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Turn Your iPhone into a Powerful Webcam 
with Camo 

by GLENN FLEISHMAN 

Some of us have been living in videoconferencing sessions for months, which has presented many chal-
lenges. (“Kids, can you stop singing ‘Baby Shark’? I’m in a meeting” “Bill, can you grab the cat?”) One of 
them is the revelation of just how poor the video is that’s produced by the FaceTime HD camera on Mac 
laptops and iMacs. Apple has stuck with a low-quality, outdated 720p webcam through its very latest 
MacBook Air released this year (see “The 2020 MacBook Air’s FaceTime HD Camera Is Still Lousy,” 
8 April 2020). 

Meanwhile, Apple continuously improves the front and back cameras found in iPhones and iPads. The 
front-facing selfie camera in the iPhone 11 and iPhone 11 Pro records 4K video at up to 60 frames per 
second. 

What if you could put your iPhone’s peanut butter in your Mac’s chocolate? The result is Reincu-
bate’s Camo, a virtual-camera system that lets you treat the front- or rear-facing camera on your iPhone, 
iPad, or iPod touch as a full-fledged video source for many Mac videoconferencing, streaming, and video-
editing apps. For dozens of compatible apps, Camo appears just like any camera built-in or attached to 
your Mac. 

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work with FaceTime or Safari! However, compared to competing apps, like 
Kinomi’s EpocCam, which has been blocked by some Mac videoconferencing services, Camo has much 
wider support. 

Why Camo Turns Your iPhone into a Great Webcam 
Camo scratches an acute pandemic-era itch for Mac owners, particularly given the shortages of high-

quality 1080p and higher-resolution USB-connected webcams, including several popular models from 
Logitech. Why not use the best camera you already own? 

Many people with 
DSLR and mirrorless 
cameras are using virtual-
camera software that lets 
them rely on those de-
vices’ superior optics and 
lenses. However, the nec-
essary software isn’t avail-
able from every camera 
maker or for every model, 
and the best solution, 
Ecamm Live, is priced for 
professionals at tiers of 
$15 and $25 per month. 
And if you don’t already 
have one, those cameras 
aren’t cheap! (If you do 
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The Saturday SMMUG Special Interest Group 
(SIG) will meet from 10:00 AM to 12:00 Noon, 
Saturday, Feb 13, 2021, via a ZOOM video con-
ference. FYI: An email containing the the Meeting 
ID and password will be sent to all members. 

The meeting will be divided in to two parts. The 
First part starting at 10:00 will focus on Cloud Stor-
age (iCloud, Dropbox, Google Drive, OneDrive). 
Starting at 11:00 it will focus on iOS, helping every-
one become both comfortable and proficient with 
their iPhone, iPad, and iPod mobile devices.  

All are invited, but new users are especially encour-
aged to attend this meeting. Bring your tips and 
tricks, questions and suggestions.  

Go to: https://www.smmug.org/meeting-info 
to find the instructions for attending our ZOOM 
meetings. 

For more information about Special Interest 
Groups (SIGs), go to the SMMUG website. 

Scan this QR code to be taken to our SM-
MUG web site
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You can advertise your business or service 
through the Silicon Summit. 
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A 10% discount is applied for ads that 
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Sponsoring Memberships are also avail-
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front page. Sponsoring Memberships are 
$100 for one year.
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Our regular monthly meetings are on the second 
Monday of every month. Upcoming meeting 
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April 12 
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June 14 
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October 11 
November 8 
December13 

                                                                              
MISSED AN ISSUE? 

You can find the previous issues of the Sili-
con Summit posted in PDF format at the 
SMMUG website.
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6:45 Networking Break 
7:00 The new features and capabilities pro-
vided by Big Sur along with useful Tips & 
Tricks by Jim Johnson 
8:00 Adjourn 

Future Meetings: 
March: Skylar (guest speaker): iMovie, blogs 
April: Gary Rosenzweig 
May: David Cox
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own one and the software doesn’t exist for your model, look into an HDMI-to-USB adapter; some electronics maker is pumping out an excellent 
generic adapter sold under many names, like this one for about $33.) 

