analog audio connections, are similar from machine to machine. However,
fancier cards, such as those found in high-end MCE PC packages, add more
processing capacity, extra interface ports (the jacks on the interface cards where
you plug your cables in), and extra software features for your video-display
and audio-rendering capabilities.
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We talk about audio and video interface cards in Chapter 2. Here’s what you
should look for in video cards:

1 More memory: The more memory on the video interface card, the faster
your card can perform the processing required to translate video into
something the computer understands.

+* Enough analog and digital connections: Make sure that you have enough
VGA, DVI, and S-video connections for your MCE PC. In Chapters 4 and 5,
we describe how to set up your system. In addition, check out the diagrams
in the appendix for information on setting up your particular system. That
way, you can establish a set of minimum connection requirements for your
MCE PC.

A note on terminology: Some PC makers refer to their video cards as graphics
cards. However, your MCE PC has another video interface card called the TV
tuner, or Video In, card that accepts inbound signals. We don’t talk about the
TV tuner card in this section because it usually can’t be customized. However,
you can customize the video card, which is the video interface/graphics card
we've been talking about up to now.

Windows XP MCE 2004 has FM radio capability, but some PC vendors are ship-
ping tuner cards without the extra coaxial interface for your FM antenna input.
The ATIT AIW 9000 card is an example. So if you plan on using the FM Radio
capability, make sure your tuner card has both Video In and FM input con-
nection ports.

The quality of your video interface card affects the quality of your MCE experi-
ence. The difference in price between the minimum Microsoft-specified video
capability and a souped-up video capability can be as much as $200, buy we
think it’s worthwhile to get the best possible video interface card you can. The
top of the line for us, as of this printing, is the 8X AGP NVIDIA GeForce FX 5900
Ultra 256 MB with DVI and TV Out ports. Nice!

The biggest difference in audio boards is in how they support multichannel (or
surround-sound) audio. Some MCE PCs come with integrated surround-sound
systems with built-in connections for the six speakers (five main speakers and
a subwoofer for that room-shaking bass). Many PC manufacturers bundle high-
end, six-speaker surround-sound computer speaker systems with the MCE PCs
(more on this in the next section). If you want to move beyond small computer
speakers and hook up your MCE PC to your home-theater system, look for a

system that has digital audio output on the back of the audio card. (These may
be called Digital Audio Optical or Digital Audio Coaxial ports.) The digital audio
connection lets you use an inexpensive optical or coaxial connector to hook

your MCE PC’s audio directly into the back of your fancy home-theater receiver.
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You can hook up two basic types of speakers to your MCE PC:

1 Computer-oriented active speakers: These tend to be smaller units with
their own amplifier, so they can be plugged directly into the audio interface
card port on your MCE PC. This is the type of speaker that’s often bundled
with your MCE PC.

v Entertainment-center-oriented or traditional passive speakers: These are
the speakers you usually find in stereo and entertainment stores. A sepa-
rate amplifier is required to power the sound to the speakers.

Many MCE PCs use a SoundBlaster Audigy audio card. We like the Audigy2
Platinum card, available as an upgrade on many built-to-order MCE PCs. This
is top-of-the-line stuff, and sounds great in a fancy home theater. It should cost
about $150 to upgrade to a top-of-the-line audio interface card.

In addition to differences in audio and video cards, MCE PCs differ also in the
availability of other interfaces. To maximize your use of the MCE PC, look for
the following:

v Front-panel interfaces: This interface consists of a bay of interface ports
on the front (not back) of the MCE PC for plugging in your cables — are
handy. A good front panel interface will provide a USB, RCA composite,
and FireWire connection, which saves you from having to turn your MCE
PC around just to plug in your camera or camcorder to download pictures.

v~ Extra USB interface ports: Because more and more devices are standard-
izing on USB as their interface to the PC, figure out how many USB ports
you're going to need. These days, printers, Web cams, computer mice,
keyboards, and more sport USB interface connectors instead of older,
lower-speed and bulkier serial and parallel interfaces. You can find MCE
PCs that ship with eight USB 2.0 ports as standard equipment, with some
of these ports on the front of the unit! We explain USB and USB 2.0 in
Chapter 2.

If you're short on USB ports, an external USB hub adds extra USB interface ports
to your PC. A four-port hub can connect four devices to a single USB port on
the PC. You can get a four-port USB hub from your local computer store for
$20 to $30. You can stack (daisy-chain) these too, if you get a stackable hub.

Bundled components

Some manufacturers bundle certain components with their basic system; others
sell these same components separately at an added cost. For instance, HP sells
for $19.99 a Media Center PC Accessory Bundle that contains a 12-foot S-video
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cable, an RCA-stereo-miniplug-to-two-phono-RCA-plugs adapter cable, and a
coaxial two-way splitter. Viewsonic gives you the S-video cable and RCA mini-
plug adapter with each Viewsonic MCE PC product. It pays to read the speci-
fications so you’ll know which cables and other paraphernalia are included
with your purchase.

We suggest that you read the specs not so you can save money but because it’s
a hassle to unpack your new MCE PC, get excited about installing the system,
and then find that you need to purchase a cable separately. We hate that!

Some manufacturers include a 6-in-1 media reader (see Figure 3-3), which allows
you to read Compact Flash Type I and II, IBM Microdrive, SmartMedia, SD Card,
MultiMediaCard and Sony Memory Stick media. Other manufacturers suggest
that you buy a USB or internal add-on unit, which can add up to $70 to the price
of your system.

Manufacturers differ also in the surround-sound packages they include with
their system or their special-offer packages. You'll find packages with no
speakers, just two little stereo speakers, or full-fledged surround-sound
systems. Some offer all these options. HP, for instance, bundles a Klipsch
ProMedia 5.1 THX-certified, 500-watt, 6-piece computer-speaker audio system,
powered by a Creative Labs Sound Blaster Audigy 24-bit sound card with
Dolby 5.1 and analog surround sound. Cool! But HP does so on only its highest-
end MCE PCs (see Figure 3-4); lower-end MCE PCs don’t have bundled speakers.

b5
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We don’t have room here to go through the ins and outs of home-theater
speakers (we wrote Home Theater For Dummies for that), but we can tell you
that these Klipsch speakers are excellent add-ons. You might find (as Danny
did) that you’ll get rid of the old speakers in your home-entertainment system
and use the Klipsch speakers exclusively. After all, with all the TV, radio, DVD,
and other capabilities of your MCE PC, you might find that your existing enter-
tainment system can’t do the things that your MCE PC can do. Heck, Danny
even uses these speakers for outdoor movies. They’re that powerful!

Some audio interface cards work only with specific types of audio entertain-
ment gear. Therefore, if you already have a set of computer speakers or a
receiver-based audio system that you intend to use with your MCE PC, make
sure it’s compatible with the audio interface card. For instance, the Klipsch
speakers just mentioned require input from three 3.5mm-miniplug cables for
its five channels, and some audio cards support only two channels through
two 3.5mm cable ports. Ask the salesperson or check online to see whether
you need to buy a different audio interface card.

Finally, remember that most MCE PC packages do not come with a display. The
manufacturers assume that you already have a display, or are going to pick one
up separately, or are planning to use a high-quality plasma or other display to
serve as both the TV set and the computer monitor.
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Support

We want to stress that you should not buy from anyone without 7x24 support.
You're likely to need support at odd hours — when cuddling in bed, in a rush
in the morning, or on a rainy weekend day. These times are hardly compatible
with a 9-to-5 customer support line.

Check out who gives you unlimited telephone support and how long that
support lasts. Gateway and Viewsonic served as our evaluation platforms for
the beta trials of the new 2004 software, and we called their customer service
lines at all hours of the day and night. They solved our problems quickly and
directly each time. We hope you have similar experiences.

Warranty

Check out the warranty period because the various vendors have substantial
differences in their limited warranties. Some vendors have only a 15-day money-
back guarantee. iBUYPOWER, however, provides a full 30-day money-back
guarantee (not including shipping, handling, and rush service fees). Note that
shipping costs are often the customer’s responsibility.

Make sure you keep all the original packing material for your MCE PC. If you
ever have to ship it back to the vendor, many of the ground shipping companies
won’t insure the system unless it’s in its original packaging.

You can buy extended warranty packages. Some vendors have additional forms
of warranties you can buy too. For example, Gateway has an Accidental Damage
Protection plan that covers you against damages when Little Susie knocks over
the Media Center PC, which was delicately balanced on top of the TV set, or
Jack Junior trips with his hockey stick, ramming it into the back of your MCE
PC. Gateway covers the system for three years at a cost of $99. If your spouse
is accident prone, consider this. Toshiba has the same plan, but calls it the
SystemGuard plan. Check with your vendor to see what’s available.

Some on-site repair plans have distance limitations. For instance, Toshiba’s

plans apply only if you're within 75 miles of one of their service center cities.
Make sure you're eligible before you sign up for a plan.

On-site maintenance

Doctors may have given up making house calls, but PC technicians have not.
Most vendors have an option for making house calls to fix your machine. When
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you consider the hassle and cost of shipping the unit and waiting for its return,
these on-site maintenance plans start to look pretty good. They’'re not that
expensive to add to your existing warranty (under $100 per year).

These support packages are location specific. Before you buy, make sure that
you’re within their service area; there are distance and special instance limita-
tions where they won’t come on-site. (For instance, they won’t come to Danny’s
vacation house on an island two miles off the coast of Maine.)

Price

In general, you can expect to pay around $1000 for an entry-level Media Center
PC. You can pay up to $4000, for the Gateway Media Center PC with a 42-inch
plasma TV. The average price is about $1500, plus any extra costs for a monitor
or a speaker system.

Prices change all the time, so we provide updates at our Windows XP Media
Center Edition 2004 PC for Dummies Web site at www.smarthomesbook.com.

Want to know more about buying a MCE PC? It pays to surf around. CNET
has a good site for generic advice on buying desktop computers. Go to

reviews.cnet.com/Desktops/4520-3118 7-5021315.html?tag=cnet.fd

Also, as we mention in Chapter 19, check out the Buyer’s Guides at www .
thegreeenbutton.comand www.xpmce.com.

Where to Shop for Your MCE PC

The correct answer to the question of where to shop for your MCE PC is “It
depends.” We suggest that first you visit the Web site of each computer you're
interested in. Figure out the exact model and configuration you want. Some sites
have online system configurators that help you craft the system you want.

Then, armed with that information, check out manufacturer’s Partners pages
to find their online distributors. Some manufacturers won’t have any — instead,
you buy directly from them online. Other manufacturers sell through many

channels so check to see who has the best special for your selected package.
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In this part . . .

Fle Media Center Edition PC is a cool gizmo. Take it out
of the box, plug in all the pieces and parts, and you're
ready to listen to music, watch videos, and more. But to get
the most out of your MCE PC, you’ll want to hook it up to
various devices and gadgets in your home. After all, the
MCE PC can be the centerpiece to your home-entertainment
system, if you let it. (It’s the little PC that could — you just
need to give it a push.)

In this part of the book, we tell you how to connect your
MCE PC to your home-theater or home-entertainment
system. The MCE is a powerful machine, so why not enjoy
it with your biggest and best screens and speakers?

We also talk about getting your MCE PC online, including
a discussion on how to get online with a broadband connec-
tion (such as DSL or a cable modem). Pay attention here,
because MCE has been optimized to work with a fast
Internet connection.

Finally, we walk you through configuring the MCE PC to your
liking. You set user preferences, tell your MCE PC where
in the world you live (vital for TV viewing), and more. After
you’'ve finished this part, you’ll be ready to get down to
business and start using your MCE PC for fun!




Chapter 4

Cables, Connectors,
and Components

In This Chapter
Confirming that you have what you need
Wading through cable spaghetti
Making the audio connection

Connecting your TV and display

R ipping open that Media Center PC box is like unwrapping the best present
you ever got! We get goose bumps just thinking about it.

In this chapter, we tell you what you should expect to find in the box with your
Media Center PC and what you might need to run down to the Radio Shack or
local computer store to get. You find out what all those cables in the box do and
why you need them. Finally, you get some instructions for connecting your
Media Center PC to your audio and video equipment.

Inventory Time

Let’s start with a checklist of lessons learned. When taking your Media Center
PC out of the box

v Be careful if you're using a knife to open the box because many manu-
facturers slip last-minute documentation updates on top.

v Lay a white sheet on the ground under the box, and put things from
the box onto the sheet. This way, nothing gets lost.
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v Make sure you have everything. Somewhere in the box is an inventory
checklist. Some MCE PC makers provide the inventory list on a poster-like
installation and connection sheet.

v Keep all packaging materials. Most manufacturers won’t accept (and ship-
ping companies won’t insure) returns unless you ship them in the original
box and packaging.

Different vendors bundle different items with their MCE PCs. Regardless of
what brand you buy, each MCE PC has extensive audio and video capabilities,
including a TV tuner card for receiving video signals from your cable or satellite
system, a video card to drive your computer and TV displays, and an audio
card to drive your sound system. However, there’s often more than one way
to connect things. Different vendors provide different combinations of cables
and connectors, which can make things a bit confusing. In this section, we talk
about all the most common ways of connecting audio and video systems.

When you open the box of a typical Windows XP MCE PC, you should find most
or all of the following items in addition to the PC itself. Look for these items (if
you don'’t find them in the box, you may need to go out and buy a few of them
to get things up and running):

1 Remote control with batteries

v Power cord for the PC

v RJ-11 telephone cord if your MCE PC is configured for a modem connection

v CAT-5e RJ-45 network cable if your MCE PC is configured for a home-
network or broadband connection

v Coaxial cable, one each to connect to the TV, cable or satellite service,
and the VCR

v S-video-to-composite-adapter cable to connect your PC to your TV

v Composite-video cable to connect your PC to your TV

v DVI-VGA adapter to connect your PC display to your PC

v Digital audio coaxial cable to connect to your stereo system

v Digital audio optical cable to connect to your stereo system

v Analog audio cable to connect to your stereo system

v Stereo miniplug-to-RCA audio cable to connect to your stereo system
IR remote emitter control cable to connect to your cable or satellite box

to change channels

Even the biggest MCE PC box might not have all the little accessories and
connectors required when you install your Media Center PC. You might also
need the following:
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1 Remote sensor for picking up IR signals if you're not in line-of-sight with
your PC IR pickup

1 Speakers with speaker cables for a true surround-sound-5.1 experience

v USB-connected or internal 6-in-1 memory adapter for a digital camera
and other digital storage cards

v Powered cable signal splitter; if you use a VCR, you need one or two of
these

v Coaxial A/B switchbox, if you plan to hook up your VCR to your MCE PC

1 RCA A/B/C/D switchbox if you plan to hook up a lot of devices that use RCA
or composite-video connections, such as an Xbox or electronic toys that
require video

Finally, we advise you to get the following connectors at Radio Shack or
elsewhere:

v Three female-miniplug-to female-miniplug connectors (the miniplug
also called a ¥%-inch or 3.5mm plug)

v Three female-miniplug-to-male-RCA-plug connectors

v Three male-miniplug-to-female-RCA-plug connectors

We recommend that you buy high-quality surge-protector power strips, such
as Monster Cable’s Powerbar (www.monstercable.com). When you plug in an
AC adapter on that expensive power strip, however, it ends up covering one or
two slots. We've found a solution to this problem: the Power Strip Liberator and
Y-Splitter Liberator adapter cables from ZIO Tek (www.ziotek.com) as shown
in Figure 4-1. They're like a handy 1-foot extension cord from your surge protec-
tor to your AC adapter.

Where should you put your Media Center PC?

The current version of Media Center is designed ~ So, where do you put your Media Center PC? If
to be used in one area of your house. In Part 4, you plan on using it not only for entertainment
we help you connect your MCE PC to a home  but also for traditional PC stuff such as crunch-
network and access the media on your MCEPC  ing numbers in spreadsheets, put it where you'll
from anywhere in the house. In future versions  feel comfortable working. It's nice to be able to
of the software, we expect Microsoft to add use the remote from the bed, but we wouldn't
wireless distribution capability. But even though  want to type a long report from there.

you can connect a Media Center PC to a net-
work to access files stored on its hard drive, you
can't access the Media Center interface itself
from remote locations.

Our advice is to set up your MCE PC next to your
TV first. After you get everything working, you
can add wireless or long-range connections to
equipment located across the room or even in
other rooms.
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|
Figure 4-1:
710 Tek's
Liberators
take the
hassle out
of power
adapters.
|
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At a bare minimum, you need surge protection in your setup. But surge protec-
tion doesn’t protect you from other issues. For example, voltage drops can
lower the output of the amplifier powering your speakers. Improperly grounded
electrical systems can cause a hum in your audio and lines on your video
display. Consider investing in a power conditioner, which improves and stabi-
lizes your AC power. For example, Monster Cable’s Home Theater Power Centers
provide surge protection, voltage stabilization, and noise filtering. Check them
out at www.monstercable.com/power.

Cables and Connectors 101

We're as impatient as anyone. We like to rip open a box and just plug everything
together, with the full expectation that it will work. If it doesn’t, we turn to the
documentation.

However, the recent proliferation of new cable types and the related increase
in the complexity of the configuration have made us take a more thoughtful
approach. Many cables look the same but are used for different purposes. Other
times, you can plug the right cable into the right interface, but it won’t work
because that interface isn’t enabled (or turned on) for the purpose you are using




it for (connections that aren’t enabled sometimes pop up when you are making
video connections). And in other cases, you can use the wrong cable, have it
look like it works, but with poor results. You might encounter any of these prob-
lems when working with your MCE PC, so we're including an introduction to

audio and video cables.

In the rest of this chapter, we talk in detail about the different kinds of audio and
video connections you might have available to you on your MCE PC. Table 4-1
is a brief rundown of these cable types and connectors. We describe these in

more detail next.

Chapter 4: Cables, Connectors, and Components

Table 4-1 Cable and Connection Types

Category Type

Connector

Audio interconnects  Analog audio interconnects

RCA connector

Digital audio interconnects

Toslink optical

Toslink cable connector

Coaxial

RCA connector

Speaker cable 12-, 14-, and 16-gauge cable

Pin connectors, spade
lugs, or banana plugs
(or bare wire, which is
not recommended)

Video interconnects  Analog video interconnects

Composite video

RCA connector

S-video

S-video connector

Component video

RCA connector

VGA

VGA connector

Digital video interconnects

FireWire

DVI

If after reading this chapter you want to know more about audio and

video cables, check out our Home Theater For Dummies (published by

Wiley Publishing, Inc.).
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Figure 4-2:
The
ubiquitous
RCA jack
and plugs.
|

Most of the connections you’ll make to your MCE PC are short runs — that is,

connections between devices and components sitting just a few feet from each
other (or at least in the same room). The cables you use for these connections
are called interconnects.

An interconnect cable is simply a short run cable (used for making audio or
video connections). With all the connects we’re throwing around, it’s not hard
to get an interconnect confused with a connection or a connector.

Analog audio interconnects

The most common type of cable in any home-entertainment application is the
standard analog audio interconnect. You've probably used these to connect a
VCR to your TV set, for instance. Traditionally, audio interconnects came in
pairs, for two-channel (stereo) audio connections, but in the realm of the home
theater — with its multiple surround-sound channels — you might use an indi-
vidual cable (such as the cable that connects a subwoofer to the receiver or
the controller) or a big bunch of cables (such as the six cables that connect
an advanced digital DVD player to the receiver).

Audio interconnects use a standardized jack known as an RCA jack, so any audio
interconnect will plug into a corresponding RCA plug on a piece of A/V equip-
ment. Figure 4-2 shows the RCA plugs and jacks on a stereo (dual) pair of audio
interconnects.
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Standard audio interconnect cables are not the
only analog audio cables used by computers.
You'll often also find mini-RCA-like interconnect
cables with 3.5mm (%&-inch) connectors called
miniplug connectors (see the figure).

As you might guess, these miniplugs are smaller
than RCA plugs. They're often found in portable
audio gear (for connecting headphones to iPods
and similar devices).

A typical sound card for surround sound 5.1
might have three 3.5mm connections — one for
the center speaker, one for the front left and
right speakers, and one for the rear left and right
speakers. These cables connectto the powered
subwoofer, which then connects through 3.5mm
(or other format) speaker cables to the speakers
themselves.

Miniplug connectors

\\J

If you go shopping for audio interconnects, you'll find a huge array of cable
constructions. The typical audio interconnect is a coaxial cable (a cable
containing two electrical conductors) with a shielded jacket. The shielded
jacket keeps stray electromagnetic energy from getting into the conductors
and causing interference with the audio signal. Other audio interconnects are
made of unshielded, twisted cable.

Although you can use the audio cables included with your MCE PC, we think
you might eventually want to upgrade them if you want to refine your picture
quality. However, we don'’t think you need to pay $1000 a foot for double-secret-
mojo cold-fusion reactor-type cables. There’s a happy medium. Look for cables
that have oxygen-free copper (OFC) conductors and jacks with gold-plated
surfaces, which resists corrosion. Use the shortest run of cable possible; the
longer the run, the greater the chance that the audio signal will be degraded
by interference or attenuation (the weakening of the signal as it travels over
any cable).

You can buy high-quality cables from dozens of companies, including Monster
Cable (www.monstercable.com), Kimber (kimber.com), and Audioquest
(www.audioquest.com).
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Figure 4-3:
Fiber optics
in your
house! The
Toslink inter-
connect.
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Digital audio interconnects

Digital surround-sound systems (such as Dolby Digital and DTS) have made the
digital audio interconnect commonplace. Microsoft doesn’t require that MCE
PCs have a digital connection, but the company strongly recommends that they
do. All MCE PCs that we’ve seen have one.

If you want to use your MCE PC with a surround-sound home-theater receiver
and you want to watch DVDs using Dolby Digital or DTS surround sound, you
must use a digital audio interconnect.

Digital audio interconnects are used to connect DVD players, HDTV tuners,
video game consoles, and more to the A/V receiver or controller. The two main
types of digital audio interconnects are Toslink optical and coaxial. Your MCE
PC card will probably have one or both of these interconnection options.

A coaxial cable looks like a single (mono) audio interconnect, with RCA jacks
on either end and a coaxial cable in-between. Put a coaxial cable and a mono
audio cable side-by-side on a table, and you wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.
But the conductors inside coaxial digital audio interconnect cables are different
than those in analog audio interconnects to handle the higher frequencies of
digital signals. You shouldn’t use a standard audio interconnect instead of a
coaxial digital cable.

Composite video and component video cables, which we discuss shortly, also
look the same as audio interconnects, but each type uses different internal
conductors and designs.

