Options for Remote Controlling your Home Theatre PC
Story Summary:

APC reviews various devices to allow you to control your home theatre PC from the comfort of your sofa. We compare them in terms of practicality, usability, functionality and their “cool factor” – the ability to impress visiting friends and relatives. We also provide a mini tutorial on how to use any remote control, an infra-red transmitter/receiver and Girder to control not only your PC but other electronic components.
Introduction
Wouldn’t it be nice if you could control your Theatre PC (HTPC) from your sofa, without using a keyboard or mouse? There are many advantages of using a remote control for your HTPC:

· Using dedicated and appropriately labelled buttons for common tasks like “Play”, “Record”, “Next Channel” are far easier than using the mouse or remembering which keys on the keyboard are used for these functions.
· A remote control fits in your hand and is not as cumbersome or “geeky” as a keyboard/mouse.
· Your spouse and/or kids may object to having to use a keyboard to watch their favourite TV programs.

· You could potentially use the same remote control to control other electronic devices in your system.

Remote Control Options
There are quite a few options to consider:
· Infra red keyboard and a “learning” universal remote control - Just use the remote control to “learn” the keys on your keyboard. However, it’s an inflexible solution since different software may use different keys to perform similar functions. (eg. Different applications may use “P”, “Enter” or “Space” for the “Play” function.)
· The remote control that came with your TV tuner card or DVD player – This works well provided you only ever use the one application, although some of these remote controls can be used to control other applications as well.

· “HTPC”-specific remote controls – These are designed to control various popular HTPC applications, and often will work as a mouse as well. These generally work using either wireless or infra-red technology, and some models support both.
· An infra red receiver plus PC control/automation software and “any” existing remote control – There are various models of Infra-red receivers including IRA/TIRA (www.xhome.com.au) and Irman (www.hometheatrepc.com.au). You will normally use these with a PC control/automation software such as Girder (www.girder.nl).
There are also some interesting and innovative options besides remote controls. NetRemote (www.netremote.org) is an application that allows your Windows Mobile PDA to act as a remote control for your PC using a wireless or Bluetooth connection. You can even use your mobile phone (particularly the Sony Ericsson models) as a remote control using Bluetooth.

Mini Tutorial – How to use Girder and TIRA

This tutorial will show you how you can use any infra red remote control to control your HTPC using Girder and TIRA. TIRA is a bi-directional (sending and receiving) infra red adapter that plugs into a USB socket on your HTPC. Girder is powerful, fully customizable, PC automation and remote control software. It has an extensive set of plug-ins to many hardware devices and configuration files that allow it to control many different applications.
First of all, you will need to install TIRA by plugging it into a spare USB port on your HTPC and then installing the device driver from the CD. You then install Girder (a licensed copy of Girder comes with the TIRA installation CD). Finally, you install the Girder plug-in for TIRA by copying Tira.dll from the GirderPlugin directory on the Installation CD into C:\Program Files\girder32\plugins.
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The main Girder screen: It looks intimidating, but it’s actually quite easy to use …
To configure Girder to use TIRA, select the File | Settings … menu item, and in the dialog box, make sure you have checked the Home Electronics Ira/Tira device from the list as well as checked the Auto Enable Input device checkbox.
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Enabling the TIRA device: Girder allows you to have multiple input devices.


Now click on the Settings button and make sure the right COM port is assigned to the TIRA device. (Hint: you can determine the correct COM port by going into Device Manager and checking the COM port assigned to USB Serial Port.)
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Assigning a COM port to TIRA: For a typical PC, this would normally by COM3.

You can download configuration files for the applications you use from the “Exported Groups” section of the Girder web page. For the tutorial, we will use the Windows Media Player 9.0 exported group dated February 17 2003 written by Mark Mathews. The filename is WMP9w_skins.zip. Unzip the contents. From Girder, select File | Import Group … and select WMP 9 w.skins.GML.
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Windows Media Player command set: You can assign any button to any action …
To assign a remote control button to any item in the list of available commands, click the item (for example Launch WMP), then press the Learn button and now press the button you want on your remote whilst it is pointing towards the TIRA device. Girder will assign an “Event String” that corresponds to the remote code to the item. From now on, whenever you press that button, Girder will launch Windows Media Player.
Girder has many more functions, including the ability to learn remote codes associated with your other devices and then controlling them by sending those codes out via TIRA. With some effort, you can probably automate many actions and assign them to buttons on your remote.
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Sidebar/boxout – HTPC remotes

These are some of the HTPC remote controls currently available in Australia, where to buy them, and some comments on their features:
· ATI Remote Wonder (www.auspcmarket.com.au) – Also bundled with some ATI video cards, this is a wireless remote that can also work as a mouse. The bundled software is okay, but using it with Girder or max10 will provide more functionality and extensibility.

· iMon RSC and MM (www.auspcmarket.com.au) – The Remote Stick Controller (RSC) is primarily marketed as a mouse replacement and the buttons are targeted for normal PC usage. The Multi-media (MM) version has better support for HTPC applications but does not work as a mouse. Both are infra red remotes with accompanying USB IR transceivers.

· Marmitek/X10 MouseRemote (www.eon3.com.au) – This is one of the first mouse/remotes on the market and still one of the best. It supports wireless communication to the PC, but will also control your X10 devices wirelessly (if you have a X10 transceiver) and also can control your other devices via infra-red. The bundled software is fairly basic but the open source version (called max10) is very powerful. There are now several newer models but with less functionality.

· Streamzap (www.dpanda.com.au) – This is an infra red mouse/remote control with 35 buttons. The bundled software supports a number of common applications but is not very extensible.
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Sidebar/boxout – What to look for

Here are some features you may want to consider when choosing which remote control option is right for you:

· Applications supported – Will it support the applications you have installed or are planning to use?

· Extensibility/Programmability – Can you reprogram any keys to make the remote cater for any applications that it does not support “out of the box?”

· Macro capability – Can the remote execute not just one function but a related set of functions when you press one button?

· Mouse support – Can you use the remote as a hand held mouse?

· Number and labelling of buttons – Does the remote have buttons that correspond to common functions in your applications?

· Usability – Does the remote “feel right”? Not too big or small? Are the buttons easy to distinguish in the dark and clearly labelled?

· Wireless vs Infra red – A wireless remote does not require a line of sight between the remote and the PC (helpful when the PC is tucked away in a corner or in a different room). An infra-red remote may potentially also work as a “universal remote control” for other devices in your living room.
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