A Toslink optical interconnect uses fiber optics instead of copper cabling, and
carries the digital signal as pulses of light instead of as an electrical signal.
Viewed head-on, the connector on a Toslink cable looks like a house, but with
a flashing laser. Figure 4-3 shows the Toslink interconnect.
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P The female Toslink connector (on your receiver or DVD player or wherever
you're plugging in a Toslink) is usually covered by a removable dust cap. If you
don’t take this cap off, you're going to curse like a sailor trying to get that cable
plugged in.

Speaker Cables and Connectors

Another cable that you'll find in just about every surround-sound setup is
speaker cable. Speaker cables connect the outputs of the power amplifier or
the amplifier section of the receiver or PC audio card to the speaker, and carry
the higher-powered electrical currents required to move the internal compo-
nents of the speaker. You need one pair of speaker cables for each speaker in
your system, except the subwoofer. (The vast majority of subwoofers have their
own amplifier and need only a single audio interconnect cable, not a pair of
speaker cables.)

Speaker cables (the conductors within, to be precise) are thicker than intercon-
nects because they have to carry signals over longer distances and also carry
more electrical current. Thicker conductors have less electrical resistance to
the current flowing through them. That’s a good thing, because too much resis-
tance can alter the audio signal. The longer the cable, the greater the resistance
to the signal traveling over the cable.

The thickness of a speaker cable is referred to as its gauge (using a standard
system called AWG, or American Wire Gauge). The lower the gauge, the thicker
the conductor. We recommend cables no more than 16 gauge; our preference
is 14 gauge. For longer runs of 40 to 50 feet or more — for example, to surround-
sound speakers in a large room — we recommend 12-gauge cables if they fit
your budget.

Unlike the different types of audio interconnects, which share the common RCA
connector, many connector choices are available for speaker cables. (These
connectors are sometimes called terminations.) The simplest approach is to
use the bare wire itself (stripped of any insulation), but we recommend that
you don’t do this — the connection isn’t as good and the bare wire ends can
corrode over time, making the connection even worse.

Following are the three main types of connectors for speaker cables:

v Pin connectors: These look like their name — a straight or angled pin at
the end of the wire. Pin connectors work best with the spring-loaded clip
type of speaker connectors on less expensive receivers and speakers, but
they work also with the five-way binding posts found on better models.
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v Spade lugs: These U-shaped connectors fit behind the screws on a five-way
binding post. You slide the open part of the U over the post and then screw
down the plastic nut. Spade lugs provide the tightest, most reliable connec-
tion because they're screwed down.

v Banana plugs: If you squint really hard, you might think that banana plugs
look like bananas. To us, they look like pin connectors that are fat in the
middle. Banana plugs come in single and dual configurations. The dual
configuration is simply two banana plugs (one for each wire in the speaker-
wire pair) stuck in the same housing.

Figure 4-4 shows the pin, spade lug, and banana plug. Figure 4-5 shows a
five-way binding post.

|
Figure 4-4:
From left to
right, a pin
connector,

a spade

lug, and a
banana plug.
|

|
Figure 4-5:
The five-
way hinding
post is your
versatile
friend.
|
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Which type of speaker wire termination you use depends on which kind of

termination your speakers will accept. Unlike fancier home-theater speakers,
some speakers for computers don’t have five-way binding posts. In this case,
you might not be able to use your own speaker cables, and instead have to use
the speaker cables that came in the box with your MCE PC or speaker system.

Video Interconnects and Connectors

\\\(’N' STy, The two components of a video signal are the luminance and the chrominance.
The luminance provides the video display with the brightness information that

determines which parts of the screen are darker or lighter. The chrominance

adds information about what color each segment of the screen should be.

Analog video interconnects

You'll find three types of short-run analog video connections in a home theater.
There is a definite hierarchy among these connections — one is visibly worse
(in terms of picture quality) than the other two, and between the two superior
methods, one is better (though not as significantly) than the other. In order
from worst to best, these connection types are as follows:

v+ Composite video: Both luminance and chrominance are combined in a
single signal. A comb filter inside the display separates these two compo-
nents and sends them to the appropriate internal circuitry:.

v S-video: Luminance and chrominance are separated onto two separate
signal paths, so the signal can bypass the comb filter in the TV. This
usually results in a much clearer picture, with more defined colors and
images.

1 Component video: The signal is separated even further, providing one
path for luminance information and two separate paths for chrominance
information. Component video connections can be further enhanced in a
wideband component video connection, which allows the higher frequen-
cies needed for HDTYV to travel from the source (such as an HDTV tuner)
to the HDTV monitor.

A\\S

We haven’t seen an MCE PC with component video connectors yet. But that’s
not surprising because component is most useful for HDTV, which MCE PCs do
not yet support.

The big difference between composite video (the lower-quality video signal)
and S-video and component video is that the better connections carry lumi-
nance and chrominance information separately. Why is this a big deal when the
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Separate
chromi-
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with an
S-video
connector.
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comb filter in the display separates the signal? Well, comb filters do an imper-
fect job and can leave visible artifacts in your picture (objects have fuzzy
edges). You want the sharpest, most colorful picture you can get, don’t you?

Composite-video cables and component-video cables use standard RCA
connectors and look similar to audio cables (and the digital coaxial cable,
for that matter). Composite-video cables are loners (you need just one);
component-video cables travel in small packs of three (often labeled Y, Pr,
and Pb).

Composite-video cables are usually color-coded yellow (that is to say, the
connector has a yellow ring around it, or the rubber boot around the connector
is yellow).

S-video is an unmistakable cable with its own S-video connector, which has four
pins that correspond to four holes on the S-video plug on your gear. Figure 4-6
shows an S-video connector and plug.

S-video connectors can be difficult to line up and connect. The bottom set of
pins is spaced slightly wider than the top set. If you're having trouble with the
connector, check to see that you aren’t trying to push the connector in upside
down. A little plastic doohickey keeps you from destroying the connector, but
bent pins are far from unknown to first-time S-video users.

S VIDEO
ouT
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VGA all the way

If you've ever owned a computer that didn’t have an integrated monitor (like a
laptop does), chances are pretty good you’ve dealt with VGA video connections.
VGA (Video Graphics Array) was developed by IBM a long time ago (in the "80s!)
as a standardized system for connecting PCs and monitors.

VGA is actually a specific display mode (640 x 480 pixels), but the term has
become more generic and is used to describe any analog computer monitor
cable that uses a standardized connector (called a DB-15 connector).

The vast majority of MCE PCs use a VGA cable to connect the MCE PC to a
standard computer monitor (an exception is described in the upcoming “DVI”
section).

For the most part, you won’t use VGA to connect your MCE PC to a TV — most
TVs don’t have a VGA port. However, you might be able to use a VGA connec-
tion to connect to a projection TV system. If you have this option, we recom-
mend that you use it, unless you also have one of the digital video connections
we list in the next section. (If you have digital, use it instead.)

Digital video interconnects

The video-connection systems we’ve discussed are all analog systems — they
carry analog video signals, not digital ones. Analog connections are more
susceptible to interferences and other losses of signal quality when compared
to digital connections. And in the case of digital signals (such as HDTV and
other ATSC digital television broadcasts), there’s no reason to convert to analog
until the very last minute (inside the display itself). As Dick Vitale would say,
“Keep it digital, baby!”

Some analog connections (particularly component video) require multiple
cables per connection. If you want to connect the component video output of
an HDTV tuner card to your receiver and then on to your display, for example,
you’ll need six cables (three for each link). Add a DVD player using compo-
nent video into the mix, and you have six more cables. Pretty soon you have
spaghetti.

In addition, analog connections don’t have an inherent copy-protection system.
If there’s one thing that content providers (movie and television studios) want
to prevent, it’s people copying their content.
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To satisfy all these requirements, the consumer electronics industry (in associ-
ation with the content providers) has been working overtime to develop digital-
video interconnection systems. We discuss these next.

FireWire

One of the first systems for digital video crossed over from the computer
industry: FireWire (also called IEEE 1394, or i.LINK). FireWire was developed
by Apple Computer for connecting peripheral devices to Macintosh computers.
Companies such as Sony picked up on the technology and began incorporating
it in their camcorders and PCs, and it grew from there. (The FireWire in
camcorders is often called DV))

Some HDTV tuners and HDTV-ready displays (as well as a few other devices
such as JVC’s D-VHS) include FireWire connections. However, it appears that
FireWire will become less common as a means of connecting HDTV devices
together.

The only place that FireWire is being used on MCE PCs today is not for
connecting to the television. Instead, many MCE PCs have a FireWire connec-
tion that lets you hook your digital camcorder to the MCE PC. (See Chapter 13
for more on camcorders.) We mention FireWire here mainly because it’s a
common system for connecting HDTVs to external HDTV tuners, and you might
have a FireWire connection on your own high-definition TV. With today’s MCE
PCs, you can’t use that connection for the PC-to-TV hookup.

Next up is FireWire’s biggest competitor in the digital video connection world:
DVL. It looks like DVI is winning the war and will become the most common digi-
tal video interconnect. Battles are still being fought, however, so don’t count
FireWire out yet.

vl

One reason that FireWire is becoming less common in the digital video world
is the success of its competitor, DVI (Digital Visual Interface). DVI is another
technology adopted from the computer world, where it was developed as a
means of connecting computers to digital LCD screens. Figure 4-7 shows a DVI
connector.

The main reason DVI is becoming more popular than FireWire has nothing to
do with performance or technology. Instead, it’s because DVI systems used for
HDTV allow much stronger copy protection (meaning the TV provider can keep
you from recording shows). So the TV and movie studios are pushing the copy-
protected version of DVI onto the industry.
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Figure 4-7:
DVlis
becoming
the standard
digital video
connection.
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Along the way, DVI picked up a strong copy-protection system called HDCP
(High Definition Copy Protection), and became a favorite of the HDTV industry.
The HDCP system makes DVI a relatively dumb connection — all it does is send
video in one direction (for example, from the tuner to the display), and it won’t
let you make a digital copy of what you're watching (so forget taping that CS/
episode on your digital VHS tape deck).

\‘&N\BEB Not all devices with a DVI connector incorporate HDCP. (For example, you
connect an LCD computer monitor to MCE PC using DVI without HDCP.) If you
use a DVI cable to connect an HDCP-enabled HDTV tuner to a non-HDCP display,
you will not get a full HDTV signal. Instead, the signal is converted to a lower
resolution.

¢,

® DVI connections are becoming standard on digital high-definition televisions
and are popular for computer monitors as well. That’s probably not too
surprising, because many large flat-panel computer monitors (such as LCD
displays) operate in a similar way as flat-panel TVs. Many new MCE PCs use
DVl instead of the older, traditional VGA analog connectors to connect to
flat-panel digital computer monitors.

In Chapter 5, you take some of this cable knowledge and put it to work by doing
the plugging and connecting needed to get your MCE PC ready to go.
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Chapter 5
Hooking Up Your Media Center PC

In This Chapter

Planning your connections the right way, the first time
Plugging in a display (or two)

Ensuring all video sources link to your MCE PC
Extracting 5.1 surround sound from your system
Connecting peripherals, IR devices, and more

In this chapter, we describe the process of hooking up your Media Center PC.
Each manufacturer approaches the process in a slightly different order, but
the result is the same. Linking all the different elements of your MCE PC package
together and then hooking your MCE PC to your entertainment system aren’t
difficult tasks, but you need to look out for some serious gotchas. We help you
with those in this chapter.

Planning Your Connections

Most PC manufacturers provide you with diagrams showing the different ways
you can configure your system. If you've put together any sort of entertainment
system, such as an Xbox or a DVD player, you're probably familiar with these
types of diagrams.

When figuring out the connection scheme for the MCE PC and your entertain-
ment devices, you might run into trouble in two areas: connecting a VCR and
connecting speakers.

Microsoft decided not to support a VCR connection to the MCE. If you have a
VCR, chances are you would think it appropriate to connect the signal cable to
your set-top box (if you have one), then to your VCR, and then to your MCE PC.
That way, any signals coming from the VCR are treated as inbound signals to
the MCE. This would allow you to record onto the PC any home movies stored
on VCR tapes. For more information on editing, viewing, and storing video tapes
on your MCE PC, read the “MY VCR” sidebar in this chapter.
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My VCR

Microsoft left out the VCR in its architecture
because of the fast move to digital and the com-
plexity of supporting the many brands of VCRs
on the market. Still, with all the video tapes out
there, we think Microsoft should have included
the VCR in some fashion.

But Windows XP MCE doesn’t have a My VCR
feature, so you have to kludge your cabling plan
and recording habits to view and capture VCR-
resident content through your MCE PC. In
Chapter 9, we talk about how to tape from the
VCR to your MCE PC. Here, we tell you how to
cable your VCR and MCE PC together so that
you have a smoother interface between them.

You need to split the signal back to the PC by
inserting another powered splitter (such as a

Radio Shack model 15-1196 bidirectional CATV
amplifier, $39.99) in-line between the VCR and
the TV set, and then running a patch cable to a
coaxial switchbox (such as a Radio Shack
model 15-1968 remote control A-B switch, $29.99)
that sits in front of the PC. (A switchbox allows
you to switch between signal A and signal B.)

Only one signal should go into the PC at any
time, and this setup gives your PC access to the
VCR signals. Now, you might ask, “Then why
split the signal at the cable box to the VCR and
the PC to begin with?” With this setup, you can
both watch your VCR and tape a show with your
PC —ifthe VCR and MCE PC were in-line, you'd
be limited to one or the other function at a time.

Another challenging area is in connecting your speakers to your PC. You have
a choice that you've never had before: You can run your speakers directly from
your MCE PC or from an intermediate receiver that’s part of an entertainment
system.

Only in the past few years have audio systems for your PC become so sophisti-
cated and on par with speakers for entertainment systems that you would
consider using them instead of a separate audio system. The Klipsch speakers
mentioned in Chapter 3, for instance, rival similarly priced and sized speakers
that you could connect through your receiver. Your MCE PC, with its CD/DVD
drives, links to video and radio signals, and picture slide shows, gives you
an alternate entertainment center — you don’t need a lot of other expensive
audio gear.

If you've already invested a lot of money in your entertainment system, there’s
no question about what to do: Route the audio through that system. If you have
an old or low-end receiver and speakers, however, you might think about
driving the sound from the MCE PC instead of your present receiver. After all,
the FM tuner on board MCE 2004 provides almost as much capability as your
stereo receiver — everything but AM radio.

If you go this latter route, all sorts of speakers and speaker connections are
available. We get into more detail about speakers later in the chapter, but in
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general, if you purchased an MCE PC with a speaker package, your cables and
card interfaces should match. If you didn’t buy them together, you could be in
for some trips to Radio Shack for connectors.

Connecting to the Monitor

Perhaps the first things you connect to your PC are your local PC cables for
your keyboard, mouse, and monitor. These connections are basic — most new
PCs even have color-coded ports and cables to make it as easy as possible to
connect the right cable connectors to the right cable ports.

® If you have a wireless mouse and keyboard, you might need to attach a trans-
mitter to the back of the machine. If you do have a transmitter and you notice
that your mouse doesn’t move fast enough or skips around when you move the
cursor, make sure that nothing is blocking the transmitter. (You might have inad-
vertently stacked stuff behind the PC.) Check that your wireless transmitter
cables aren’t intertwined with a power cable — this can cause interference and
make your mouse not work properly. Also check the batteries — sporadic
movement of the cursor or missed keystrokes could mean that the batteries
are low in power and should be replaced.

You’re probably going to want to connect both a computer monitor and your
TV set to your MCE PC. We recommend this highly, especially if you don’t have
a new, large LCD or plasma screen — small computer type is hard to read on
regular TV sets. Setting up both a PC monitor and TV display, however, can get
a little tricky depending on your video interface card and the cables supplied
by your PC manufacturer. In some instances, where it might appear that you
should plug one cable connector into a certain port, you actually shouldn’t
because of other system issues. So please read this section closely if you're
using both a TV and a PC monitor.

Your MCE PC has one video card, which handles outbound video signals from

the PC. The video card handles one signal (your MCE PC’s desktop, in other

words) distributed across its two active ports, so you can attach two displays

and see the same thing. (This capability is a base requirement of Microsoft’s
CMBER MCE PC license.)

A graphics card is just another name for a video card.

For example, Danny’s Viewsonic MCE PC and Pat’s Gateway both have an
NVIDIA graphics card that supports three video output signal formats (S-video,
VGA — the standard analog computer monitor video connection — and digital
video using the DVI connection system). At any particular time, two of the
three Out ports on the video card can be in use, one for a TV and one for a
PC monitor.
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Because card manufacturers have to match two outbound signals with three
ports, two of the ports must share a signal. This means your video card can
support only certain combinations of simultaneous output port connections.
Here are the options for Danny’s NVIDIA card:

Display 1 Display 2
Option1 DVI S-video
Option2 DVI VGA

Option 3  DVI-to-VGA adapter S-video

In this example, DVI (digital visual interface) is the primary output source
signal and VGA and S-video share the secondary output source signal. Now
suppose that Danny’s TV doesn’t have a DVI connection, and his computer
monitor doesn’t have an S-video connection — it has only VGA. That means
his only option is to hook up the PC monitor to the DVI port using a DVI-to-
VGA adapter, and use S-video for the TV.

This example is important because it’s non-intuitive to most of us. If you were
just plugging in cables without reading the fine print in the manuals, you would
probably plug the VGA cable from your PC monitor into your video card’s VGA
port, and plug your S-video connector into the S-video port. But as you can tell

from the preceding table, that won’t work.

Note that in Chapter 3 we mention an S-video-to-composite adapter. Does your
TV have only has the three colored RCA-composite jacks (white and red for
audio and yellow for video)? If so, you’d have to use the S-video-to-composite
adapter (in the preceding example) to send video to your yellow video port
on your TV.

You may find more about your specific video card’s capabilities buried in
troubleshooting areas or in FAQs on the vendor’s Web site. This information
was not in the main body of any of the PC manufacturers’ user manuals that
we reviewed for publication.

Connecting to the TV

In one sense, connecting your TV to your PC is simple. You run a cable or cables
from point A to point B. Keep in mind our advice from earlier in the chapter
about the relative hierarchy of video connection cables: component video is
best, then S-video, then composite video.

One of the most frequent complaints that we hear from people about hooking
up their TV set to their PC is a statement of dismay that they don’t have the
same resolution on the TV as on the computer display. That’s because many
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TV sets struggle to give you 480 x 440, but many computer displays have a
1024 x 768 resolution, if not 1260 x 1024!

As aresult, you can’t read small print well on a traditional TV, so Web surfing
can be tough. There’s not much you can do about this limitation, except buy
one of the new TV sets with high-resolution-display technologies. The good
news is that LCD and plasma TV displays — the type required to act as large
computer monitors — are available for lower prices each month. For example,
you can now get a 20-inch LCD TV for around $1100, and a full 42-inch plasma-
screen TV from Gateway for less than $3000.

When connecting your MCE PC to both a monitor and a TV, attaching the cables
is only one step. The other step is telling the computer that you have two
displays — and making sure it “sees” both of them.

In this section, we walk through an example of what you need to do, using the
HP Media Center computer with Microsoft Windows XP Media Center Edition
and the NVIDIA GeForce4 video card, which is a common video card. The
procedure for your setup should be similar. Check the manual that comes with
your MCE PC to see whether the exact steps you should follow.

The following steps are not performed inside the full-screen, remote-controllable
Media Center interface. Instead, you do the following in the regular keyboard-
and-mouse Windows XP interface:

1. Turn on the computer and the television.

2. Make sure your TV is set to the right input source.

Your source is the MCE PC. Your TV settings should be the same as
with your present video signal. Most TV sets have a Video/TV toggle
button on the remote control or the front of the TV. If you have prob-
lems seeing an image during this process, try switching the input
source setting (usually line 1, video 1 or S-video on your TV screen).

3. Right-click anywhere on an open area of the Windows XP desktop
and choose Properties.

4. Click the Settings tab, and then click the Advanced button.

5. Click the tab whose title matches the name of your video card, as
shown in Figure 5-1.

6. Choose Clone, click Apply, and then click OK.

7. If a Monitor Settings dialog box appears after the screen properties
change, click Yes.

8. In the Display Properties dialog box, click OK.

9. If a Monitor Settings dialog box appears after the screen properties
change, click Yes.
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This will clone, or recreate exactly, the image on your desktop to the TV.

These steps will be different on your MCE PC if you have a different video card.
We very strongly recommend that you check your PC and video card manufac-
turer’s Web sites for assistance if you have a different card than the one we
describe here.

If you follow these steps and don’t see the signal on both screens, check that
the Video Out cables are connected to the correct jacks on the back of your
MCE PC.
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Connecting to Your TV Signal Source

Now it’s time to connect your content signals to your MCE PC. After all,
connecting your PC to your TV helps when you want to play home videos
and DVDs, but it won’t do much for recording TV shows.

If you have a set-top box, antenna, or other source for your TV signal, connect

that source to your PC using the TV or Video In port on your PC. If you have a
coaxial connection from, say, a cable set-top box, you’ll find a complementary
coaxial interface on a card in the back of the PC. If your source is outputting an

S-video or composite-video connection, use the S-Video port (using an S-video-
to-composite-video adapter cable).
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If you use an S-video or composite-video cable to connect to your TV source —
instead of using the coaxial cable connection — you also need some separate
cables to carry the audio signals that correspond with your TV video (in other
words, the dialogue and soundtrack). In this case, you plug your audio cables
into the PC using red (right) and white (left) audio interconnect cables.

\\3
Be sure to read the “My VCR” sidebar earlier in this chapter for more infor-
mation about including a VCR as a signal source in your setup.

Tying in Your Speakers

Different audio interface cards have different ports. Most MCE PCs are designed
for folks with an existing stereo system or a set of PC computer speakers —
and either two-channel stereo or 5.1 surround sound.

Your audio card in your Media Center computer outputs a high-quality but
nonamplified signal. If you're using conventional speakers — the type that you'd
connect to your stereo system — make sure they’re self-amplified or that you
have an amplifier somewhere in your system. (This amplifier can be a stand-
alone audio amplifier, or in a home-theater receiver, or in a regular stereo
receiver.) Computer speakers that come with MCE PCs have their own built-
in amplifiers, so you don’t need an external amplifier like the one in a receiver
in a home-entertainment system.

Speakers with built-in amplifiers are often referred to as active loudspeakers.
Conventional stereo-connected speakers without built-in amplifiers are called
passive loudspeakers.

Audio cards vary in terms of their capability to output different types of signals.
You get three major forms of sound from these cards:

v 2 channel (stereo)
v 4 channel (quad stereo)

v 6 channel (5.1 surround sound)

You also may see some vendors pitching a 2.1 system, which is a left and right
channel with a derived bass signal to a subwoofer. A derived signal means that
the processor is filtering out only specific frequencies from the other signals
to create a signal for the subwoofer. Contrast this approach to a true 5.1 system,
in which an encoded special-effects channel in the audio signal goes to the
subwoofer.

/3
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These three forms of sound are output on one of four connectors:

v Analog RCA connector
v Analog miniplug (3.5mm) connector
v Digital optical connector

v Digital coaxial connector

Connecting your computer speakers to your MCE PC is a matter of connecting
the speaker cable connectors to the appropriate ports on the audio out cards.

Hooking up your MCE PC to
your stereo system

If you have a newer or high-end stereo system, you’ll probably want to tie your

MCE PC to your receiver or preamplifier using the digital optical or coaxial inter-
faces. If your receiver has only RCA Audio In jacks, you'll use either the analog
RCA or miniplug connector (with a miniplug-to-RCA adapter — we told you that

you’d need those adapters).

Integrating speakers into your MCE PC can become complex because some

audio interface cards were designed to work with computer-oriented amplified
speaker systems, such as the Klipsch ProMedia 5.1 (www.k1ipsch.com/, $499)
or the Logitech Z-680 (www.10gitech.com, $399) — two of the most commonly
bundled speaker sets for MCE PC computers. From the cabling used to the color
coding on the ports, these cards are often matched to computer speaker sets.

Take a look at the Sound Blaster Audigy card, one of the most popular cards
for MCE PCs. This card has the following audio connectors:

v Mic (Pink): Connects your microphone

v+ Line In (Blue): Connects to an analog audio source

v Line Out-1 (Lime Green): Connects to an active stereo or multichannel
speaker system, either as the single link to a 2.1 speaker system or as the
first (front speakers) of three links to a 5.1 speaker system

v Line Out-2 (Black): Connects to an active stereo or multichannel speaker
system, for the rear speakers of a 4 or 5.1 speaker system

v Line Out-3 (Orange): Connects to an active stereo or multichannel speaker
system, for the center speakers and subwoofer of a 5.1 speaker system

v Digital Out (same connector as Line Out-3): Connects to a digital device
such as a preamp or a stereo receiver that has a digital input port

So depending on what speakers you have, you might be using one, two, or
three cables, and either analog or digital ports. Whew.
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Another example of an MCE PC’s audio connections is the Viewsonic M2000,
which offers two analog RCA ports (for a 2.1 speaker system), as well as optical
and coaxial digital outputs (for 5.1 signals). But if you have an amplified
5.1 computer-speaker system that doesn’t take anything but a miniplug inter-
face, there’s no way to connect the two without going through some sort of
interface device, such as a preamp. You'd need to have speakers like the
Logitech Z-680, which can accept the S/PDIF optical or coaxial digital output from
your MCE PC.

After you connect your speakers physically, your next step is to configure your
MCE PC to support the type of audio setup you have. It would be a shame to
have a 5.1 surround-sound system installed but be outputting a simple, stereo
two-channel signal. Your audio should be set correctly for your speaker system
by default from the factory, but it’s a good idea to check it to be sure.

After you boot your system (see Chapter 7), you should check the following
configurations on your MCE PC:

1. Open the audio card utility program that comes with your PC and
set the speakers to the appropriate setting, such as 2 Speaker or 5.1
Surround Sound.

If you have an Audigy card, choose Start=>All Programsr>Creativer>Sound
Blaster Audigy, and then click AudioHQ to access the audio card settings.

2. Launch the Media Center interface (press the big green button on the
remote) and set the speaker preferences in the system Settings folder.

a. From the main Media Center screen, choose Settings=>TV/DVDr>
DVDc>Audio.

b. On the Audio tab, make sure that the correct speaker/channel
option is selected.

c. Click Apply and then click OK.
3. Open the Windows Control Panel and select right speaker/channel mode.
To do this:

a. Choose Start->Control Panel->Sounds->Speech and Audio Devices,
and then choose Sounds and Audio Devices.

The Properties window appears.

b. Click the Volume tab. In the Speaker settings, click the Advanced
button.

c. Click the Speakers tab. In the Speaker Setup area, choose the
correct channel combo from the pull-down menu.

d. Click Apply, and then click OK.

Now your PC should be configured not only for Media Center usage but also
for any other audio or video application on your PC.
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Connecting headphones and mics

You can connect headphones to your PC. Generally, most headphones have a
Y-inch (3.5mm) male miniplug connector that you plug into your equipment.
So you would plug this connector into a headset 3.5mm port, a Line Out port,
or the speaker system itself. (Look for the port with the little headphone icon
next to it.) Not much to it really — just plug the headphones in and that’s it.

Because you'll probably be sitting back a few feet from the MCE PC when you're
using the headphones, you might consider buying a set of wireless headphones.
Freedom of motion (and freedom from tripping over that darned wire) is a beau-
tiful thing.

You can hook up a microphone to your system as well. Most PCs have a small
3.5mm port for a microphone jack. Some manufacturers color code the jack
(HP’s is pink). You don’t need the microphone for any MCE functions we
discuss here, but it can be handy if you want to use your MCE PC and Internet
connection for voice chat or Internet telephony.

Connecting Peripherals

\\3

Your remaining peripherals — printer, USB devices, cell-phone data cord, and
so on — plug into the MCE PC according to the installation process laid out by
the manufacturer. Your MCE PC is just another Windows XP machine, so if a
peripheral works on a normal XP PC, it will work on your XP MCE PC.

So many types of peripherals and vendors are available that we can’t give
you explicit instructions here on how to connect them, other than to note
that peripheral devices generally connect to the PC through its USB, parallel,
or serial ports. For more on USB (and the two variants of this technology —
USB 1.1 and USB 2.0), see Chapter 1.

We recommend that you wait until you fully set up the software component
of Windows XP Media Center Edition before attaching any peripherals unless
they’re needed to turn on the machine for the first time. Otherwise, Windows
will detect and start to install these devices when it sees them, possibly inter-
rupting the MCE installation process.

Recent advances in plug-and-play should make it even easier for you to connect
new devices, so we don’t have a lot to write about in this section. Microsoft
has had great success in expanding the number of peripheral devices that
truly are plug-and-play. And because Media Center is based on Windows XP
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Professional, Plug-and-Play works just as well with an MCE PC as it does with
any XP computer.

You might have problems plugging older gear into MCE PC. If your hardware is
not on the Windows Hardware Compatibility List (HCL), search the vendor’s site
for updated XP drivers. The drivers should be easy to find because most hard-
ware vendors have developed compatible drivers for their older equipment —
look at the support pages of the vendor’s Web site.

You can check the compatibility of your hardware (and software for that matter)
at the Microsoft Compatibility Web site at

www.microsoft.com/windowsxp/upgrade/compatible/

or by choosing Start>Help and Support. When the Help and Support Center
window appears (it’s also called HelpSpot), click the Find compatible hard-
ware and software for Windows XP link.

You might have difficulty also if you're plugging into a USB 2.0 slot older gear
that uses a USB 1.1 interface in. The combination of older and new equipment
on the USB 2.0 connection might cause some attached USB devices to not work,
particularly if you're using an external USB 2.0 hub, a device that adds inter-
face ports to your MCE PC.

USB 1.1 runs a slower speed than the newer 2.0 specification. Because USB is
a serial communications channel, everything connecting to that channel has
to use the same protocol and work at the same speed. The computer doesn’t
have a problem with this requirement, but the devices might. Many devices
(cameras, scanners, mice) can “speak” only one language (USB 1.1 or 2.0). If
you combine a USB 1.1 device and a USB 2.0 device on the same channel, one
takes precedence (by being the first to communicate with the computer) and
sets the language that will be used. In almost every case, the newer device wins
out because the faster 2.0 protocol is always the first to communicate with the
computer. The older device will not work, even though it’s plugged in correctly
(and even if its indicator lights indicate a valid connection).

You do have a way around this problem: The XP MCE PC has two USB slots on
the back. Each has a unique channel, so one could “speak” USB 1.1 and the
other could “speak” USB 2.0. Just make sure that all your older devices go on
one channel and all your newer devices go on the other. To do this, use two
dual-mode USB hubs. Connect all USB 1.1 devices to one hub, and connect that
hub to one of the USB ports on the PC. Connect all USB 2.0 devices to the other
hub, and connect that hub to the other USB port on the PC. Now every device
should be happy.
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Do you have pets and are worried that they cable and wire organizers atwww.online

might go after your cables? You can try a few organizing.com.

T v Make your cables taste bhad: We use

v Organize your cables: Viewsonic has a Grannick's Bitter Apple spray to keep pets
wonderful, built-in hood, or cover, for its away. We've heard that it tastes so horrible
MCE PCs that protects your cable connec- that even pets won't try it (and we've seen
tions (by keeping the cat away from them, our dogs taste a lot of questionable stuff).
for example) and ensures that all the cables It's available in your nearby pet store.

exit in a common area, making it easier to
bundle them. For cables going to the same
place, such asto your entertainment center
or across to a network connection jack,
think about binding them with plastic tubing
or Velcro straps. Check out the great list of

All those cables. .. and the cat!

In the next few years, you should see wireless
cables — little wireless adapters that create a
high-speed, wireless link between connected
devices. (For more in this topic, see Chapter 19.)
We simply can’t wait for that!

Connecting to the Telephone Line
or Network

A\

After you’ve made all the local connections, it’s time to connect your MCE
PC to the outside world. In Chapter 6, we go into detail about connecting
Ito the Internet. In this section, we focus on the physical aspect of plugging
in your connections so that you can do all the configurations we talk about in
Chapter 6.

Included with your MCE PC is a telephone line cord, with RJ-11 connections
(the little plastic jobbers) on each end. Connect one end of the telephone line
cord into the modem port on your PC and the other into a nearby phone jack.
There, that was easy.

Some MCE PCs come with modem cards that have both a Line In and a Line
Out RJ-11 jack, so you can share your wall jack with a phone. You run a phone
cable (with two RJ-11 jacks) from the wall jack to your PC Line Out jack, then
you run another phone cable from the PC to the wall. Now, both your PC and
your phone can work at the same time.

If your PC doesn’t have a Line Out jack and you’re using the wall jack next to
your MCE PC for your phone, buy a 2-to-1 splitter adapter from Radio Shack.
The splitter allows you to connect both the MCE PC and a phone to a single
wall outlet.
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You connect to a cable modem, DSL line, or satellite modem using either the
USB connection or the Ethernet connection on your MCE PC. Most PC Ethernet
cards have a little green LED that will light up if you have a valid connection.

We continue the discussion of the configuration of your Internet connection
in Chapter 6. For now, it’s sufficient that all your cables are connected.

Connecting Your IR Devices

\\3
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Your MCE PC is outfitted with IR-sensing capability for taking input commands
from the remote control. This sensor is part of the computer, part of the mon-
itor, or an attachable remote sensor connected to your computer with a cable.

An attachable remote sensor allows you to extend your IR-signal-receiving capa-
bility, so you can tuck the PC away in a corner and not worry about having to
point your remote control at the front of the PC or the monitor.

The remote sensor is smaller than a deck of cards and connects to your PC
using (in almost all cases) a USB cable. Locate the remote sensor in a posi-
tion that’s visible from all areas of the room.

If you have a cable TV, satellite, or other set-top box that controls your TV
signal, you need to use an IR-sensor control cable that will allow your MCE
PC to control that set-top (so that the MCE PC can change channels to record
a program for you). If you have a remote-sensor box, this control cable will
connect to the back of that box. Otherwise, the cable connects to the back of
your MCE PC.

Remote-sensor control cables have a little, clear IR-emitting head that you
should position over the IR-sensor eye on your set-top box. You have to remove
the tape backing on the IR head of the remote-sensor control cable and then
stick it to the IR sensor eye of the set-top box. Hold it there for a little while to
make sure it sticks.

In addition to taping the IR head to the sensor eye on the set-top box, tape the
sensor cable itself to the set-top box so that the cable doesn’t get yanked loose.
(The sticky side of the IR-emitter head on the cable can degrade over time.) It’s

common for the small IR-emitter head of a sensor cable to fall off, and you’ll be

mad if this happens at just the wrong time — say, when you’re running into your
room at 8:59 on a Sunday night because you forget to tell your MCE PC to tape
Sex and the City.

If you have a set-top box whose IR sensor is hidden behind a large panel of
smoked or red plastic, use a flashlight to see through the plastic panel and find
the IR sensor. The sensor is typically shaped like a small circle, about %-inch
round, within a squarish frame.

79
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Connecting VYour FM Antenna

For your FM tuner in your new Media Center PC to work, it’s going to need . . .
ta-da ... an FM antenna. All sorts of FM antennas are on the market, from the
cheap, string-like, dipole antenna you can get from Radio Shack to expensive,
roof-mounted FM directional antennas. One nifty unit from Radio Shack is its
VHF/UHF/FM Antenna with IR Learning Technology (model 15-1870, $39).
The antenna “learns” and remembers the preprogrammed position for the
best reception for each FM station. Then, every time you select a station, the
antenna automatically adjusts to the same position!

Connecting an FM antenna to your MCE PC is easy. Connect the antenna’s leads
to the FM jack on your PC’s radio tuner card. The PC card typically requires a
75-ohm connection from the antenna, so make sure the antenna you choose
has one of these connections (it looks like a cable TV connector).

You'll need to fiddle with the position of the antenna to find the spot with
the maximum signal strength.

“Houston, We Are Go for Liftoff!”

You've assembled and connected your Media Center PC, but you need to do a
few more things before everything is completely up and running. First, you need
to get your Internet connection online. In the next chapter you find out about
the different types of Internet connections you can use with your MCE PC (we
recommend broadband), obtaining service, and getting online.

Then you need to boot ’er up and go through the setup programs, which we talk
about in Chapter 7. We love configuring software so much that sometimes we
reset everything and do it all over again, just for fun! We walk you through the
things you see the first time you fire up your MCE PC (in Chapter 7) and then

give you advice on how to configure and customize Media Center (in Chapter 8).



Chapter 6
Connecting to the Internet

In This Chapter
Finding out the basics of connecting to the Internet
Using a dial-up modem for easy access
Speeding up with DSL
Using a cable modem for Internet access
Finding alternatives to DSL and cable modems
Getting your MCE PC online

Getting online. Connecting to the Internet. It’s vital for any PC, including a
Media Center Edition PC. Getting your MCE PC online gives you a window
to the world of online music, pictures, and videos. And with new services such
as the new, legal version of Napster, Listen.com’s Rhapsody, and Movielink, you
can get songs and movies online legally and inexpensively. In addition, access-
ing the on-screen program guide to see what’s on TV and to program your My
TV module so that you can record TV shows requires an Internet connection.

In this chapter, we talk about the two ways to connect to the Internet: slow
dial-up and the much faster broadband. You find out how to get Internet
service and how to connect your MCE PC.

Internet Connection Basics

At the most basic level, you can connect your MCE PC (or any PC) to the
Internet in two ways:

v Dial-up: Using the analog modem built into every MCE PC, you can create
a dial-up connection to an ISP (Internet Service Provider) such as AOL or
Earthlink. This dial-up connection uses your existing phone line and
connects you with your ISP at a speed of up to 56 kilobits per second (Kbps).
Hardly anyone gets a true 56 Kbps out of his or her dial-up connection,
however. For technical reasons we won’t bore you with, most connections
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are 44 Kbps or less. And your dial-up connection is slower in the upstream
direction (that is, from your computer to the Internet) than in the down-
stream direction.

+* Broadband: Using the Ethernet port on the back of your MCE PC, you
can connect to a broadband ISP at speeds that can be 20 or more times
faster than dial-up connections With a broadband connection, you don’t
have to sit around and wait for hours (or even days) to download music
and movies from the Internet.

We strongly recommend that you get a broadband connection for your MCE
PC, if you can. The amount of entertainment content (songs, movies, videos,
and pictures) that you can access online will only increase, and a dial-up
connection simply can’t handle many types of media because the files that
you need to download are too big.

Did you know that some services won’t even let you on their site if you don’t
have the right bandwidth? It’s true. If you have a dial-up connection, try to log
on to Movielink’s site (www.movielink.com). It checks your connection as you
log on and shunts dial-up users to a message saying that the connection is not
fast enough for its service. That’s harsh!

As you begin to connect your MCE PC to the Internet, you might come across
a few unfamiliar terms. To demystify them, we provide the following list of
definitions:

v IP address: Every computer (actually, every device) on the Internet has
an [P address. (IP stands for Internet Protocol — it’s the common language
used by everything on the Internet.) Your IP address is sort of like your
telephone number for the Internet.

When you surf the Web, your computer and Web browser program send
out small requests for data (Web pages) to the IP address of the computer
(or server) hosting the Web page you want to look at. These requests
include your IP address, so that the Web server can send the Web page
data back to your computer and your Web browser. Everything you do
on the Internet is based on the concept of computers communicating
with other computers, using their respective IP addresses.

v DNS: An IP address consists of four sets of numbers separated by periods
(for example, 64.236.16.116). When you want to read a Web page, you type
something like www.cnn.com instead of 64.236.16.116. Because it’s easy
to remember www. cnn.com, but not many of us can remember 64.236.
16.116, the Internet powers-that-be were smart enough to set up some-
thing called DNS (Domain Name System). With DNS, you enter a regular
text name (also called a host name) such as www.cnn.com. The DNS server
at your ISP converts that name to the IP address so your Web browser or
other Internet program can find what you’re looking for online.

v DHCP: With the majority of ISPs, your MCE PC (or any PC) is assigned a
new IP address every time you connect to the Internet using a system
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called DHCP (Dynamic Host Configuration Protocol). Because the IP
address changes every time you go online, it’s a dynamic IP address.

This is an automated and behind-the-scenes process, but we want to tell
you about it because in certain cases (for example, if you want to host your
own Web site on your MCE PC), you may want to pay a few bucks more
a month to your ISP and get a static IP address instead of dynamic one.
A static IP address never changes, which makes it much easier for other
people to find online services you're hosting on your MCE PC.

DHCP is an important concept for people who are logging on to your home
network as guests. DHCP allows your brother-in-law’s kids to come over
with their sleek wireless-enabled laptops and log on to your home network
with relative ease. The laptops are considered another computer on your
network requesting a temporary IP address to access the Internet. For
more on home networking, see Chapters 15 and 16.

Dial-up Modem Connections

\NG/
s

The easiest and quickest way to get online is to use a dial-up connection to
your ISP, using the internal modem built into your MCE PC. The advantages
of using a dial-up connection follow:

v Dial-up is easy to do: The modem is already installed in your MCE PC. You

don’t have to do anything special to your phone line (that is, neither
you nor the phone company has to make any special preparations). Using
dial-up is just plug and play.

v~ Dial-up is available anywhere: Just about every phone jack in the United

States can support a dial-up connection. Even in the most rural areas with
rotary phone dialing, you should be able to dial up your ISP, although it
might be a long-distance call.

If you're new to the Internet and are using a dial-up connection to your
ISP, be sure to check whether it’s a toll call.

v Dial-up is the cheapest way to get online: Depending on your ISP and the

service plan, you should be able to pay about $20 a month to get online.
You might pay less for a plan that gives you a limited number of minutes
online per month.

As we’ve already mentioned, dial-up is not ideal. Here are some limitations
to dial-up compared to broadband ISP connections:

v~ Dial-up is slow: 56 Kbps is the maximum speed of a dial-up connection.

As mentioned, usually the connection speed is lower, probably in the 40
to 45 Kbps range. To put this in perspective, an average quality MP3 music
file is about 2MB. So downloading a single song using a modem can take
7 to 8 minutes. If you have a ten-song CD that you want to download, plan
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on spending an hour to an hour and a half. That’s a long time! This slow
downloading gets even worse when you start talking about video files
and movies (where the files are exponentially larger).

v Dial-up can be a pain: Dialing into an ISP can sometimes be a quick and
painless procedure, but often it’s time consuming and slow. Busy signals
are not unheard of with some ISPs; just when you need to dial in to send
a quick e-mail or to check a sports score, you find that you can’t get online.
Even if there’s no busy signal, you may end up taking more time dialing
in than you will doing what you need to do online.

v Dial-up connections block your phone calls: Probably the biggest incon-
venience you might experience with dial-up connections is that it ties up
your phone line. For that reason, many people have second phone lines
at home, dedicated solely to dial-up connections. That adds about $15 to
$25 to your monthly bill (exactly the difference in price between dial-up
and broadband, you’ll notice).

Today, some ISPs offer an Internet Call Waiting service that displays a
message when someone calls while you're online and offers you the
option to suspend your online activities so you can answer the phone.

v+~ Dial-up connections don’t play well with home networks: If you have
more than one computer (a work laptop maybe or a spouse’s computer),
dial-up can be inconvenient. It’s difficult to share a dial-up connection
among multiple computers, and even if you can get it to work, you’ll find
that the limited speed (bandwidth) is stretched even more thinly when
two or three people are accessing the Internet simultaneously.

Well, now that we’ve said a few good things and a few bad things about dial-up
Internet connections, let’s say this: Not everyone can get a broadband ISP
connection where they live, and not everyone who can get broadband can
afford it. (Broadband connections cost $15 to $20 a month more than dial-up
connections.)

Satellite Internet service reaches most of the United States and serves as a
reasonable link to the broadband world. More than 90 percent of Americans
have access to some sort of broadband connection (at least that’s what the
FCC tells us). We talk more about this in the “Other Ways to Get Online” section,
later in this chapter.

If you're going to use a dial-up Internet connection, the first step is to choose
your ISP. A few years ago, ISPs were set up in just about every corner of the
globe, with small Mom-and-Pop ISPs serving a large percentage of Internet
users. In the intervening years, the ISP market has undergone a lot of consoli-
dation, meaning that a few big players have bought up the smaller ISPs or
driven them out of business.

There are still some local dial-up ISPs around, and they can offer good service.
If you have some geeky friends, ask them whether they know of any local ISPs
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in your area and get their recommendations. You can also look at your local
computer paper (you know the one — it’s stacked by the door at your local
coffee shop or computer parts store) to see what’s available.

Your other choice is a national ISP that provides — you guessed it — service
nationally. You might get less personal service with a national ISP, but it does
have some advantages. First, it’s more likely to have an access number (the
phone number you dial into to connect to the Net) wherever you go. So if you
move or travel with your MCE PC (remember, some MCE PCs are laptops), you'll
be able to get online. Second, many also provide broadband ISP services. So
if you decide to upgrade to broadband later, you may be able to do so without
changing your e-mail address or going through the process of signing up with
a new provider.

Some of the national ISPs that you might consider include the following:

v AOL: www.aol.com
v Earthlink: www.earthlink.net
» MSN: www.msn.com

v NetZero: www.netzero.com

You can also get dial-up service from your local phone company (such as SBC,
BellSouth, Verizon, or Qwest). In many cases, the local phone company works
with another company — for example, SBC offers a dial-up service with Yahoo!,
and Qwest works with MSN. If you get your Internet access from your local
phone company, you may find that you can get a discounted price if you buy
a bundle of services from the company.

\\3
Our favorite online source for information about dial-up and broadband ISPs
is CNET. Check out its ISP information page at www.cnet.com/internet.

DSL Connections

The local phone company offers you an even better way to get online using your
phone lines: DSL (Digital Subscriber Line) service. DSL is a digital modem tech-
nology that takes advantage of the unused frequencies on your phone line
(specifically, the frequencies above those used to carry your voice over the
phone line) to give you extra bandwidth, or speed, on your Internet connection.

Many variants of DSL technology are available, such as ADSL, SDSL, and IDSL.
The most common by far is ADSL (Asymmetric DSL). If you go to your local
phone company or your favorite ISP to buy DSL, 99 percent of the time you’ll
get ADSL.
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Filtering out noise

We mentioned that DSL — particularly the
ADSL technology used in residential DSL —
uses different frequencies on the phone lines
than your voice telephone service. Unfortunately,
things aren't always that tidy in the real world —
systems that operate at different frequencies
may still send out stray frequencies that inter-
fere with each other. So even though your
phone (on the lower frequencies) and your
ADSL modem (on the higher frequencies) are
not supposed to interfere, overlap occurs.

Early DSL modem installations used a device
called a POTS splitter to keep your voice and
the DSL modem on different segments of the
phone wiring in your house. This brute-force
approach of keeping things separate solved the

interference problem but came with a price. A
phone technician had to come to your house to
install this splitter, and you ended up with only
one phone outlet in the house that could accept
your DSL modem.

The current solution is more elegant. When a
DSL modem is installed, you simply plug a small
filter into your wall outlet between the phone
and the outlet. This filter is called a low-pass
filter because it lets only lower frequencies
through. The low-pass filter corrects any inter-
ference problems and lets you plug the DSL
modem into any phone outlet in the house. You
can also do the installation yourself, which
saves you time and money.

ADSL is called asymmetric because the downstream speed (from the Internet
to your MCE PC) is typically much faster than the upstream speed (from your
MCE PC to the Internet). Although some computer-savvy folks find that they
need a lot of upstream bandwidth (to host their own Web servers and the like),
the asymmetric bandwidth of ADSL is not a problem for most users. That’s

because most of the large files you want to access (such as movies and music)

are coming in the downstream direction. All that’s headed upstream are rela-
tively small bits of data requesting those files.

So, how fast is ADSL? It depends on the provider and what service you choose,
but most ADSL services offer downstream speeds of 500 Kbps or faster — on
up to multiple megabits (thousands of kilobits) per second. In other words, DSL
ranges from a lot faster than dial-up to a whole helluva lot faster than dial-up.

DSL pieces and parts

Unlike dial-up ISP connections, which use an analog modem built into your MCE
PC, DSL ISP connections use a separate external DSL modem. This modem

connects to your MCE PC using an Ethernet port (the most common connec-
tion) or USB (Universal Serial Bus — a common computer connector also used
for things such as printers, mice, and digital cameras).
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If you have a choice (and you usually will), go for the DSL modem that includes
an Ethernet port. A USB-only DSL modem isn’t useful if you want to start
creating a home network for more than one computer. Many DSL modems
include both a USB connection and an Ethernet connection, so there’s no
choice to be made. Easy as can be!

For the most part, DSL modems are not available off the shelf like other
computer accessories. Instead, you obtain a DSL modem that’s set up to
work with your DSL provider. Typically, when you order your DSL service,
the provider ships the modem to you. You either buy the modem from the DSL
provider (for about $100), or they lease it to you as part of the service and you
have to give it back if you cancel the service. In a few parts of the country,
you can buy a DSL modem at stores such as Circuit City or Fry’s — the DSL
modem is offered in conjunction with the DSL providers, so you buy the modem
and sign up for a specific service at the same time.

Choosing a DSL provider

Two general types of DSL providers are available:

v Your local phone company

v A group of competitive phone companies called CLECs

If you haven’t been paying attention to the news in the Internet business lately,
you might not have heard that CLECs have had a tough run the past few years.
Most have gone out of business or focused solely on the business (not con-
sumer) marketplace. The one remaining large CLEC is Covad Communications.
That means you usually have a choice between your local phone company and
Covad for getting DSL.

Your options depend on where you live, but generally you can choose between
Covad (www.covad.com) and one of the following companies:

v Verizon: www.verizon.com (serves the Northeastern U.S. and a few
markets elsewhere in the U.S.)

v BellSouth: www.bellsouth.com (serves the Southeastern U.S.)

v SBC: www.sbc. com (serves much of the Central and Southwestern U.S.)

1 Qwest: www.qwest.com (serves the Rocky Mountains area and
Northwestern U.S.)

If you live outside the service areas of the “big four” local telephone companies
listed here, your phone company is probably a smaller local one (often called
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an independent, because it was never part of the Bell system). If so, you're
lucky — many independents are excellent providers of DSL services and have
wider availability and better services than the big guys.

When you choose a DSL provider — such as Covad or your local telephone
company — you usually have a choice of ISP. The DSL provider gives you the
connection, and the ISP provides Internet services such as e-mail, Web site
hosting, and music services.

Most DSL providers offer their own ISP service, but you can also choose from
both local ISPs (in most cases) and big national ISPs. Some of the bigger ISPs
who focus on DSL services are

v Earthlink: www.earthlink.net

v Speakeasy: www.Speakeasy.net

v AOL: www.aol.com

v MSN: www.msn . com (available through Verizon and Qwest)

» Yahoo! Broadband: sbc.yahoo.com (available through SBC)

Which to choose? We recommend that you look at the options and prices and
try to find the ISP that offers the services that best fit your needs. This is not
exactly earth-shattering advice, but each of these ISPs has their own special-
ties and services.

We like to choose ISPs that explicitly support home networks. Many will often
provide you with networking hardware, extra e-mail boxes (one for each person
in the house), and other neat Internet features such as fixed IP addresses
(helpful if you want to use applications such as videoconferencing) and firewall
services (to keep the bad guys out of your computer). ISPs offer their own pack-
ages of music and video services that help you get entertainment content for
your MCE PC. Check them out and see which one has the services you want
and the price you can afford.

Expect to pay between $30 and $50 a month for DSL service, depending on
the provider and the connection speed.

Many DSL ISP connections are always-on connections, meaning that the DSL
modem makes an initial connection to the Internet and stays connected at all
times. You don’t need to log on or enter a user name and password when you
want to access the Internet on your MCE PC. Some DSL providers, however, use
a system called PPPoE (or Point to Point Protocol over Ethernet) that forces
you to enter that user name and password every time you restart your
computer or want to get online. If you have a choice, we highly recommend
that you avoid PPPoE and find a DSL ISP that offers a true always-on service.
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Many people who use AOL don’t want to upgrade to DSL or a cable modem
because they want to keep their AOL e-mail address and interface. No problem.
AOL sells high-speed Internet access in select areas, so you might be able to buy
it from them. AOL also offers a subscription package that allows you to add AOL
on top of any broadband connection for $9.95 per month. That means you keep
your AOL e-mail address and AOL service, but you access AOL over a broad-
band connection instead of dial-up.

Cable Modem Connections

A\

The other common way to make a broadband Internet connection is to use
a cable modem. The cable modem connects to the Internet over your home’s
cable TV wires, not the phone lines used by DSL or dial-up connections, and
offers the same always-on, high-speed connection offered by most DSL
providers. Like DSL, cable modems offer downstream speeds measured in
megabits per second, not the kilobits per second that dial-up connections
offer. So, like DSL, cable modems are a fast broadband alternative to dial-up
connections.

We’ve seen many arguments (in advertising, in online forums, and the like)
about DSL versus cable modem — which is faster, which is better, and so on.
We've used both systems in our homes and offices over the years, and think
they’re roughly equivalent. What’s important is the service offered by your
local providers — check out the speeds and prices and see what suits your
needs best. We highly recommend www.broadbandreports.comas a source
of consumer reports and recommendations for broadband services.

Cable modem services, such as DSL services, typically range from $35 to $50
per month, depending on your cable company and what speed you choose
(some providers offer higher speed services for more money). And like phone
companies, cable companies tend to offer discounts if you buy that bundle of
services (in this case, high-speed Internet plus cable TV, digital cable, or even
cable telephone service). It’s most likely that your best economic solution will
come from your existing provider of telephone or entertainment (cable or
satellite) services. The incremental cost of adding broadband to your phone
service or your cable TV service is a lot less than buying it separately.

Cable modems for everyone

Cable modems, like DSL modems, are external (they sit on the shelf near your
MCE PC). Because the cable modem industry has done a better job than DSL
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providers of standardizing their systems nationwide, you're more likely to
be able to just go to the local electronics superstore and buy your own cable
modem off the shelf (but check with your cable company first). Most cable
companies will also sell or lease you a modem, just as the DSL providers do.

The majority of cable modems have either USB or Ethernet connectors — a
few have both types of connectors. Again, we prefer the Ethernet modem or
Ethernet and USB combination modem because they’re more flexible if you

decide to start a home network or already have one. The USB-only modems
are simple to set up but too limited in their capabilities.

When you’re buying an external broadband modem, you'll find some that
include other functionality such as a router or a wireless access point. These
can be no-brainer add-ons depending on what you plan to do with your home
networking strategy. We urge you to read Chapters 15 and 16 on wired and wire-
less home networking options before you buy or lease a particular model.

Getting your hands on cable
modem service

Getting cable modem service is a simple task. Unlike the telephone company
world, the cable world doesn’t have competition; only one cable provider is in
any given location. Most of the United States is served by a local cable company
that is affiliated with or is a subsidiary of a national cable company (or MSO,
multisystem operator). Some smaller towns and more rural parts of the country
have smaller, local cable companies, but increasingly, the cable business is
run by a few large, nationwide MSOs.

The most common cable (and cable modem) service operators follow:
»* Comcast: www.comcast.com (the largest MSO in the United States;

acquired AT&T’s cable business as well)

v+ Time Warner Cable: www.timewarnercable.com (the cable modem
service is called Road Runner, at www. rr.com)

v Cox Communications: www.cox.com

v Charter Communications: www.charter.com

v Cablevision: www.cablevision.com

v+ Shaw Cable: www.shaw.ca (Canada’s biggest cable operator)

+ Rogers: www.rogers.com (the other large MSO in Canada)
For the most part, when you order cable modem service from your local cable
company, it also acts as your ISP (providing your e-mail mailboxes and other

ISP services such as a personal Web page). In some areas, particularly those
controlled by Time Warner, you may have a choice of ISPs.
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For example, Pat is a Road Runner customer, but he can also use AOL or
Earthlink as his cable modem ISP. If you want to use a different ISP for your
cable modem service, we suggest that you check the Broadband Reports Web
site (www.broadbandreports.com) or check the Web pages of individual ISPs
(such as www.Earthlink.net) to see whether they offer cable modem service.

Other Ways to Get Online

Dial-up, DSL, and cable modems are the way the vast majority of us get online,
but they’re not the only ways. Alternative broadband technologies such as
wireless ISPs are beginning to pop up in a few locations. Chances are, you
won’t be able to get online with these technologies today, but here’s a quick
overview for future reference:

1 Wireless ISPs: Some ISPs have grown sick and tired of dealing with phone
companies or cable companies and want to provide their own connection
to customers’ homes, without relying on someone else’s wires and cables.
Dozens of new companies are offering wireless Internet access systems
to these wireless ISPs (WISPs) or to traditional ISPs who are considering
becoming WISPs. Different technologies are being offered but all involve
a small antenna and receiver that you can place in your window (or on
your roof) to pick up a wireless signal from the WISP’s own antennas.
These systems then connect to your MCE PC or home network using an
Ethernet connection.

v~ Satellite Internet: If you live out in the boonies (or anywhere where DSL and
cable are not available), you might consider using a satellite connection
to get online fast. The most common satellite Internet service is offered
by DIRECWAY (www.direcway.com), the ISP arm of DirecTV. DIRECWAY
uses a special two-way capable satellite dish (which is slightly larger than
the DirecTV dish used for TV only) and a special DIRECWAY receiver (which
connects your MCE PC to the Internet through this dish). DIRECWAY service
(which can be purchased directly through DIRECWAY or through Earthlink)
offers relatively fast download speeds (up to 400 Kbps) and slower
upstream speeds (60 Kbps), which doesn’t quite match up to faster DSL
or cable connections. The service is available just about everywhere in
the U.S. for about $70 a month. DIRECWAY has a few disadvantages:

¢ Satellite connections have a lot of latency: Latency, or delay in the
connection, is inherent in satellite connections because of the long
distance that the signals must travel. So certain applications, such
as audio and videoconferencing and online gaming, don’t work well
on a satellite Internet connection.

® You can’t use DIRECWAY with a home network. DIRECWAY can be
connected only to a single PC. If your MCE PC is the only computer
in your house, you’ll be okay, but if you want to set up a home net-
work, you're out of luck.
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v Electrical utility (powerline) services: Not very common in the United
States or Canada today but becoming popular overseas (particularly in
Europe), powerline services use the electrical wires coming into your
house to carry high-speed, broadband Internet services. A powerline
modem is connected to your electrical panel, and then uses Ethernet
to connect to your MCE PC or home network. This new technology is not
widely available, but some electrical utility companies are beginning to
look seriously at offering such a service.

v+ Fiber to the home: The backbone of the Internet itself runs primarily on
super-high-speed, fiber-optic connections, which use beams of light from
lasers, instead of electrical signals, to communicate. Phone companies and
cable companies also use fiber in almost all their networks as well —
except for the copper-wire piece of the network that connects to your
house. FTTH (fiber to the home) providers extend this fiber right to the
side of your house, offering Internet access at speeds in excess of 10 Mbps
(and potentially much faster). FTTH deployments are extremely limited
(because it costs a lot of money to dig trenches and run fiber) but are
beginning to appear in new developments. All the major phone compa-
nies have decided that their long-term future revolves around this FTTH
network, so they’ve begun planning how they will deploy such a network
to their customers.

Making the Online Connection
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One of the great things about Windows XP Media Center Edition 2004 — or any
version of Windows XP, for that matter — is how easy Microsoft has made

the process of setting up an Internet connection. Windows XP was designed
as an Internet-friendly operating system, and Media Center Edition is no excep-
tion. The most important tool included with MCE is Microsoft’s New Connection
Wizard — an easy-to-follow, step-by-step system for getting your MCE PC online.

If you're installing your MCE PC as part of a home network rather than
connecting it individually to an ISP, you can skip this section and go to
Chapter 15. That chapter discusses the ins and outs of home networking,
including how to use a home-networking router to connect multiple PCs to the
Internet — which is what you’ll need to do to get online with your networked
MCE PC. If you're using your MCE PC in a dorm room or another location that
has an Ethernet connection for getting online, skip to the same chapter.

The first step to getting your MCE PC on the Internet is to choose an ISP. If you
skipped right to this part of the chapter and don’t have an ISP already, skip
right back and read through the sections on dial-up, DSL, and cable modem
connections. Go find an ISP that you like, and then come back here.
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If you've chosen a broadband connection (DSL or cable modem), you need to
start with the DSL or cable modem installation. We can’t tell you exactly what
this will entail because every provider’s installation is a bit different, but in most
cases you can do the installation yourself. (The DSL or cable modem ISP will
send you a self-install kit with the modem as well as all the accessories you
need.) Generally you need to connect your broadband modem to the wall (your
cable TV or phone line), to an electrical outlet (use a surge protector strip!),
and finally to your MCE PC using an Ethernet cable (which should be
included in the self-install kit).

If you're unsure of how to do all this plugging in and setting up, you can pay
your cable or DSL provider to come to your house and set up your broadband
service. They’ll install all the hardware and then configure your computer to
get online. Installations are usually $100 or more; self-installs are typically free
or inexpensive (about $25 for the kit).

If you're going the dial-up route, you don’t have to do any special wiring or
modem installation. Instead just connect a standard phone cord to the modem
port on the back of your MCE PC and to an empty phone jack in your wall. If
your MCE PC has two jacks on the back, use the one labeled Line, not the one
labeled Phone. See, we told you that dial-up connections were a bit easier!

If your ISP requires that you have a user name and password, and you already
know these items, make sure you have them handy because you need them in
the following set of steps. If you don’t have the user name and password from
your ISP yet (perhaps because you're connecting to the ISP for the first time),
the New Connection Wizard will give them to you. Dial-up connections also
require a local access number, or phone number for your modem to dial into.

After everything’s plugged in and turned on, use the following steps:

1. Open the New Connection Wizard by choosing Start=>All Programs->
Accessories>Communications=>New Connection Wizard.

The wizard appears and says “howdy.” Actually, it doesn’t say howdy,
but it does tell you what’s coming next, as shown in Figure 6-1.

2. Click Next.
3. Choose the Connect to the Internet option and then click Next.

Remember, if you're connecting through a home network (or other
Ethernet network like the one in a dorm), you don’t want to choose
Connect to the Internet here. Instead you want to choose “Connect to
the network at my workplace (for the dorm)” or “Set up a home or small
office network (for your home network).” We give some tips on running
the Microsoft Home Networking Wizard in Chapter 15.
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4. Choose one of the three options shown in Figure 6-2 (based on the
advice we give next) and then click Next.

a. If you don’t already have an ISP account (from another computer,
for example), you’ll probably select the “Choose from a list of
Internet service providers (ISPs)” option. The wizard then dials up
a toll-free number using your modem, displays a list of locally-
available ISPs (at least a list of locally-available ISPs who have cut
deals with Microsoft to be included in this list), and asks you to
choose one. When you do, the wizard automagically finishes your
ISP setup by itself and gets you online.

b. If you already have an ISP account, choose the “Set up my
connection manually” option. Continue with Step 5.

c. If you have a CD from your ISP, choose the “Use the CD I got from
an ISP” option. This ends the wizard installation and launches your
CD’s installation program. Follow the on-screen instructions. Many
larger national ISPs (such as AOL) use these CDs, and most broad-
band ISPs include a similar CD in their self-install kits.

5. If you chose the Set up my connection manually option, select the
option that describes how you’re connecting to the Internet. Then
click Next.

a. If you’re using a dial-up connection, choose the “Connect using a
dial-up modem” option.

b. If you’re using broadband and your broadband ISP (requires you
to use a user name and password to get online (it’ll tell you when
you sign up), click the “Connect using a broadband connection that
requires a user name and password” option.
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c. If your broadband provider doesn’t require a user name and pass-
word to get online (our favorite kind), click the “Connect using a
broadband connection that is always on” option. Click Next, and
you're finished!

. In the text box, type a name for your ISP. Then click Next.

The name can be just a name you’ll remember rather than the actual name
of your ISP. If you end up with multiple ISP connections on your MCE PC
(for example, if you have a laptop computer MCE PC and take it to different
locations), you’ll be able to choose the appropriate ISP connection by
selecting this name.

. Type the phone number for your ISP and then click Next.

This is the local access number for your dial-up connection. If you're
using broadband, you skip this step.

. Type your user name, and type your password twice (see Figure 6-3).

If you're using a broadband connection that requires a user name and
password or if you're using a dial-up connection, this is where you type
the user name and password you’ve been saving all this time.

. Leave all three check boxes at the bottom of the screen checked, and

then click Next.

The “Use this account name and password when anyone connects to the
Internet from this computer” option means that even if you set up multiple
users on your computer, they’ll be able to get on the Internet without
having to go through all these steps and recreating this connection.
(User accounts allow everybody who uses the MCE PC to have their
own customized settings.)
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The “Make this the default Internet connection” option simply means
that the computer automatically uses this connection when you try to go
online. In the future, if you add additional connections, you may not want
them to be the default connection. For example, if you take your MCE PC
to your in-laws’ house for the holidays, you’d want to set up a connection
from there that’s not the default — unless you like your in-laws a lot!

The “Turn on Internet Connection Firewall” option enables XP’s internal
firewall system, which helps keep out the bad guys who want to sneak
into your MCE PC.

10. Click the Finish button.

You're finished. Windows XP MCE connects you to the Internet, and you're
online.

If you want to make sure that you're connected, just open Internet Explorer by
choosing Start=Internet Explorer — it’s right there on top. By default, Internet
Explorer should display the MSN home page; if MSN loads, you’re online and
all set.

If you decide to move to a different ISP or add additional connections, just fire
up the New Connection Wizard again and run through these same steps.

\3
) If getting online is a complicated procedure for you (perhaps you have a
special setup in mind), check out The Internet For Dummies by John Levine
et al. (published by Wiley Publishing). It will turn you into an Internet pro.



Chapter 7
Starting MCE for the First Time

In This Chapter
Pressing the power button
Understanding the Media Center Interface
Configuring your MCE PC
Calibrating your video display
Transferring files from your old PC
Turning off your PC (the right way)

ou’re sitting on the floor, staring at your fully-configured MCE PC, and it’s

just ready to be powered up. The anticipation is enough to make you want
to just fire it up and start playing — but we recommend that you take a more
measured approach.

In this chapter, we guide you through the process of starting your MCE PC for
the first time. You are also introduced to the Media Center environment. We
walk you through the first screens that appear when you launch Media Center
and go through the MCE startup wizard. We end with a discussion of how to
turn your PC off — a topic that might seem unnecessary but is a point of confu-
sion among new users.

Powering Up Your MCE PC

When you turn on any PC for the first time, you're in the realm of the PC vendor.
That vendor decides what you see, when you see it, and where you see it. When
you turn on your Windows XP MCE system, you may have to go through a
Windows XP setup process. You may be presented with the Welcome to
the Windows XP Setup Wizard. You may have to fill out a registration screen.
You may be prompted to sign up for an Internet service, in the hopes that you
don’t have an ISP yet. The vendors spent a lot of time refining their startup
process to minimize the calls to customer support, so it’s best to just let their
screens guide you through the setup process.
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During setup, you’ll probably be prompted to activate your Windows XP MCE
software. This is part of Microsoft’s efforts to cut back on software piracy. (If
you want to activate the software at another time, do so by choosing Start=>
All Programs=>Activate Windows.) Note that activation is not the same as
registration. You have to activate XP within 30 days to use your system. Regi-
stration with Microsoft is optional.

We don’t want to dwell on the XP side of things, except as it affects Media
Center and its operation. We're biased. We think the real configuration starts
when you start the Media Center interface for the first time.

“&N\BEB Starting your PC is not the same as starting the Media Center interface. When
> you’'ve completely started your system, you'll see a normal Windows XP
desktop, with shortcut icons, a Start button, and a taskbar. This is the normal
Windows XP Professional OS — just like you’d find on any of the millions of new
PCs sold every year. What is different is that this version of Windows has a
green Media Center shortcut button that activates your Media Center interface.

The Media Center Edition Interface

Before we get into the details of the MCE startup process, we want to take a
quick detour to the “Tell me about the Media Center user interface” rest stop.
We highlight the main features of the user interface so that you’ll know where
to find what you need as you go through the startup process.

We tell you about the main elements of MCE’s look and feel — that is, the naviga-
tional and graphical elements that help you get around the program. We also
introduce you to your MCE remote control, which is the main device you use
to control MCE.

But first, you need to open Media Center itself. You can do this in one of three
ways: by double-clicking a shortcut on the desktop, by clicking the Start button
on the taskbar of your desktop and choosing Media Center, or by pressing the
green button on your MCE remote control.

MCE Start menu

When you enter Media Center for the very first time, Windows XP MCE sends
you into a setup wizard, which we talk about in the following section. However,
before we do that, we wanted to introduce you to some of MCE’s navigation
and usage standards, so you know what to expect when you see the MCE
interface — wizard or not — for the first time. So in this section, we talk about
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the overall look and feel of XP MCE, even though we’re not launching MCE just
yet. Be patient and read this section — you launch the application in the next
section.

When you enter Media Center, you see the main Media Center Start menu (see
Figure 7-1). This screen presents you with a single, unified, full-screen portal
for all your entertainment needs. Everyone should have one, don’t you think?

The date and time are prominently displayed in the center of the screen, with
the Media Center modules listed alongside. The modules are in a loop, so you
can cycle through them.

At the bottom left of the screen is an inset window that shows the media cur-
rently playing. This window is called, not surprisingly, the Now Playing window.
The media playback toolbar is below the inset window. (Microsoft refers to this
toolbar as the desktop controls toolbar, but we — and everyone else, it seems —
prefer the name media playback toolbar.) The media playback toolbar gives you
direct access to the entertainment in the forefront of your screen. Here you
can change channels (- and +), pause, play, stop, rewind, fast forward, mute, and
change volume (- and +). This playback toolbar appears whenever you move
your mouse

A O _© g
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At the top left of the screen are three buttons. From left to right, they

1 Let you quickly log off to end your Media Center session or to switch users

v Return you to the main Media Center Start menu, like the Go Back
button on your remote

v Access Media Center Help

An on-screen volume control gives you a visual view of the volume level and
indicates when the audio is muted. This volume control shows up when you
adjust the volume using the remote control and disappears after a few seconds.
In addition, a phone call notification (using Caller ID) shows you who is calling
and the phone number — you need to have a phone line plugged into your MCE
PC for this to work, of course.

égN\BEB For the Caller ID feature to work, you also need Caller ID service from your
> phone company (you probably guessed that) and TAPI-compliant modem in
your MCE PC. TAPI (Telephone Application Program Interface) is a Microsoft
standard for modems that lets them do regular phone stuff, including Caller
ID. Check with your MCE PC vendor if you don’t know whether the modem
you have is TAPI compliant.

The upper right of the screen has the standard Windows tools for minimizing,
resizing, and closing the window. You can use the minimize capability to keep
Media Center running while you work in another program elsewhere on the
screen.

Navigating in Media Center

At the beginning of any software project, programming firms create a document
that defines the usage conventions for the software. As programmers develop
the code, they reference these conventions so that the process of moving,
scrolling, selecting, adding, deleting, and so on is similar throughout the
program. Here are the key usage conventions used in MCE:

v Navigating: To move around and select menu items, you use the arrow
buttons on the remote control, the arrow keys on your keyboard, or the
mouse. You can get everywhere in MCE using only the arrow buttons on
the remote. To see everything in long Media Center menus or option list-
ings, you use the arrow buttons (or arrow keys or mouse) to select the
scroll buttons at the bottom-right side of the screen, as shown in Figure 7-2.

1~ Highlighting: MCE indicates that you have successfully navigated to an
item by highlighting it in green. The highlight is different depending on
the item. An item represented by a thumbnail or an icon — a picture,
movie, folder, file, and so on — becomes outlined with a bright green
border. A button or a check box turns green.
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v Selecting: To choose an item or an option, navigate to it (the item or
option becomes highlighted), and press the OK button on the remote
control, press the Enter key on the keyboard, or click the mouse button.

If a media selection is playing in the Now Playing inset window, you can
switch to full-screen mode by navigating to the inset window (the frame
turns green), and then clicking the OK button on the remote.

When you'’re navigating in the MCE interface, just remember three things:
arrow buttons, green highlight, OK button. Selecting is that simple.

MCE remote control

The core component around which the entire Media Center concept revolves
is the remote control, shown in Figure 7-3. Microsoft is perfecting the 10-foot
experience for users — the ability to access content from 10 feet away. To
that end, Microsoft has minimized the number of buttons on the remote to
keep your interface with the program as simple as possible.

Central to this remote control, as you've undoubtedly noticed, is the big green
button. It’s so prominent that there’s even a Windows MCE Web site named after
it (www.thegreenbutton.com). This button always brings you to the main
Start menu for Media Center.
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Audio and video buttons

The MCE remote control has the following four groups of buttons:

v Direct access buttons: My Videos, My Music, My TV, My Pictures, and
DVD Menu provide direct access into these particular functions. One tap
and you’re there — no need to navigate. The standby button — the power
button denoted by a circle with the vertical slash through it — puts your
PC and monitor into a power-reduced state.

v Navigation buttons: These buttons move the cursor around and do
specific actions in Media Center. The arrow buttons move the cursor up,
down, left, and right. The OK button selects the task highlighted on the
screen (just like an Enter button). The Back button (we use this one a lot)
returns you to a previous window — keep clicking it to go back several
steps. The Guide button displays your television program guide. Live TV
is a shortcut button that launches full-screen live TV.

v+ Audio and video buttons: You use the CH/PG button to change channels,
the VOL button to increase or decrease the volume, the mute button to
mute the audio, and the More Info (or Details) button to access data on
what you’re watching, such as the title, the artist, or a TV show summary.
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The Clear button clears any numbers or letters you've entered on the
screen. The Enter button works like the Enter key on a keyboard. Finally,
the numeric keypad works like a cell phone keypad when tapping in text
(press the 2 button once for A, twice for B, and so on).

v Transport/media playback buttons: These buttons control the recording
and playback of CD, DVD, and TV content. You use these to play, rewind,
fast forward, skip, replay, stop, pause, and record, as follows:

e Record: The REC button is the neat one here because you can just
tap the button, and the TV show you’re watching is recorded from
that point on.

¢ Fast forward and fast rewind: Press the FWD or REW button once
after your CD, DVD, or video content has started, and the fast
forward or rewind process, respectively, moves at double the normal
speed. With video content (DVD, recorded TV, or video) press the
button a second time or a third time, and you increase the speed by
40 times and 250 times, respectively — that’s fast. Press the FWD or
REW button a fourth time to return to double normal speed. Pressing
PLAY resumes the selection’s normal playing speed. Pressing PAUSE
freezes the video image on the screen.

With audio content, pressing FWD moves the pace forward at

1.4 times the normal speed. Pressing FWD again moves the pace to
5 times the normal speed, and pressing FWD a third time resumes
the playing at normal speed.

The REW button doesn’t do anything in audio programs (such as CDs
or music files you have in My Music). Only FWD works with music files.

Skip ahead or backward: Press the Skip button to move to the next
audio or video track or to skip ahead 29 seconds when watching
recorded TV. (Hmmm, how long are those commercials?) Press the
Replay button to go back 7 seconds. Hold down the Skip or Replay
button for 2 seconds and the media moves ahead or backward,
respectively, by several minutes. Hold either button down longer
and the media moves to the end or the beginning, respectively.

Not all MCE PC remote controls follow these same groupings, but almost all
have the same general functionality. You might find the DVD Menu button
located by the navigation buttons on an HP remote control, for instance, but
sandwiched between the VOL and CH/PG buttons on the Windows-standard
MCE remote. The DVD Menu button works the same in both instances, however,
taking you straight to the main menu of the DVD movie.

Fighting over who turns off the PC? You need his-and-her remote controls! Order
extra Philips remotes from your manufacturer or from www.newegg. com, which
sells them for $32.
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Other MCE interfaces

The remote control is not the only way you can control your Media Center.
Here are some other possibilities:

v+ Shortcut buttons on the front of the PC: Across the front of some PCs,
such as the HP, are shortcut buttons that you can press to go to live TV,
the program guide, your music collection, your pictures, or your videos.
These are handy when you’re working at the front of the PC downloading
files or videos from your camcorder or other device and want to quickly
check that the files were downloaded successfully into the system.

+* Keyboard shortcut buttons: Across the top of your keyboard, you might
have a similar lineup of shortcut buttons that will take you quickly into
select functions of Media Center. Some of these are programmable, so
you can customize your shortcut experience.

The Media Center Edition
Start-Up Process

Now we're getting to the good part. When you start Media Center Edition for
the first time, you're entering a whole new world.

The first time you press the green start button on your remote control, the
Media Center Setup Wizard process begins. You're asked a series of questions
that customize and optimize the MCE interface.

You need to know the following information to get through the Media Center
Setup Wizard:

» Your zip or postal code.

v Your TV signal provider and, if you have a cable or satellite provider, the
package you subscribe to. (You might need to grab your monthly bill.) A
sample package might be the Platinum package from DirecTV or the Basic
Cable Service package from Charter Communications.

v The manufacturer and model number of your set-top box, if you have one.

To download the TV programming guide data, you’ll also need an active
Internet connection. If you don’t have your Internet connection hooked up
yet, that’s okay. Just come back to this step later by going to the MCE Start
menu and selecting Settings>TV.

During the initial Windows setup process (not the Media Center setup), you’ll
be asked to specify the country or region in which the PC resides. This informa-
tion is required in combination with your zip code information to download



Chapter 7: Starting MCE for the First Time 7 05

the television guide. If the country setting and the zip or postal code you
entered don’t yield a valid combination in the MCE database, you might see
an error message on your screen. If this happens to you, do the following:

ngs

& 1.

Leave the Media Center interface and go back to the regular XP
interface.

To leave MCE quickly, navigate to the top-right corner of the screen and
click the minimize button. (It’s the one on the far left.) Don’t worry, your
MCE session will be right where you left it when you return — you’ve
just reduced the window to a button on the taskbar along the bottom of
your XP desktop.

. Now that you’re back in XP, choose Start~>Control Panel=>Date/Time/

Language/Regional Options.

. Click the Regional and Language Options tab.

Towards the bottom of the tab, the country appears in the drop-down
list. If you're in the United States and speak English as your preferred
language, this should be ‘English (United States).’

. If the country is wrong, select the correct one, click Apply, and then

click OK. If the country is correct, simply click Cancel.

. Return to the Media Center interface.

To do so, simply click the minimized Media Center button on the XP
Windows taskbar at the bottom of your screen.

. Check your zip code.

Navigate to Settings and choose Zip/Postal Code. Type your zip code again.
If you changed the country in Step 4, you should see that new choice
now. (If you don'’t, call your MCE PC’s vendor’s technical support line.)

. Click Next.

You’re prompted for your TV signal provider.

. Select the provider, and then click Next.

You can now download your TV program schedule. MCE seeks out the
appropriate databases from the master MCE databases at Microsoft. You
can always update your TV guide manually by going to the MCE Start menu
and choosing Settings=>TV>Guider>Get Guide Data.

That’s it . . . it’s not a complex installation or startup process. So what’s the
first thing to do after installation? Read on and find out!

Time for Your Calibrations!

If you're connecting a TV to your MCE PC, you need to make sure that the dis-
play is calibrated correctly. Most TV displays come from the factory improperly
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calibrated. The brightness and color are set at unnatural levels to make the
displays stand out on the showroom floor in a brightly lit store. Put one of
those displays in a darkened home theater, and the picture looks awful. You'll
be asking yourself why you spent so much money. Even if your display is not
brand new or all that fancy, calibration can breathe new life into your picture
quality.

The factory-set, overly bright settings can reduce the lifespan of a CRT (direct-
view or projection) or plasma display.

Windows MCE comes with its own calibration program to guide you through
the process of changing the various settings on your TV. Before we walk
you through the calibration process, however, we define some terms you’ll
encounter.

The ABCs of calibrating your TU display

You, as a non-technician, can make five adjustments on the average display. A
few displays let you adjust more, and service techs with the proper manuals
and codes to get into the service menus of the display can adjust almost
anything. We average folks can adjust the following:

v Contrast (white level): Contrast ratio is the ratio between the brightest and
darkest images a display can create. In terms of display adjustments, your
contrast control adjusts the white level, or degree of whiteness your screen
is displaying.

In video displays, whites and blacks are measured on a scale called the
IRE (Institute of Radio Engineers — they must have named this a loooong
time ago!) units. Black is 0%, and white is 100%. You can actually drive
your TV beyond 100% if your contrast is improperly set. If you do this,
white portions of your picture tend to bleed over into the darker portions
surrounding them, reducing the quality of your picture.

v Brightness (black level): Now to throw in a counterintuitive statement,
the brightness control on your display adjusts the black level that you see
on the screen. Weird, huh? If the black level is set incorrectly, you won’t
be able to discern the difference between darker images on the screen.

v~ Sharpness: The sharpness control adjusts the fine detail of the picture —
it’'s the TV’s capability to display small details. If the sharpness is set too
low, you have a fuzzy picture. If it’s set too high, your picture appears edgy,
often with blobs instead of clearly defined lines around the edges of objects.

v Color: Along with tint (which we discuss next), color is one of the two
controls that you use to set the balance of colors on your display If your
color setting is too low, images begin to appear as black and white. If
the color setting is too high, images take on a reddish tinge. (For example,
Nicole Kidman’s face will turn as red as her hair.)



Chapter 7: Starting MCE for the First Time

<MBER
éy@

A\\S

v Tint (hue): On most TVs, this control is labeled tint, but a few TVs use
hue, which is the more technically correct label. The tint control adjusts
your display’s color in a range between red and green — your job is to
find the perfect balance between them.

Almost every display has an on-screen indicator that shows the status of these
settings. Typically, you see a horizontal bar with a vertical hash mark that
moves as you change the settings, or the entire bar moves left or right as you
increase or decrease the settings. Some displays also have a numeric display
that shows the current settings.

These settings are performed using the controls directly on your monitor or
TV. (You can often use your TV’s remote control instead of buttons on the TV
itself.) Media Center provides the pictures and instructions on the screen to
tell you what kind of adjustments you need to make, but you have to do the
adjustments yourself using the controls specific to your TV or monitor.

The Display Calibration Wizard

When Microsoft created MCE, it wanted users to think that this was the best
way to watch video, no questions asked. But to do that, it had to rely on users
to have their TVs set up correctly. Many don’t.

So Microsoft included a Display Calibration Wizard in the MCE interface.
To use it, follow these steps:

1. From the MCE Start menu, choose Settings=>General.

2. Select the Appearance button.

To do so, navigate to the button (it becomes highlighted in green), and
then press OK on your remote.

3. At the bottom of the Appearance page, select the Adjust display settings
option, and then press OK on the remote.

This option is your doorway to the wizard.

We like the little movies that Microsoft has added here and there to
provide information. In the Adjust Display system, Microsoft has a helpful
video that explains what happens as you adjust your settings. To watch
the video, just select Watch video and click OK on your remote. When the
video ends, you're taken back to the same screen you were viewing before
you watched the video.

4. Select Next and click OK on your remote.
The wizard starts.

5. Answer the wizard’s questions, selecting Next and clicking the OK
button on your remote after each step.
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The wizard asks you questions to extract the best viewing experience on
your TV. It will ask about the type of display you have (such as CRT, flat
panel, or plasma) and whether your TV has a wide-screen display. XP MCE
adjusts the content it displays if it knows there is more space, which is the
case with a wide-screen display. For instance, instead of showing 9 images
of pictures in the My Pictures area, MCE shows 12 picture images because
it has the room. Also, in the Programming Guide, MCE can now show an
additional 30 minutes of Guide content.

Then calibration mode starts. You see a series of videos that help you
adjust the tint, brightness, contrast, color, and sharpness. The program
makes use of inset pictures that you compare with your generated picture
in the larger portion of the screen, and uses tools such as on-screen images
that disappear when the settings are correct.

You need to use the controls on your display itself (either on the front of
the display or on the remote that came with it) to make adjustments to
the display. You can’t fine-tune the display with your MCE remote.

6. When you’ve run through all the Display calibration settings, select
Done and click the OK button on your remote.

You've successfully calibrated your monitor!

Third-party programs

You can also adjust your video with a DVD home-theater calibration disc from
a third party. Why do both? You can use the disc with all the TVs in the house,
not just the MCE TV. Also, we’ve found that third-party programs add a little
more accuracy to the settings.

We think that these discs (which cost about $50) are an essential part of the
investment in your home-theater and home-computing environment, unless
you've had a professional calibrate your system. Following are the most
common home-theater calibration discs:

v AVIA, Guide to Home Theater: Available from Ovation Software (www .
ovationsw.com) this disc contains a ton of great background material
about home theaters. It also provides a series of easy-to-follow on-screen
test patterns and signals that let you correctly adjust all the settings we
discussed previously, as well as test tones for your surround-sound audio
system.

v+ Video Essentials: Found online at www.videoessentials.com, this is the
definitive calibration disc. Two versions are available — one standard
disc and one for digital TVs.

+* Sound and Vision’s Home Theater Tune-up: This disc is produced by
Ovation Software, this time with Sound and Vision magazine (one of our
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favorites, www.soundandvisionmag.com). This disc includes videos and
tutorials that demonstrate aspect ratios and let you test the S-video and
component-video outputs on your DVD player (to see which works better
in your system).

We like all three discs and would be hard pressed to recommend just one.
The AVIA disc and Sound and Vision disc are probably the best bet for
people who aren’t trained video calibrators. Video Essentials is geared more
to the professional. AVIA is a bit more detailed and comprehensive, and the
Sound and Vision disc is a bit easier for first-time users. All will give you a
better picture.

Unlike Microsoft’s package, these three include a blue filter. You use this filter
to block out certain light frequencies when adjusting some of the color and tint
settings on your display.

Using one of these discs is a simple process. We're not going to recreate it here
step by step, because the on-screen instructions do a better job than we can
in a book. However, before you adjust any settings, set up the room with the
same lighting conditions you’ll have when you sit down to play movies or watch
TV. Ambient lighting has an immense effect on what you see on your screen
(regardless of what type of display you have in your home). So lower the
blinds, close the door, and dim the lights. Then just follow the instructions,
step-by-step.

When you're finished, you’ll notice that your picture looks different. (We sure
hope it does!) It’s going to look darker. If you're not accustomed to a calibrated
video picture, this might be a bit disconcerting. Give yourself some time to
get used to it. You'll notice a more detailed picture, one that looks more like
the movies. And isn’t that what you're after?

Windows Transfer Wizard

\\3

Suppose you want to keep all the files and settings from your old computer.
How do you go about doing that? Windows XP MCE has a tool called the Files
and Settings Transfer Wizard that walks you through the process of transfer-
ring the settings and files from your old machine to your new machine. Note
that the wizard transfers only settings and files, not programs.

If your old machine has a lot of files — CD songs, videos, or pictures — you’d
save yourself a ton of time if you transfer just the settings now, and make sure
your machine is configured correctly. Then transfer the files using a home
network or direct cable connection between the two — this is preferable to
using floppy discs. (Danny’s machine prompted him for 4177 floppy disks to do
the transfer of his files and settings.)
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Before you can transfer your settings and files, you need to have the same
programs installed on the new machine as you have on the old machine. The
wizard checks to see which programs must be installed on the new computer
before you can proceed with the transfer, so you can double-check that they're
all there.

You launch the wizard in the regular XP interface, not the Media Center
interface, as follows:

1. Choose Start->All Programsc>Accessoriest>System Tools~ Files and
Settings Transfer Wizard.

2. When asked, Which computer is this?, choose the Old Computer option.
This is the computer from which you’ll get the files and settings.
3. Select a transfer method, and then click Next.

If you have a direct cable connection linking the two computers or a home
network in place, the program senses this and provides those options.
Otherwise, it prompts you for a removable media drive (such as an E:
writable CD drive). Select the means by which you intend to move the
files and settings from the old PC to the new one.

4. Select the files and settings to transfer.

The default setting is to transfer global Windows settings for things such
as taskbar options as well as specific folders such as Desktop, Fonts, My
Documents, My Videos, My Pictures; files and settings for specific applica-
tions such as Outlook Express and Internet Explorer; and file type asso-
ciations for your PC.

We suggest that you accept the defaults. If want to customize what is
transferred, choose the “Let me select a custom of files and settings when
I click Next (for advanced users)” check box and follow the on-screen
instructions that appear after you click Next.

5. Click Next.

The wizard checks to see which programs must be installed on the
new computer before you can proceed with the transfer. Some files
and settings, called program dependencies, work only if a certain
program is installed.

If the wizard finds files that require programs to be preinstalled on the
new machine, a Depended programs screen appears. If any of these
programs are not on the new machine, dig out those programs’ CDs and
install them now.

Otherwise, the wizard begins the process of collecting the files and settings
from the old computer. This can take a while, so stand up and stretch but
don’t leave the computer, because it’s not necessarily a one-step process.
The collection process occasionally turns up a file that can’t be trans-
ferred, such as a .dat file, and asks you what to do.
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. If the computer asks you what to do with a file that can’t be trans-

ferred, just click Ignore.

After the collection process is finished, you’ll get a list of those files and
settings.

If a lot of files are listed, consider highlighting them, copying the list into
Notepad (choose Start>All Programs=>Accessories>Notepad), and saving
the list for future use.

. Start the Files and Settings Transfer Wizard on the new target computer.

Choose Starte>All Programs=>Accessories=System ToolswFiles and
Settings Transfer Wizard.

. Indicate that this is the new computer by choosing the last option.

That option is titled: I don’t need the Wizard Disk. I have already collected
my files and settings from my old computer.

. Tell the wizard where to look for the collected items.

When your transfer is finished, you're finished! Your new computer is
ready to go.

Turning Off Your XP MCE PC

It might seem silly to have a section about turning off your MCE PC, but we
want to say a few things about this JSYK (just so you know).

When using MCE, figuring out when to use one of the “suspended” modes
and when to turn off the machine can be challenging. The power manage-
ment features in Windows XP are hibernate, standby, and the turned off
state:

v Turn off: Shuts things down entirely. Anything saved in RAM (your com-

puter’s memory) is lost (of course, your hard drive retains its memory),
and all loaded programs and states are not retained. Therefore, make sure
you save any open files before you turn off the computer. To use the
programs again, you need to reboot the MCE PC and start the programs.
If you turn your computer off, it will not start itself back up to perform
scheduled TV recordings. So if you have a TV recording scheduled during
a time you're away from your MCE PC, use the Standby option described
below instead.

v Hibernate: Saves an image of your desktop with all open files and docu-

ments, and then powers down your computer. When you turn power on,
your files and documents are open on your desktop exactly as you left
them. We don’t recommend that you use the Hibernate option unless
you have the 2004 version of Media Center — Media Center won’t wake
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up to begin recording shows unless the PC is in standby mode (or
actively running).

v Standby: Reduces power consumption by cutting power to hardware
components you're not using. Standby can cut power to peripheral devices,
your monitor, and even your hard drive, but it maintains power to your
computer’s memory so that you don’t lose your work.

You can turn off your XP MCE PC at any time by going to the XP Start
menu (if you're in Media Center, minimize or close it) and choosing Turn Off
Computer~>Turn Off. This completely shuts down your PC. When you want to
turn on your MCE PC again, press the On (power) button on your computer,
and wait for the PC to reboot.

You can also put the computer in standby mode. This eliminates the rebooting
process by keeping memory alive, but saves power by turning off your display
and hard drive. To put your computer in standby mode, simply choose Starte>
Standby. Or if you don’t want to get out of the Media Center interface, simply

push the remote’s standby (or power) button.

To wake up the computer from standby mode, do one of the following:

v Briefly press the On button on the MCE PC

v Press the Esc key on your keyboard (or the Standby key, if your MCE PC
keyboard has one)

v Press and hold the Standby button on the remote control for a few seconds

When you see the Windows XP startup menu, press the green button on your
remote to launch MCE or click any MCE window running in the Windows
taskbar along the bottom of the screen.

If you plan on using the PC to record TV shows while you're not using the
computer, be sure to put the PC in standby mode so that the computer can
wake up at the right time, change the channel as needed, and start recording.

To check your power management settings, choose Start=>Control Panel=>
Performance and Maintenancer>Power Options. Work your way through the
various tabs there to make sure the settings are correct. You might want to set
the Auto-Standby option to 30 Minutes of inactivity. Set Hibernate to Never
unless you’re using the 2004 version of Media Center — and even then we
recommend that you use Hibernate only if you have a laptop MCE PC).

When powering down your system, check the drives for CDs, DVDs, and any-
thing that might be in your 6-in-1 card reader. It’s not a good idea to leave
anything in a PC — you never know what might get overwritten or corrupted.
Also, having disks in the reader might cause an error on reboot, because the
system tries to interpret the disk or content as it boots up.
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‘ omputers have come a long way from the old days of command-line
prompts and DOS, when that flashing C:\> prompt was as sophisticated
as the user-computer interface got.

We know that some computer users enjoy memorizing arcane text commands
and using just the keyboard to control and manipulate data, but most of us
were glad when Windows (and the Mac) came along and gave us a mouse and
a nice graphical user interface (GUI) to control the PC. Windows XP Media
Center Edition is a further refinement of this GUI, designed for use with a
remote control (but also fully supporting the mouse and keyboard, if you
want to use them).

The coolest thing about MCE is that it’s not “one size fits all.” You can cus-
tomize your interface and a lot of the behind-the-scenes settings to make
MCE work the way you want it to.

In this chapter, we discuss how to handle some basic settings in Windows XP,
such as setting up your mouse the way you like it. Then you find out about
the many ways you can customize settings in the MCE interface. Finally, we
talk about some third-party software you can add to your MCE PC to further
customize your Media Center environment.

When we say you should select something, it’s shorthand for this: Use the
arrow buttons on the remote to move the cursor to that item and then press
the OK button on the remote.
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Before we get into customizing the Media Center interface, let’s run through
some of the basic customizations you can make in the regular XP interface —
such as setting up your mouse, keyboard, and monitor. These settings influ-
ence how your MCE PC reacts when you're using it in regular computer mode
and also carry over to the MCE interface (when you use the mouse and key-
board instead of the remote).

You change these settings in the XP interface (the one you see when you start
your MCE PC) — so don’t press that famous green button on the remote yet.

Mouse customization

In Windows XP, you can customize how your mouse behaves so that it works
at the same speed that your eyes, brain, and fingers do. You can make the
cursor move more quickly or slowly on the screen, adjust how fast you need
to push the button for a double-click, and even adjust your mouse for left-
handed use.

If you change the mouse for left-handed use by swapping the functions of the
left and right mouse buttons, remember that whenever we use right-click you
should use your left mouse button, and vice versa.

Customizing the mouse is easy:

1. In Windows XP, choose Start->Control Panel.
2. Click the Printers and Other Hardware icon.
3. Click the Mouse icon.
The Mouse Properties dialog box appears, as shown in Figure 8-1.

4. Click each of the five tabs in turn to access and change the different
settings.

For more information on the various options, read ahead a few paragraphs.

5. When you're finished, click the OK button at the bottom of the screen
to save your settings.

In most dialog boxes, including the Mouse Properties dialog box, you can
see the results of your modified settings without saving them. Just click
the Apply button to use your mouse with the new settings. If you like the
settings, click OK to save them; if you don’t like them, click Cancel.
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We won’t walk you through each of the settings step-by-step — mainly
because you'll probably want to leave many of these settings alone. Instead,
we describe each one briefly. Remember that when you finish making your
changes, click the OK button to save your new settings.

Following are the mouse properties that you can adjust to your own personal
likes and dislikes:

v+ Buttons: This tab helps you adjust the buttons on your mouse. You can
switch from left- to right-handed operation. The specific areas in this tab
follow:

¢ Button configuration: Click the Switch primary and secondary but-
tons option to swap the left and right button functions.

¢ Double-click speed: Click the slider bar with your mouse and drag
it left to slow down your double-click speed or to the right to
increase the speed. You can practice on the little folder icon to the
right — when you’ve successfully double-clicked at the speed
you've set, the folder pops open.

¢ ClickLock: The Turn on ClickLock option lets you click your mouse
once (and let go) when you're dragging items around the desktop
or selecting text (or other data) in a file. We never use this, but you
might want to try it out.

v~ Pointers: This tab lets you customize your mouse’s pointer, which is the
cursor or arrow on the screen that your mouse manipulates and moves
around. Some people like to turn the pointer into a Mickey Mouse icon
or a rocket ship. You can select from a long list of schemes (options) by
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clicking the pull-down list. Or if these choices aren’t enough, you can
make up your own pointer scheme.

v+~ Pointer Options: This tab lets you further customize your pointers. You
have the following choices:

Motion: You can adjust how quickly the pointer moves across the
screen relative to your hand moving the mouse. Click the slider
and move it to the right to increase the speed and to the left to
decrease the speed. We like to set this option for really fast speeds —
if your eyeballs can’t keep up or you need to do a lot of precise
mouse movements, you may want a slower speed. We think you
should always click the Enhance pointer precision check box
below this slider because this function helps the mouse handle
small movements more accurately.

Snap To: This option makes your pointer go to the default button
in a dialog box (usually the OK button). This can be handy, but it
takes some getting used to. We like move our cursor manually, so
we leave this option unchecked.

Visibility: Sometimes, when you’re using your mouse (or haven’t
used it for a few minutes), you lose track of the pointer on the
screen. The Visibility area provides three options. The Pointer
trails option means that ghost images of the pointer remain on the
screen for a few seconds, following the trail of the pointer. The
Show location of pointer when I press the CTRL key option dis-
plays a bull’s-eye when you press the Ctrl key. And the Hide
pointer while typing option doesn’t help you find the pointer but
does keep it out of the way when you’re using the keyboard.

+* Wheel: Most mice that come with MCE PCs have a scroll wheel that lets
you move up and down a Web page, a Word document, or almost any
document without using the scroll bars on the right side of the docu-
ment window. This tab lets you adjust that behavior and customize how
many lines of text you want the wheel to move. You can also click the
One screen at a time option, if you want the wheel to page down or page
up when you use it.

v+ Hardware: You probably won’t need to do anything in this tab, unless
you've installed a different mouse and are having trouble. This tab lets
you select the mouse you've installed. You can also configure drivers
(the software that lets the mouse and computer work together) and
troubleshoot mouse problems here.

If you've installed a special mouse on your MCE PC (or the manufacturer has
provided a special mouse), your Mouse Properties dialog box might be differ-
ent. In some cases, the dialog box stays the same, but you’ll have an additional
program with controls for the extra buttons and features of your mouse. To see
that extra program, choose Start=>All Programs, and look around — typically
you’ll see a folder that contains the manufacturer’s name (such as Logitech).
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Keyboard customization

In addition to customizing your mouse in Windows XP Media Center Edition,
you can customize your keyboard. Just follow these steps:

1. Choose Start->Control Panel.

2. Click the Printers and Other Hardware icon.

3. Click the Keyboard icon.

The dialog box shown in Figure 8-2 appears.
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4. Click the two tabs to access and change the different settings.

For more information on the various options, read the description after
this set of steps.

5. Click the OK button at the bottom of the screen to save your settings,
or click Cancel to revert to the original settings.

You can change only a few keyboard options:

1 Speed: Like some electric typewriters (remember them?), the keyboard
on your MCE PC repeatedly types a key if you hold it down. Use the
Speed tab to customize the response speed of your keyboard:

¢ Repeat delay: This determines how long you have to hold a key
down before XP starts repeating that key’s character. Move the
slider to the right for shorter delays or to the left for longer.
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¢ Repeat rate: This determines how fast the character is repeated as
you hold down the key. Move the slider right for a faster repeat or
left for a slower one. There’s even a text box below the slider
where you can practice. If you are a mystery novel writer and need
to type Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah a lot, cranking this speed up can
increase your productivity.

e Cursor blink rate: The only reason why your cursor blinks is to
help your eye find it amongst all the text on the screen. Use the
slider in the Cursor blink rate area of the Speed tab to set the blink
from no blink to the fastest blink.

v+ Hardware: Like the Hardware tab on the Mouse dialog box described

earlier, this tab lets you select and troubleshoot your keyboard hard-
ware. If you start having problems with the keyboard, go here and click
the Troubleshoot button.

If your MCE PC came with a keyboard that has special function keys and but-
tons (such as volume controls and keys that provide one-touch access to pro-
grams or modules in MCE PC), you’ll probably have additional software on
your PC to tweak these extra settings. Sorry, but you probably have to read
the manual to find out what kind of extra keyboard software you have, where
it’s located on your hard drive (try Start=>All Programs), and how to use it.

Desktop and monitor customization

Now that your input devices are customized, it’s time to customize your
output devices — the monitor and the desktop that appears on it. To do so,
follow these steps:

1.

Choose Start->Control Panel.

2. Click the Appearance and Themes icon.

3. Click the Display icon.

The screen shown in Figure 8-3 appears.

You can open this dialog box also moving your cursor to an open spot
on your desktop, right-clicking, and choosing Properties.

. Click each of the tabs along the top of this dialog box and make

changes.

We describe each tab in detail shortly.

. When you’re finished, click the OK button at the bottom of the dialog

box.

Your changes are saved and applied.
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The Display Properties dialog box has five tabs:

+* Themes: Microsoft makes it easy to overhaul the appearance of your
MCE XP desktop by providing several themes. These themes define the
colors of windows (the foreground, the background, the borders, and so
on.) and the system sounds. We leave ours in the Windows XP theme
(who has time to mess around with this stuff?). If you’d like to try other
themes, simply click the arrow to the right of the pull-down menu and
make your selection.

v Desktop: This tab lets you customize the picture on your desktop —
that is, the image you see in the background behind all the icons and
other elements. Just click the picture you want to use and you're all set.
You can also use any picture from your digital camera, any JPEG or GIF
image someone sends you, and more. Just copy the image to your My
Photos folder.

P If the picture isn’t exactly the right size to fill your desktop, you see a
small pull-down menu on the right. You can center the picture, tile it (the
picture is repeated to fill the screen), or stretch it. If you center your pic-
ture or select the None option, use the other small pull-down menu to
select a color to fill in the uncovered space.

If you have a picture somewhere on your hard drive that you want to use,
just click the Browse button. A Find File dialog box appears. Use this
dialog box to navigate your hard drive, find the picture, and select it.

1 Screen Saver: In the old days, when all monitors were CRTs (cathode
ray tubes, like traditional televisions), you could burn-in (leave perma-
nent images on) the screen if you left the same image on it. To pre-
vent damage to the screen, many people put screen savers on their
computers — if your PC is idle for a while, it times out to a screen-saver
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program, which displays moving images on your display to avoid having
any particular image burn into your screen.

This problem isn’t much of an issue any more because many MCE PCs
use an LCD screen, which is not susceptible to burn-in problems.
However, it can be an issue for your TV set if the TV display is con-
nected to the PC. We recommend that you use XP’s screen-saving capa-
bilities to avoid any burn-in problems.

If you run a screen saver, just select it from the pull-down menu. There
are also buttons to adjust the settings of the screen saver (Settings) and
to preview the screen saver you've selected (Preview). You can use the
input box below the screen saver menu to set how long your MCE PC
must be idle before the screen saver starts up, and you can create a
password that must be entered before the screen saver is turned off.

(If you have a snooping roommate, this is for you.)

v Appearance: This tab lets you get to the nth degree of customize by

changing the appearance of various Windows elements (such as the size
and shape of borders and arrows). We don’t get much out of this setting,
but you might.

We want to point out one setting, however, for those with an LCD com-
puter monitor (not an LCD TV). Click the Effects button. When the
Effects dialog box opens, go to the area of the screen labeled Use the fol-
lowing method to smooth edge of screen fonts. Make sure that check
box is checked (click it if it’s not), and then click the pull-down menu
and choose ClearType. Click OK. ClearType is a special system in XP
that makes fonts (text characters) appear smoother and less blocky with
LCD monitors. It’s worth using.

v Settings: This tab lets you select the display size in pixels, which are

individual points of light in your display. The more pixels you choose,
the more stuff you can see on your screen at once. Here are the options:

¢ Screen resolution: This slider lets you select the number of pixels
displayed on your monitor. Check your documentation before you
mess with this too much. Some monitors have specific screen reso-
lutions that work best and other resolutions that don’t work at all.
Slide the slider to the right to increase the number of pixels and to
the left to decrease the number.

It may seem like a good idea to show as many pixels as possible,
but this isn’t always the case. If you cram too many pixels onto the
display, the picture isn’t sharp. And if you're eyes aren’t what they
used to be (perhaps too many late nights in front of the screen
writing books?), you might want to use a lower resolution because
this makes everything on the screen appear bigger.
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¢ Color quality: This menu lets you select the color quality (or color
depth) displayed on your monitor. The color quality is measured in
bits (the same kind of bits that you think of when we talk about
bits and bytes of data). The higher the number of bits, the greater
the number of color gradations shown. It’s always best to select
the highest number of bits. You usually have a choice of Medium
(16 bit) and Highest (32 bit). With some computers, you need to
select a lower color quality so that performance doesn’t suffer, but
MCE PCs have such butt-kicking video cards that you can happily

“‘Q,N\BEB select Highest and go on your way.
<

& You should always use the Highest (32 bit) setting for the best pos-
sible picture and user experience with MCE.

At the bottom of the Settings tab, note the Advanced button. We men-
tion this button in Chapter 5 when we discuss supporting two dis-
plays. You click the Advanced button to begin the process of setting
up your video card to support a television as your second monitor.

P If you change anything in the Settings tab (which controls things
such as the resolution and color depth of your monitor), the
changes are temporarily applied, and you see a dialog box asking
the following: “Your desktop has been reconfigured. Do you want
to keep these changes?” If the new desktop looks okay to you, click
Yes. If it looks funky, click No or just wait (it reverts to your previ-
ous settings after 15 seconds).

Setting General Media Center
Preferences

All the stuff we've discussed so far in this chapter provides you with a means
of customizing the traditional Windows XP interface in your Media Center PC
(though some of these settings also affect the Media Center interface as well).

Now we dig into the different settings and customizations that you can do
within the Media Center interface. To access these settings, follow these steps:
1. Start Media Center.
Click the green button on your remote, or choose Start>Media Center.
2. In the Media Center Start Menu, select Settings.

Navigate to the Settings option and press the OK button on the remote.
The Settings window appears, as shown in Figure 8-4. You see six
options: General, TV, Music, Radio, DVD, and Pictures.
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Adding users to your XP MCE PC

Adding users to your system isn't difficult. In XP,
choose Start=>Control Panel=>User Accounts,
and then click the Create a new account option.
Awizard appears for adding a new user account.
Simply follow the on-screen instructions.

Your big decision as you add users is whether to
make them computer administrators or give them
limited accounts. An administrator can do more
stuff, such as add programs, install hardware,
and change system-wide settings, but they can

also do more damage to the system when
making these changes. You need at least one
administrator (the first person to use the com-
puter is usually set up as the administrator). We
recommend that you use limited accounts for the
kids and guest users of your Media Center PC.
That way, they can still set their own preferences
and create their own user environment, without
affecting your favorite settings or adding and
removing programs without your permission.

General

Figure 8-4:
Getting into
your Media

Center
Settings.

Pictures
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Not all of these settings can be manipulated by all users. Windows XP can be
used with multiple users, with different levels of assigned privileges. Users
who have administrator privileges can adjust all the settings we describe in
this section. Other users can’t adjust items such as parental controls and pri-
vacy settings. If you have several people who will be using your PC, we
strongly advise that you set up your system to support multiple users. To
find out more about adding and changing user settings in XP, see the “Adding
users to your XP MCE PC” sidebar in this chapter.

Each user of the Media Center system can have his or own settings in the
Media Center interface. One user can turn on animations and turn off phone
call notifications, for example, and those settings will not affect the settings
of the other users.

The General MCE settings are just what they say. They're general settings
that apply throughout the Media Center interface. Figure 8-5 shows the
General Settings window.

SETTINGS

Appearance

Media Center sounds
Notifications
Autoplay

Parental control

Set up Internet connection

Set up remote control

Privacy
Data credits

About Media Center

To select a setting in the General Settings window (or any of these windows,
for that matter), simply navigate to the setting you want and press OK on the
remote control.
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Figure 8-6:
You can
determine
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appear.
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Keeping up appearances

First up in the General Settings window are the Appearance settings, which
are shown in Figure 8-6. These settings let you adjust some effects and the
color of Media Center on your screen.

Figure 8-6 contains the three types of controls in MCE:

v Check boxes
v Radio buttons

»* Plus and minus controls

Check boxes work much like they do in the traditional XP interface — click
them with the mouse, or select them with the remote (by using the arrow
buttons and pressing OK). You can select multiple check boxes in a window.

Radio buttons, on the other hand, are either-or settings. When you select one
(with the mouse or the remote), you automatically deselect the other (or
others) in that section of the screen.

APPEARANCE
SETTINGS

Save Check the effects you want to enable:
Cancel v Transition animations
Window always on top
Choose text and colors for:
@® Computer monitor

v

Adjust display settings

Background color:

Black
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The plus and minus buttons let you select from a list of options (similar to a
pull-down menu in the traditional Windows interface). The plus sign moves in
one direction in the list, and the minus sign moves in the other direction.
With the remote, just select either plus or minus, and press OK repeatedly
until you get to the setting you want. (When you get to the end of the list in
the plus or minus direction, the opposite button is selected so that you can
start moving your way back through the list.)

The options in the Appearance window follow:

v Check the effects you want to enable: This option has two choices, and
because they’re check boxes, you can select one or both. They are

¢ Transition animations: Select this check box to enable transition
animations, which basically just give a fancy appearance to your
MCE by animating the screen when you switch between functions
and screens — this isn’t necessary, but it sure looks smooth and
cool when you’re navigating through menus.

e Window always on top: Select this check box if you want your
reduced size MCE window to always be on top of whatever you're
looking at in Windows XP. We like to keep this one turned off, but
some people can’t miss a minute of Oprah, so they keep this
window on top even when they’re working.

v Choose text and colors for: This option is a pair of radio buttons labeled
Computer monitor and TV. Select the one that you’ll use most in the
Media Center interface, and MCE adjusts the picture so that it looks best
on your selected monitor type.

v Background color: This option (which uses the plus/minus controls)
lets you select the background color that surrounds your video picture
when you’re watching TV and movies. Some programs may appear with
bars on the screen (letterboxing) because they're designed for screens
with a wider or narrower format than the one you’re using. You can
select the color for those bars using the Background color option. We
like black, but choose your own favorite.

To save your changes in the Appearance settings screen (and all the others
we're about to discuss), select the Save button and then press OK on the remote
(or click Save with your mouse). The General Settings window reappears.

If you don’t want to save your changes, select Cancel and press OK on the
remote.
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Figure 8-7:
You can set
your own
notifications.
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Setting sounds

The next item in the General Settings window is Media Center sounds. This is
an easy one — in fact, it’s so easy we’re not going to waste valuable trees by
including a picture of the window.

Media Center sounds are the little bings, bongs, and boings you hear through
the speakers when you select items in Media Center. It’s just aural feedback
to supplement the visual feedback on your screen. The window for Media
Center sounds contains a single pair of radio buttons for choosing to keep
sounds on or off.

As usual, select Save and then press OK to save your changes, or select
Cancel and press OK to not save them.

1 want to notify

The next item in the General Settings window is Notifications. This item
allows you to customize when Media Center notifies you of issues, events,
and the like. Figure 8-7 shows the Notifications Settings window.

NOTIFICATIONS
SETTINGS

Save v~ Taskbar notifications

Cancel v~ TV tips

Telephone call notifications:

'. Calls with Caller ID

All calls
Disabled
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The Notifications window contains the following options:

v~ Taskbar notifications: This check box lets you turn taskbar notifications
on and off. Basically, MCE can keep you appraised of certain activities
(such as downloading the TV Guide) or situations (such as running out
of hard drive space to record TV programs) in the Windows taskbar.

v TV tips: The TV Guide includes little pop-up tips that help you learn how
to use it. After you've used the Guide for a few hours, you’ll grow weary
of these tips and want to shoot the people who put them there. Don’t
bother. They were smart enough to include this check box to disable the
tips, preserving your sanity and their safety.

1 Telephone call notification: Media Center can tell you who is calling by
displaying a notification (if your telephone line is plugged into your com-
puter’s modem line). Three radio buttons let you turn this function on only
when a Caller ID signal is received, turn it on all the time, or turn it off. We
use the first setting — if there’s no Caller ID, it’s probably one of those
pesky telemarketers. (On an unrelated note, make www.donotcall.gov
your first Internet destination on your new MCE PC, and get yourself on the

BER national Do Not Call list.)
>

Caller ID requires a special kind of modem (a TAPI modem) that not
every MCE PC has installed. If your MCE PC doesn’t have this special
modem installed, you won'’t see this Telephone call notification

Play Misty for me, automatically

When you launch a file or insert a disc of a certain type, Media Center can
automatically start and play that content for you. You don’t even have to lift a
finger. The Autoplay settings window contains two check boxes that enable
(or disable) autoplay for two specific types of content:

+ Enhanced Media Center content: Check this box if you want Media
Center to automatically open and play any enhanced Media Center con-
tent. This will typically be content that you received on a CD or (more
likely) downloaded from Online Spotlight.

v HighMAT player (if installed): HighMAT (High-performance Media
Access Technology) is a new system developed jointly by Microsoft and
Matsushita (the humungous Japanese consumer electronics company
that makes Panasonic, among other brands). HighMAT makes it simple
to share content between computers such as MCE PCs and consumer
electronics (such as CD players, DVD players, and video camcorders).
Windows Media Player 9 — which is the underlying program for a lot of
what Media Center does — can play these specially-coded HighMAT
discs. By checking this box, you can set up Media Center to automati-
cally open and play any HighMAT disc you put in your system.
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Putting the kids in their place

We don’t know what you watch with your MCE PC. We don’t even care. But
you may — just may — have content on your MCE PC that you don’t want the
kids to watch. Maybe you just bought the entire season of Sex and the City on
DVD. Well, with the Parental control option, you can set up your MCE PC to
keep the kids from watching that DVD as well as other TV shows and movies
based on their ratings in the Guide.

There are just a few steps here:
1. In the General Settings window, select the Parental control option and
press OK on the remote.
A window appears with a single request, to enter your four-digit code.
2. Using the number buttons on the remote, type a four-digit code.

Use a number that you’ll remember, but don’t use 1-2-3-4 or the month and
date of your birthday — your kids are smarter than that. The first time
you do this, another text box appears asking you to confirm that number.

3. Retype the four-digit code.

A new window appears with the parental control settings.
You can choose one of three options in the Parental Control window:

v+ DVD Ratings: Adjusts your DVD blocking function
v TV Ratings: Adjusts the TV program blocking function

1 Change four-digit code: Lets you select a new code (for when the kids
figured out that you did use 1-2-3-4 after all)

” Reset parental controls: Lets you start over from scratch
If you choose the DVD Ratings option, the window shown in Figure 8-8 appears.
In this window, you can select the following options:

v Turn on movie blocking: This check box lets you enable or disable the
movie blocking function of MCE for your DVDs.

+ Block unrated movies: Not all movies are rated, and in some cases, even
if the movie itself has received a rating, the DVD may not carry that
information. This check box lets you block access to any movie on a
DVD that doesn’t include rating information.

1 Maximum allowed movie rating: Use the plus and minus controls to set
the particular MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) rating that
you’re comfortable with. Any rating above the one you've selected is
blocked.
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DVD RATINGS
SETTINGS

v Turn on movie blocking
Block unrated movies

Maximum allowed movie rating:

PG-13

Parents strongly cautioned. Some
material may be inappropriate for
children under 13.

|
Figure 8-8:
Keep the
kids away
from inap-
propriate
movies.

Setting the TV ratings option is almost identical. Select TV Ratings and you’ll
see a screen that mimics the one in Figure 8-8. The only real difference is that
TV uses a different ratings system than movies and DVDs — we discuss this TV
ratings system in more detail in Chapter 9, in the “Parental controls” sidebar.

Keep in mind that these settings do not keep you from watching this material.
When you try to tune in a movie with a rating above the maximum rating you
set, a window appears so that you can enter that double-secret, triple-dog-dare
code and watch away!

Getting MCE online

The next item in the General Settings window, Set up Internet connection,
helps you get MCE online — primarily for the purposes of downloading pro-
gram Guide information. Whether you're downloading the Guide for the first
time or updating it, follow these steps:

1. In the General Settings window, select the Set up Internet connection
option and press OK on the remote.

The Set up your Internet connection window appears.
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Figure 8-9:
Choosing
how you
download
your TV
Guide.

2. Select the Next button and press OK.

Media Center spends a minute looking at your MCE PC’s Internet connec-
tion (we discussed how to set that up in Chapter 5), and then displays
the window shown in Figure 8-9.

If you're using a dialup connection or some kind of connection that
requires a password (in other words, you'’re not using a broadband,
always-on connection), an intermediate window might appear, asking
you to enter your password or username or both).

3. Choose to download when you connect to the Internet or manually:

e Download when connected: Media Center automatically down-
loads the Guide whenever your PC is connected to the Internet —
maintaining the next 14 days’ worth of data in the Guide. This is
the way to go, unless you have a pay-as-you-go connection.

e Manual download: This option forces you to go into the My TV
module and manually download the program Guide. (We tell you
how in Chapter 9.)

4. Select the Next button and press OK.

70« 2d

"« MediaCenter

. Download Method

Media Center uses an Internet connection to dow
Guide updates. Choose the download method y

® Download when connected
Manual download

You connect to the Internet and initiate a manual
download in order to receive Guide updates.
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A window appears to confirm your setting. If you want to change it,
press the Back button and make your correction.

5. If you want to check that your Internet connection is working, select
the Test button and press OK.

Media Center checks out your Internet connection and confirms that it’s
working.

6. Select Next and press OK.
Media Center tells you that you're all set.
7. Select Finish and press OK.

You're returned to the General Settings window.

Readjusting your remote control

The next item in the General Setting list is Set up remote control. You already
set up your remote control when you ran through the Media Center Setup
Wizard (in Chapter 5). If you buy a new or second remote control, however,
select this item and follow the steps to get the remote set up and working
with MCE PC. We won’t repeat the steps here because they're simple. Just
follow the on-screen instructions.

It ain’t nobody’s business

Now for the final General Settings item, Privacy. Well there are two more, but
they’re just credits and an About screen, for those who want to read about all
the people and companies behind Media Center.

If you have problems with Media Center and are on the phone with tech sup-
port, you might need to know which version of Media Center you're using.
For that answer, select About Media Center to displays the version and build
of your Media Center.

To configure your privacy settings, perform the following steps:
1. In the General Settings window, select Privacy and press OK on the

remote.

A window appears with three options. We encourage you to read the pri-
vacy statements for MCE and the Guide, but the action is behind the
third option, Settings.

2. Select Settings and press OK on the remote.

The window shown in Figure 8-10 appears.
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PRIVACY SETTINGS
SETTINGS

Program Guide:

v~ Use the Guide and send anonymous
information to Microsoft to improve the
quality and accuracy of the service.

Enhanced Playback:

Acquire licenses automatically for
protected content.

— Retrieve media information for CDs and
Figure 8-10: DVDs from the Internet.
Go public or
keep it
private.
|

3. Make your selections on this page. Then select Save and press OK.

Read the following paragraphs for more information on these options.
You can turn three privacy-related functions on or off:

v Use the Guide and send anonymous information to Microsoft to
improve the quality and accuracy of the service: This one is a mouth-
ful, but it’s also a no-brainer. We think you should check this box, even
though we’re both uptight about privacy.

1 Acquire licenses automatically for protected content: This falls into the
confusing world of DRM (or Digital Rights Management). Media Center
uses the DRM functionality of Windows Media 9 to allow online content
providers to sell you content (music, movies, and so on) with a license
describing how you can use that content. For example, a provider might
allow you to burn a CD with songs you paid to download.

If you check this box, Media Center automatically acquires licenses to
this protected content, and you’ll be able to use it. If you don’t check
this box, you might have to stop and answer screens asking whether you
accept the licenses for content you're downloading or playing — screens
that might be hidden behind Media Center. This setting does not affect
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your own content (such as audio CDs that you own and copy to your
MCE PC). We recommend that you check the Acquire licenses automati-
cally box.

v Retrieve media information for CDs and DVD from the Internet: If you
select this check box (we did), Media Center automatically goes out to
the Internet to gather information about the CDs and DVDs you insert in
your MCE PC. This feature makes it easy to get the cover art and song
names of each CD when you copy it to the MCE PC. We describe this
process in detail in Chapter 10.

Other Media Center Settings

0(3WS

",

When you’ve finished configuring the General Settings, press the Back button
on the remote control and you'll find yourself in the Settings window (refer
back to Figure 8-4). Here you’ll see the TV, Music, Radio, DVD, and Pictures
settings.

You can get to these settings also from each module. When you’re in a partic-
ular module, just navigate to the menu on the left side of the window, select
Settings, and press OK on the remote.

We describe each of these settings in their respective chapter in Part IIl. For
example, we talk about the Music setting in Chapter 10.

Some adjustments to Media Center are made not in Media Center but in XP.
The setting you're most likely to adjust is the autoplay setting for CDs and
DVDs. (In the Autoplay settings in the MCE interface, you set up autoplay
only for special file types.)

To make Media Center your default program for playing audio CDs and DVDs,
do the following:
1. Close or minimize Media Center.

Use the close or minimize button in the top-right corner of the Media
Center window.

2. With your mouse, choose Start->"My Computer.
Figure 8-11 shows the My Computer window.

3. In the Devices with Removable Storage area of the window, right-click
your optical drive and choose Properties.

In the example, the optical drive is DVD-RAM Drive (D:), but yours may
differ.
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Figure 8-11:
My
Computer —
yours
should look
similar.
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4. Click the Autoplay tab.

5. In the drop-down menu at the top of the tab, choose Music CD.

6. Click the Select an action to perform radio button, and then click Play
Audio CD using Media Center.

7. Click Apply.
8. Still in the Autoplay tab, select DVD in the drop-down menu.

9. Click the Select an action to perform radio button, and then click Play
DVD Video using Media Center.

10. Click OK.

Now every time you put a music CD or DVD movie into your MCE PC, Media
Center will launch it and start playing it. Cool, huh?




Part Il

Using XP Media
Center Edition

LThe 5th \_Yave By Rich Tennant
TROUBLE ON THE SET |

Al the softiare n the world
wort make this a grest film.
Only gou can, Rusty. Only you
and the guts and determination
to be the finest Trishee calching
dog in this dirfy little form.
Now come on Rusty~its magic time.
\_\-—ﬂhg—____/\_




In this part . . .

f you're going to read only one part of the book (and we

hope you’ll read it all), this is the one. We get down to
the nitty-gritty details about how you can use and enjoy a
Windows XP Media Center Edition PC. Microsoft made the
MCE PC easy to use, but we think you might still appreciate
advice from someone who’s been there (we have) and done
that (we did).

We start with a discussion of how to get from point A to
point B in plain old Windows XP, because every MCE PC is
built upon the XP foundation. So if you’re moving up from
Windows 98 or ME (or something older), you'll be able to
get a feel for how Windows XP reacts to your mouse and
keyboard.

Then we discuss the fun stuff: using the MCE interface. You
find out how to use your MCE PC to watch TV, record TV,
pause live TV, and more. It’s the ultimate in TV watching!
Then you discover how your MCE PC handles audio and
how you can get your favorite tunes into your MCE PC.

Following that, we talk about using your MCE PC to take
your photography into the digital age. We also tell you how
to watch DVDs using an MCE PC (it’s easy!) and how to play
around with digital home movies (and other digital video
on your MCE PC).
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Watching TV is, in our minds, what the MCE PC is all about. We're not

giving short shrift to the audio, DVD, digital photography, and video
functionality built into Media Center — we love that stuff too! But we think

that for most owners, the TV functionality that Media Center provides is its
most compelling feature. That’s why we recommend (in Chapter 3 and again
here) that you use the MCE PC with your TV.

In this chapter, you set up My TV, the Media Center module for watching and
recording TV. Then you find out how to use the on-screen program guide —
once you use it, you won’t want to live without it. We give you the informa-
tion you need to know to watch live TV and tell you how to record TV shows
on your MCE PC. The chapter ends with a section on archiving recorded TV
shows onto blank DVDs, so you don’t run out of hard drive space when you
become addicted to My TV.

As mentioned in other chapters, when we say that you should select some-
thing, it’s shorthand for this: Use the arrow buttons on the remote to move
the cursor to that item and then press the OK button on the remote.

Setting Up My TV

Before you start playing around with My TV too much (the fun part!), we
recommend that you take a few minutes to configure it. A properly set up and
customized My TV environment will make it easier to use the Guide, find pro-
grams, and watch and record TV shows.
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We cover how to get your MCE PC configured for your particular TV service
provider (setting up the channels and Guide) in Chapter 7, where you start your
MCE PC for the first time and use the Media Center Setup Wizard. If you ran that
wizard, you already have a working TV connection and a Guide that shows your

specific regional TV listings. If you haven’t run the wizard yet, do the following:

1. Press the My TV button on the remote.

2. Select Settings.

3. To configure your TV connection, select the Set up TV signal option
and follow the on-screen instructions.

4. To configure the Guide, select the Reset Guide lineup option (in the
Settings menu), and follow the on-screen instructions.

We discuss the actual steps in these two wizards in Chapter 7, in the section
“The Media Center Edition Start-Up Process.”

The first step to setting up My TV is launching it. You can do this in one of

two ways:

v Press the My TV button on the remote control.

»* Open Media Center, navigate to My TV on the Media Center Start menu,

and press OK on the remote.

Parental controls

In Chapter 8 we discuss setting up parental con-
trols for your Media Center PC. These controls
let you keep the kids (or anyone) from watching
movies that are above a certain rating. This
function is mainly for DVD movies (that's what
we talk about in Chapter 8), but you can set
rating limits also for My TV.

Setting rating limits for My TV is identical to set-
ting them for DVD movies, with one exception: TV
uses a different rating system than movies.
Instead of G, PG, PG-13, and so on, you have both
show ratings (TV-G, TV-13, and so on) and specific
contentwarnings. So you might find a show that is
rated TV-13 and also includes a Vin the rating, for
violence. You can set up your parental controls for

both overall ratings and these content warnings.
Check out www . tvguidelines.org for more
information on the ratings.

You can set your rating limit as follows:

1. In the Media Center Start menu, select
Settings.

. Select General.
. Select Parental Control.
. Type your secret code.

. Select TV ratings.

O o1 A W DN

. Select the maximum rating you want your
kids to see.
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When My TV is launched, you see a window similar to the one shown in
Figure 9-1. From here, you'll configure your My TV settings, starting with the
Recorder settings. These settings tell Media Center how you want it to handle
the recording of individual TV shows and series.

These are global, or universal, settings for all My TV recordings. In other
words, anytime you record something in My TV, these settings will apply.
However, you can override these settings on a case-by-case basis using the
Advanced record option, which we discuss in the “Doing the time shift” sec-
tion later in this chapter.

Controlling your recordings
To configure your My TV recording options, just follow these steps:

1. From the main My TV screen, select Settings.
The Settings screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-2.
2. Select Recorder.

The Recorder Settings screen appears.

Mon, Se 10:17 AM

Guide
Recorded TV
Search

Settings

A Pup Named Scooby-Doo . TOONP

RECENTLY RECORDED
This Old House Classics 9/4

The Time Machine 9/3

This Old House Classics 9/3
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Figure 9-2:
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screen. Radio Free Europe

3. Select Recorder storage.
The Storage Settings screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-3.

4. If you have more than one hard drive in your MCE PC, navigate to the
Record on drive setting’s plus or minus button. Press OK repeatedly
to scroll through the available drives until you find the one you want
to use.

Typically, you’ll have extra drives only if you installed one (or ordered
your MCE PC from the factory with an extra hard drive). See Chapter 3
for details. If you don’t have an extra drive, skip this step.

5. Navigate to the Disk allocation setting’s plus or minus button. Press
OK repeatedly to change this percentage if you want.

By default, the disk allocation is set to 75%. If you want to allocate less

of your hard drive space for video (perhaps you have a lot of audio files
that you want to put on your MCE PC), set this option lower. If you just
want to fill your hard drive up with TV, make it higher. As you change

the percentage of the disk that’s available for video, the numbers in the
Maximum recording time and Unused recording time change accordingly.
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6. Navigate to the Recording quality setting’s plus or minus button. Press
OK repeatedly to change this setting.
The higher the quality setting, the better the picture you’ll see, but the
more space it takes up on your drive because the files are larger. We keep
ours at the highest setting (Best), but we don’t keep a lot of old recordings
on our MCE PC. (We move them to DVD.) Again, the Maximum recording
time and Unused recording time change as you alter this setting.
7. Select Save.
N\

If a dialog box appears asking whether you want to save these settings,
select Yes. This dialog box may appear after each group of settings you
make — just select Yes each time.

8. Select Recording Defaults.
The Recording Defaults screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-4.

9. Navigate to the plus or minus button next to each of the following set-
tings and press the OK button as many times as needed to select the
setting you want:
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e Keep: This setting determines how long recorded programs remain
on your hard drive. If you want Media Center to keep recorded shows
until you run out of space for new recordings, select Until space
needed. Or you can tell Media Center to keep the show for a week,
until you watch it, or until you manually delete it. We keep our
recordings until we manually delete them — we like to store (or
archive) our shows to DVD and then delete them from the hard drive.

Quality: This is the same as the Quality setting you selected in
Step 6. You can set the recording quality in either place. (We don’t
know why it appears twice, but it works fine in both places.)

e Start when possible: This setting lets you tweak the time when a
scheduled recording will begin — you can start it On time (in other
words, when the show begins in the Guide), or you can tell Media
Center to start recording earlier (if you're paranoid about missing
a minute or two of the show). As long as your MCE PC’s clock is
correct (see the “Going atomic” sidebar later in this chapter), we
think you can stick with the On time setting.

Stop when possible: This setting does the same thing as the Start
when possible setting, except it does it on the other end of the
recording time frame — at the end of the show. We also keep this
one set to On time.

RECORDING DEFAULTS
SETTINGS

Save GENERAL RECORDING DEFAULTS

Cancel Keep:

Until space needed

Quality:

Best

Start when possible:

On time

Stop when possible:

5 On time
Figure 9-4: Language
Recording . e
defaults are GENrcE 03:19
set here. Radio Free Europe
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¢ Language: Sometimes, a program may be aired in one or more lan-
guages, at different times. In the Language option, you can specify
if you want to record only English programs or other languages as
well (for example, on HBO’s Spanish Channel).
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10. If you told your MCE PC to record an entire series as opposed to a
single show, navigate to the plus or minus button next to each of the
following settings and press the OK button as many times as needed:

e Show type: This setting tells Media Center whether you want to
record only the first run (in other words, new episodes) of a series,
or both first runs and reruns. Media Center pulls this data from the
Guide database.

¢ Record on: This setting tells Media Center from where you want to
record a show. (You might want to record only from a movie chan-
nel that doesn’t have commercials, for instance.) This feature also
helps when you run into scheduling conflicts with other show
recordings. If you've selected other times or channels, the program
can schedule around the conflict.

If you select the first option, One channel only, the show is
recorded from only the one channel you selected in the Guide and
only within four hours of the scheduled time you’ve selected.

The One channel, anytime option means the show is recorded on
the channel you selected anytime it is on.

The final option, Any channel, anytime, means all available show-
ings of the program are recorded by Media Center.

® Customizing the Record on setting is handy also if you record a
show that appears on multiple channels, such as a show in syndi-
cation or a show on a movie network that’s played on all eight of
that movie network’s channels (such as The Wire on HBO). This
setting stops you from getting eight recordings of the same
episode as it’s aired on each of the channels during the week.

¢ Daily recording limit: You can tell Media Center how many times in
a single day you want it to record a particular show. Select No limit
if you want each showing of the series recorded in a single day.
Select Once per day if you want only a single showing recorded.

e Keep up to: Use this setting to tell Media Center how many record-
ings of a particular series you want it to keep. You can select 1, 2,
3,4,5,6,7,or 10 recordings, or you can select No limit to keep as
many as you can record.

The more recordings you keep for any particular series, the more
hard drive space you'll use and the less you’ll have left for other
purposes.

11. When you’ve adjusted all the Recording Defaults settings to your
liking, select Save.
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|
Figure 9-5:
Check the
channels
you want in
your guide,
and clear
the ones
you don't
want to see.
|

Customizing your Guide

Next, you configure your Guide settings. The on-screen Program Guide is Media
Center’s primary interface for finding TV programming to watch or record. In
Chapter 7, you set up the main functions of the Guide while running the Media
Center Setup Wizard. Follow these steps to set up a few additional items:

1. From the main My TV Settings screen, select Guide.

To get to the My TV Settings screen, select My TV and then select

Settings.
2. Select Edit Guide listings.

The Edit Guide Listings screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-5. You can
remove channels so that they don’t appear in the Guide. The channels
are still available to view, but you won’t see them when you’re scrolling

through the Guide.

3. Uncheck the channels that you want to remove from the Guide.

Use the arrow buttons on the remote to scroll through the listings of the
channels. Press OK to uncheck any channels that you don’t want to

appear on the guide.

EDIT GUIDE LISTINGS

SETTINGS

Save Select/clear a check box to add/remove the channel;
if needed, enter the correct channel number.

Cancel 71
Select all 72

Clear all

73
74
75
76
98

Edit numbers

0 03:19

Radio Free Europe

LEACO71-Leased Access
HSN-Home Shopping Network
PAXSATP-Pax TV Pacific Sate
CMTVP-Country Music Televi
BETP-Black Entertainment Tt
TWC-The Weather Channel
SHOPNBC-ShopNBC

76 of 80
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In case it’s not obvious from looking at the screen, channels with a check
mark next to them will appear in your Guide; those without a check
mark will not.

4. Select Save when you’re finished.
You return to the main Guide Settings screen.

5. If you’re missing a channel you expect to be in your Guide, do the
following:

a. Select Add missing channels.
b. Select Add channel and follow the on-screen directions.
c. When you’re finished, select Done.

6. Press the Back button on the remote.

You're finished with the Guide for now. The My TV Settings screen appears.
3
You can manually update your Guide listings from the main Guide Settings
screen by selecting Get Guide data.

Customizing TV audio

The next step is to configure your audio settings. My TV not only lets you
choose the primary audio program included with a TV show, but also lets
you use SAP (or Secondary Audio Program) for listening to programs in a
second language and closed captioning (text captioning). Follow these steps
to set up your audio preferences:

1. Press the My TV button on the remote.
2. Select Audio.
The TV Audio Settings screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-6.

3. Select your preferred setting for each of the following options by navi-
gating to the setting’s plus or minus button and pressing OK on the
remote repeatedly:

a. Audio: Select Stereo audio in the primary language of the pro-
gram or the SAP alternate language.

b. Captioning: Select CC1 or CC2. Most broadcasters use only CC1
(which typically carries verbatim English captioning), but some
use CC2 for a second language.

c. Caption display: Select when to display captions. Your options
are On (always displayed), Off (never displayed), or On when
muted (which displays captioning whenever you mute your MCE
PC during TV viewing).

4. Select the Save option.
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TV AUDIO

SETTINGS

Audio:

Stereo

Captioning:
CC1

Caption display:

On when muted

|
Figure 9-6:
Configure —y——
your TV 3
audio
settings 2 03:19
here. Radio Free Europe

My TV has other settings, but we don’t think you’ll ever need to use them, so
we’re not going to walk through the steps here. We will, however, leave you
with one last tip.

® If you change the monitor or TV that your MCE PC is hooked up to (or just
want to recalibrate your TV), the Display Calibration Wizard we talk about in
Chapter 7 can be restarted from My TV. Select Settings, and then select
Adjust display settings. The wizard starts up and walks you through the
process of fine-tuning your monitor or TV.

Using the Guide

The most important interface in My TV is the on-screen Program Guide. From
the Guide, you can see what’s on TV right now, or you can scroll into the
future to see what’s coming on in two hours (or two weeks). You can also use
the Guide to set up your TV recording schedule.
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You can make sure that your PC always displays
the correct time using Microsoft XP’s Internet
Time capability, which synchronizes your com-
puter clock with an atomic-clock time server on
the Internet. Here's what you do:

1. Double-click the time display in your task
bar (at the bottom right of your XP desktop).

The date is displayed on the screen. Make
sure your date setting is correct. The
Internet time server won't update the time
if the date is wrong.

2. Click the Time Zone tab.

3. If you're in a time zone that observes day-
light savings time, click the “Automatically

1.

Going atomic

adjust your clock for daylight savings
changes” setting.

. Click the Internet Time tab.

. Select the “Automatically synchronize

with an Internet time server” check bhox.

. In the pull-down menu, select the time

server you want to use.
Click OK, and you're finished.

If you have a personal or network firewall, time
synchronization might be blocked. Because so
many different firewall programs are on the
market, we can't provide the steps for remedy-
ing any firewall conflicts you may run into. Call
the technical support folks at your firewall
vendor for advice.

Guide basics

You can open the Guide in a couple of ways:

v Press the Guide button on the remote control.

v In the My TV module, select the Guide menu item on the left side of the

screen.

When the Guide first opens, it looks similar to Figure 9-7.

The guide has three frames, or sections:

v Inset window: If you're currently playing a TV show or some other
media, it appears in a small window in the lower-left corner of the screen.

v Channel guide: The channel guide is across the top two-thirds of the
screen — displaying seven channels vertically and up to two hours of
programs horizontally. (An extra half hour of programming is displayed
if you're using a wide-screen monitor or TV.)

Chapter 9: Watching TV ’ 4 7
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v Details or filters: Below the Guide is space for detailed information about
the selected program or filter options to narrow your Guide choices. (We
talk about these shortly.) As you scroll through programs in the Guide,
the Details section of the screen changes to reflect the current program.

The Guide can hold up to 14 days’ worth of programming information, all
downloaded from the Internet, all free of charge. Awesome!

\J . ) s . . . . .

) To view what’s in your inset window in full-screen mode, just navigate to the
inset window using the left arrow button (the window frame turns green) and
press the OK button on the remote.

Navigating around the Guide with your remote control is easy. You can move
one channel at a time vertically or one program at a time horizontally using
the four arrow buttons on the remote. When you find a program that you
want to watch or record, just select it. We get into the specifics in the next
section, but selecting a program from the Guide performs one of two actions:
v~ If the program is currently being broadcast, pressing OK starts playing
the program in full-screen mode immediately.
v~ If the program is in the future, a screen appears so you can tell Media
Center to record the program (or the entire series) onto your hard drive.
GUIDE 9:16 PM
sun, Aug 24 9:00 PM 10:00 PM
51 FOODP Unwrapped \ e
FXP Under Siege 2: Dark Territory
HGTV Top 10 Most Beautiful Homes
Queens Logic
Trading Spaces on Campus
Failure Is Not an Option
SCIFIP Cyborg 2
— . . | Cyborg 2
Figure 9-7: { In 2074 a video image and a man must save a cyborg
Find the ' before it self-detonates in an electronics company.
shows you ’ 9:00 PM - 11:00 PM Movies/Science Fiction R
want to
watch.




Chapter 9: Watching TV ’ 4 9

If you want to move through bigger chunks of the Guide (instead of moving
one channel at a time vertically or one program at a time horizontally), do
the following:

v To skip 12 hours at a time ahead, press the Skip button on the remote.
To go back 12 hours at a time, press the Replay button on the remote.

v To skip 3 hours at a time ahead, press the Fast Forward button on the
remote. To go back 3 hours at a time, press the Rewind button on the
remote.

v To move up and down a page (seven channels), press the CH/PG button
on the remote.

v To go to a specific channel in the channel guide, type the channel
number using the numeric keypad on your remote control.

P To see more detailed information about a program you've selected in the
channel guide, press the More Info button on the remote. A new screen
appears with detailed program information (such as program rating, actor
names, and program length), like the one shown in Figure 9-8. From here, you
can play or record the program, using the menu on the left side of the screen.
Media Center is nice enough to keep playing your current media in the inset
window, so you don’t lose track of what you're currently watching. To get
back to the Guide, press the Back button on the remote.

CYBORG 2

PROGRAM INFO

57 SCIFIP-Sci-Fi Channel (Pacific)
Play August 24, 9:00 PM - 11:00 PM

Record In 2074 a video image and a man must save a
cyborg before it self-detonates in an
electronics company.

Record series

Advanced record

Cyvar
)=

Durbin, Pa

|
Figure 9-8:
Checking
out
additional
program
information.
|
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Figure 9-9:
Filtering
your guide.
|

Filtering the quide

You can also filter the Guide so that it shows only certain types of programs.
In the main Guide screen, press the remote control’s Guide button again. New
options fill the bottom of the screen, where the program details were previ-
ously listed, as shown in Figure 9-9.

Use the arrow buttons on the remote to navigate to the category filter you
want to use (Movies, for example) and press the OK button on the remote.
Give Media Center a second to sort your program listings. The Guide re-
appears, displaying only the channels broadcasting the program category
you chose. You can now navigate through this filtered Guide using the same
techniques described in the preceding section.

When you want to go back to the full view of all channels and shows, press
the Guide button on the remote again.

GUIDE 9:20 PM

sun, Aug 24 9:00 PM 9:30 PM 10:00 PM
56  HISTP Failure Is Not an Option

SCIFIP Cyborg 2
MPLEXP  Young Hercules
TCM After the Thin Man

HALMRKP | Swiss Family Robinson

LMN Deceived by Trust: A Moment of Truth ¥

TOONP Cartoon Cartoon Top 5

All on now Kids

Sports Special
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Searching the Guide

When you don’t feel like browsing through the Guide, you can use Media
Center to search the listings in one of three ways:

1 Categories: Search for shows based on the category assigned to them in
the Guide. For example, you can search for movies, kids shows, or sports.

v~ Title: You can type part or all of a show’s title (using the numeric keypad
on the remote or the keyboard).

v Keyword: We think that this search is the coolest. You use the remote
control to type a word (such as the name of an actor), and Media Center
displays the shows with that word in their description.

Accessing the search function is simple but a bit nonintuitive. You can’t get
there from the Guide screen. Instead, you need to jump back to the main My
TV menu (Figure 9-1). If you're watching TV or are already in the Guide. press
the Back button on the remote repeatedly. Or simply press the My TV button
on the remote.

Performing the search is easy — and intuitive:

1. From the My TV main menu, select Search.
The Search page appears, as shown in Figure 9-10.
2. Select the type of search you want to perform.
You can select Categories, Title, or Keyword in the menu on the left.

3. Depending on which search type you've selected, do one of the
following:

e If you selected a category search, use your remote’s arrow buttons
to navigate through the category list. Many of the categories have
subcategories that you can delve into by pressing the OK button
on the remote.

If you've selected a title or keyword search, use the numeric entry
buttons on your remote to type the title or word you want to
search for.

These keys work just like those on a cell phone. A legend on the
screen shows which letters match up to which number buttons.
Just press the number corresponding to the letter you want, and
remember that you might have to press the number several times
to get to the letter you want. Press the Clear button on the remote
if you make a mistake. Media Center starts searching based on
what you’ve typed so far — so if you type just SEI, for example, it
will probably find Seinfeld.

The results of your search appear on the right side of the screen.

151
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Figure 9-10:
Searching
the Guide by
category,
title, or
keyword.
|

SEARCH

Categories Educational

Title Kids

Keyword Lifestyle

Movies
News
Series
Special

Sports

4. Scroll through the list of results in the same way you scroll through
the listings in the Guide.

5. When you find the show you’re looking for, press OK on the remote to
play or record it.

Playing with Live TV

\\J

If you just want to watch TV, you can get right to it by pressing the Live TV
button on the remote. Voila! Live TV takes over the screen and starts playing.
When you press Live TV, Media Center (and your cable or satellite set-top
box) tunes to and displays the last channel you were watching.

If you're sitting in front of your MCE PC doing some work or Web surfing in
the traditional XP interface, you can shrink the full-screen TV display using
your mouse and keyboard. Just press the Escape key on your keyboard and
you’ll have a resizable TV window on your XP desktop. (You can drag the
corner of the window to resize it just like any other XP window.)
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You change channels just like you would if you were watching a regular TV
without a Media Center PC. Press the CH/PG button on the remote to move
up and down through the channels. Media Center displays a banner at the
bottom of the screen with the channel number, the program name, the air
times, and the current time — a nice touch that lets you know where you are
and what you’re watching even when there’s a commercial.

If you want more details about what you’re watching, press the More Info
button on the remote. This displays another banner across the bottom of
your screen with a brief description of the program, including the channel
number, title, air times, and part of the Program Guide’s description of the
program. If you don’t do anything, the banner goes away after a few seconds.
If you want to see more detail, press the OK button on the remote, and a full-
screen description of the program appears, with the program itself in the
inset window. (This is the same view shown in Figure 9-8.) Press the Back
button on the remote to go back to watching the program.

You can start recording a program from this window using the Record,
Record series, or Advanced record menu options, which are shown on the
left side of Figure 9-8.

\
P At any time, you can press the Guide button on the remote to display the

Program Guide and see what else is on. When you do this, the program you're
currently watching continues running in the inset window.

Mastering Your TV Domain

Our favorite feature of My TV is the capability to take charge of your TV expe-
rience in two key ways:

v Control Live TV: My TV lets you pause, rewind and fast forward what-
ever show you're currently watching. You don’t have to do anything
special — a rolling 30-minute recording session starts whenever you use
My TV.

v Time shift your TV: Time shifting is the capability to watch the same
content aired on TV, but just shifted in time — so you can record a TV
show and watch it when you want.

Controlling live TV

My TV always records onto your MCE PC’s hard drive the up to last 30 min-
utes of TV you've been watching, so at any time you can rewind up to 30 min-
utes. The only limitation to My TV’s control of live TV is that Media Center
supports only a single TV tuner, which means it can control only a single
channel (the one you're watching).
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My TV records the channel currently on the screen. Whenever you change
channels, MCE dumps its buffered content and starts fresh on the new chan-
nel. So you can go back only 30 minutes or as long as you’'ve been watching
the current channel, whichever is shortest.

Controlling live TV is easy — just use the Pause, Play, FWD, and REW buttons
on the remote:

v To pause live TV, press the Pause button on the remote. To resume,
press the Play button. If you instead want to go back to real time and see
what’s currently being broadcast, press the Live TV button.

v To rewind live TV, just press the REW button on the remote. Remember
that you can go back up to 30 minutes.

All the tips for using the media playback controls (see Chapter 7) apply
here. This means you can control the speed of your rewinding and fast
forwarding by pressing the appropriate button more than once. Press
the Play button to resume playing.

v To fast-forward TV, press the FWD button on the remote. This fast-
forwards your TV show until you reach the current time.

We feel a little silly saying it, but we will anyway. You can’t fast forward
your TV show past the current time. There’s no time warp technology
under the hood of Media Center. So if you start watching live TV, press-
ing the FWD button won’t do you any good. But FWD can come in handy
if you pause or rewind your live TV program.

Doing the time shift

Controlling Live TV is a great thing. When the phone rings (darn those tele-
marketers) or the dog has to go out, pausing your favorite program seems
like a life saver. But sometimes you want to record entire shows for later play-
back. No reason to rush home for that vital Buffy repeat when your Media
Center PC is on the job, ready to record for you.

Media Center offers you many opportunities to record a show whenever
you're looking at the Guide or viewing detailed information about a program.
We describe the four easiest ways to record a show in My TV. Note that we're
talking about individual showings here. We talk about recording a series in
the next section.

To record a show, you can
v Browse through the Guide, find a show you want to record, and press

OK. By selecting the Record menu item that appears on the screen, you
can set up the recording.
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v Search for a show in the Guide and set up recording.

v Manually record (the VCR way!) by entering the channel number and
time into Media Center.

* One-touch record by navigating to a show in the Guide (or even the show
you're currently watching) and pressing the REC button on the remote.

\3
P After you've scheduled a few recordings, you can quickly check what Media
Center is planning on recording by going to the My TV main menu, selecting
Recorded TV, and then selecting Scheduled.
Recording a show from the Guide
To record a show from the Guide, do the following:
1. Open My TV by pressing the My TV button on the remote.
2. Select Recorded TV.
3. Select Add recording.
The screen shown in Figure 9-11 appears.
ADD RECORDING
Record program or series from:
Guide
Search
Create a custom recording with:
Channel and time
Keyword
|
Figure 9-11:
The t ' 5
recording t ) S
process LSS
starts here.
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4. Select Guide.
The Guide window appears.

5. Select the show you want to record.
The Program Info screen appears.

6. Select Record.

Media Center saves this recording data in its little computer brain and
records the show when it airs.

In MCE 2002, your MCE PC had to be running or in standby mode — not
Hibernate mode — for this to work. Waking from Hibernate mode is now
supported in MCE 2004. (Microsoft needed to do this to support note-
book computers.) We discuss these modes in Chapter 7.

7. Press the Back button (or any other Media Center function button on
the remote) to get back to what you were previously doing.

The program you selected for recording now has a little red dot next to
its title in the Guide. You can check that you did things correctly by navi-
gating to the show in the Guide and looking for the dot.

Media Center checks to make sure that you haven’t already set up a different
recording at the same time. Recall that an MCE PC has only one TV tuner and
can record only one program at a time. If you try to make your MCE PC
record two things simultaneously, a Conflict screen appears, as shown in
Figure 9-12. It’s up to you to make a choice — use the remote to select the
program you want to record (this is a little bit of TV triage for you). The other
program will not be recorded.

Searching for shows to record
Just as you don’t have to manually scroll through the Guide to find shows to

watch, you also don’t have to manually scroll through the Guide to set up
recordings. With Media Center, you can search for shows to record, as follows:
1. In My TV, select Recorded TV, and then select Add recording.
2. Select Search.
The window shown back in Figure 9-10 appears.

3. Search for the show by category, title, or keyword. When you find the
show, select it.

For more information on searching, see the “Searching the Guide” section,
earlier in the chapter.

4. When the Program Info screen appears, select Record.
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Profiler

CONFLICT

Sunday, August 24, 2003 10:00 PM - 11:00 PM
Cancel

The following conflict exists in your schedule.
Select the program you want to record.

Profiler - “Film at Eleven”

Shadow of the Thin Man

Figure 9-12:
Oops! You
can't record
two shows
atonce, so
choose the
one you
want.
|

Pretending your MCE PC is a UCR
Suppose your favorite show is on a local access channel that doesn’t provide
programming information in the Guide. To record this show, you have to set
up a manual recording on your MCE PC:
1. In My TV, select Recorded TV, and then select Add recording.
2. Select Channel and time.
The Manual Record screen appears, as shown in Figure 9-13.

3. Use the remote’s arrow buttons to navigate between the Channel,
Frequency, Date, Start time, and Stop time options.

Use the numeric entry buttons on the remote to type the channel and
times. For the other settings, navigate to the plus or minus button and
press OK repeatedly to scroll through the settings.
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‘!‘ MANUAL RECORDING

MANUAL RECORD

Record Channel:

Don't record

Add title Frequency:

Record once
Date:

Sun, Aug 24

Start time:

— Stop time:
Figure 9-13:
Looks like a - £ g
VCR display, >of 8
doesn'tit?
|
4. To add a descriptive title to your manual recording, do the following:
a. Select Add title (on the left side of the screen).
b. In the screen that appears, use the numeric entry keys (or your
keyboard) to type a name.
c. Select Save.
5. Back in the Manual Record window, select Record.
The recording settings are saved, and your MCE PC is ready to record for you.
Taking the one-touch approach
The easiest way to set up a recording in My TV is to just use the REC button
on the remote. Anytime you have a show actively playing on your screen or
selected in the Guide, you can mark it for recording (or start recording it
immediately, if it’s currently playing) by pressing REC.
\\3

Are your kids watching a program on a school night, but it’s time for them to
go to bed? Press REC, and tell the kids they can finish watching the program
tomorrow. Can’t get much simpler than that.
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Recording your favorite shows

If you have a few shows that you watch all the time, you should set up series
recording. Series recording is similar to single-episode recording, except
Media Center keeps an untiring eye open to the Guide and records episodes
of a series each time they’re on. You won’t miss a single action-packed
moment of This Old House Classics!

You might hear the term PVR (personal video recorder) used by some vendors
when describing the capability to record TV shows on a computer hard drive.
My TV is a PVR on your PC.

The process for setting up a series recording is identical to the one for
recording a single show, except instead of selecting Record, you select
Record series. (See “Recording a show from the Guide” and “Searching for
shows to record” in the preceding section.) Media Center follows the series
recording rules you established when you configured My TV’s settings (we
told you how to do this in Chapter 6), and schedules your recordings.

If you want to sidestep those rules for this particular series recording, select
Advanced record instead of Record series. A window appears for configuring
custom settings, such as whether you want to record repeat or just first-

run episodes. These new modified settings apply only to the individual
series — the rest of your recordings adhere to the rules you set up in My
TV’s settings.

What if you've already selected a show for recording and then decide that
you want to record the entire series? No problem. First go to the Scheduled
recordings screen (select My TV, then Recorded TV, and then Scheduled).
Next, select the show. In the screen that appears, select Record series.
You’ve now switched that show from a single-episode recording to a series
recording.

When you select a show for series recording, it has four (overlapping) red
dots next to its name in the Guide.

Watching Your Recorded Shows

All these recorded shows don’t do you a bit of good if you don’t watch them.
They just crowd up your hard drive and sit there like the dumb pile of bits
and bytes that they are.
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Watching your recorded TV on other PCs

If you have a home network or a removable media drive such as a DVD burner or a FireWire hard
drive, you can share your recorded TV files with another PC if it's a Media Center PC or a Windows
XP PC with Service Pack 1 and a DirectShow-compatible media player program (such as Windows
Media Player 9).

If the computer on which you want to play your recorded TV show is a Media Center PC, the
process is simple. First find the file you want to play. The file name will contain the name of the
show you've recorded, and the file will be in the following directory:

C:\Documents and Settings\All Users\Shared Documents\Recorded TV

Using your network or removable media, copy this file into the same folder location on the other
Media Center PC. Now you can open Media Center and My TV and play back the file just as if you
had recorded it on that TV.

If you have a regular XP PC, you won't be able to watch the show using the My TV interface, but
you're not out of luck. You can watch your shows as long as Windows Media Player 9 is installed,
and you download and install Windows XP Service Pack 1 Update from Microsoft's Web site:

www.microsoft.com/downloads/details.aspx?Familyld=FB4C2C2E-60EA-
4ED9-BC68-E93CI9E6L5C58E&displaylang=en

Using your home network or removable media, move the recorded file to your hard drive, and then
open it with Windows Media player. It will work like any other media file on your XP computer.

The only potential gotcha — and we don’t think that it's currently a problem — is that Microsoft has
implemented CGMS-A (Copy Generation Management System — Analog) in Media Player 9. This
system is one of the many methods that broadcasters and TV and movie studios have developed
to try to keep you from watching TV programs when and where you want to. (They want you to be
on their schedule, not yours.) We don’t know of anybody currently using the CGMS-A system, but
if a broadcaster or studio started using it, you'd be able to play back your recorded TV shows only
on the MCE PC you used to make the recording.

Watching recorded shows is — you guessed it — easy. Follow these steps:

1. Open My TV by pressing the My TV button on the remote.

Your most recently recorded shows are listed below the main viewing
window.

2. If your show is in the list, simply select it and then skip to Step 6.
Otherwise, continue with the following steps.

3. Select Recorded TV.
4. Sort your recorded shows in the fashion you prefer.

You can sort by date, name, or category.
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5. Use the arrow buttons on the remote to scroll through the list of shows.

P If it’s a long list, you can jump quickly to the show by typing the first
letter of the show’s name using the numeric entry keys. Just press the
number key corresponding to the first letter in the show’s name until
that letter appears on the screen.

6. Select the show.
A Program Info screen appears.

7. To watch the show now, select Play on the screen or press the Play
button on the remote.

While you’re playing the recorded show, you can use the Pause, Play, FWD,
REW, and Skip buttons to control the playback.

A\
The Skip button jumps forward 29 seconds, which is particularly handy
during commercial breaks.

When the show is over, a screen appears, enabling you to choose Restart
(start over from the beginning), Delete (erase the show from your hard
drive), or Keep (retain the recorded program on your hard drive). If you
select Keep, another screen appears where you can determine how long you
want to keep the show. We stick with the default Don’t change setting, but
you might want to use one of the other settings if hard drive space is tight or
if it’s a show that you definitely plan on watching again.

Saving Recorded Programs to DVD

One thing that Media Center is missing is a module that lets you create, or
burn, your own DVDs. Why would you want to create your own DVDs? Well,
we can think of a few reasons:

+* You want to create archived copies of your recorded TV shows:
Although MCE PCs have big hard drives, eventually they fill up, and you
need to erase some recorded TV shows to make room for new ones. If you
want to keep some of those older shows, why not record them to DVD?

+* You want to create a DVD of a favorite series: Perhaps you want to
make a SpongeBob SquarePants DVD for the kids to watch in the car on
that long trip to Disney World. Until they make MCE PCs that will fit in
the back of your car, a DVD is your best bet here. (But you know, that
Toshiba MCE laptop would fit nicely under the back seat.)

Although Microsoft has not yet provided a way to make DVDs, there is a way
to burn DVDs in Media Center: using Sonic PrimeTime software (www.sonic.
com/primetime). PrimeTime is a DVD-burning application that plugs itself
into your Media Center Start menu, so it’s easy to access and use with the
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Figure 9-14:
PrimeTime

in action.
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remote control. You can even find PrimeTime in the Media Center Online
Spotlight (Chapter 14). Just open Online Spotlight and navigate to the
Downloads section to download a free trial version.

PrimeTime is designed to create DVDs of only your recorded TV content
(from My TV). For an all-purpose DVD creation program, you can use Sonic’s
MYDVD program (see Chapter 13). Many M