Camo comprises two parts: an iOS app for iOS 12 and later and Camo Studio for macOS 10.13 High Sierra or later. To ensure optimal video 
throughput and control, Camo Studio requires that you plug your device in via USB. (Connectivity via Wi-Fi and a Windows version of Camo 
Studio are both on Reincubate’s roadmap.) 

Camo’s mobile app has no features: it merely provides a connection to Camo Studio, which has all the controls. You can choose among multiple 
connected devices, pick lenses (front or any rear lens), select resolutions up to 1080p (for now), and enable the built-in flash to add fill lighting. You 
can also rotate the image, zoom (and pan within the zoom), and control an array of video stream corrections and effects. 

These settings include a critical feature that’s difficult to manage with both the Mac’s FaceTime HD camera and the iPhone and iPad: setting focus 
and keeping it there. The iOS Camera app lets you press to create an auto-lock, but it doesn’t offer a manual setting, as found in many third-party 
camera and video apps. In Camo Studio, select the Focus Position checkbox, and then you can adjust focus and lock it in place, which avoids the 
camera picking a point you don’t want or moving in and out of focus as you move around or other people come into view. 

Tips for Using Your iPhone as a Webcam 
Camo works best with a way to elevate and stabilize your iPhone or iPad so the camera is level with your head and you can look directly at or just 

below it, as you would with a standard webcam. 
That can be tricky: you may need a stable monopod-like stand, a small tripod, or some kind of swing arm. Although it seems logical to want to 

mount your iPhone above a laptop or iMac display, all mounting hardware I’ve found—like the Mountie and Mountie Plus—works only as a side 
mount, probably for reasons of stability and center of gravity. 

Reincubate published a lengthy article in which the writer tested a staggering array of tripods, arms, magnetic mounts, gimbals, and other ways to 
hold an iPhone or iPad into place. 

In some of my presentations over Zoom, I use a camera or my iPhone to point at places where I’m demoing something, such as a laser cutter in a 
recent letterpress/laser-cutting workshop I taught online. I mounted a camera swing-arm on the wall near the laser cutter for overhead shots while it’s 
in action. I can use the laser cutter as an ersatz document stand, too, by placing a piece of foam core on top. 

However, to use my iPhone in that way and control it from my Mac, instead of running Zoom on the iPhone, I use Zoom’s screen-sharing fea-
ture. In macOS, Zoom lets you tap into an iPhone or iPad that’s connected via USB or sharing its display to Zoom via AirPlay. But in that mode, 
Zoom just streams what’s on the iPhone or iPad’s screen—including any interface elements in, say, the Camera app—and puts the Zoom session 
into screen-sharing mode for you and everyone watching. That’s useful for software demonstrations, like a walkthrough, or playing a video or show-
ing images, but it’s not great when you want to treat the mobile device as an additional camera for input. (I could launch Zoom and join the meeting 
from my iPhone, but some Zoom options are available only by directly interacting with the interface on that device, and other features can be used 
only from Zoom’s desktop apps.) 

With Camo, I can simply use my iPhone as another standard camera input to Zoom, control how it appears, and use Zoom’s Video pop-up 
menu to switch between Camo and my iMac’s built-in front-facing camera. For other videoconferencing software that doesn’t allow bringing in mo-
bile camera feeds via screen sharing or other methods, Camo is an even more useful upgrade. 

What Camo Works With 
You can use Camo with nearly all videoconferencing apps, though some require an extra step. Out of the box, you can use BlueJeans, Google 

Meet, GoToMeeting, Houseparty, Jitsi, and the big gorilla, Zoom (5.0.5 or later required). Firefox, Google Chrome, and Microsoft Edge are also 
directly supported, so Web apps that rely on video components in those browsers should also work without a hitch. People who stream on Twitch or 
record with ScreenFlow or QuickTime Player can use Camo directly as well. (Reincubate has an annotated list of supported apps.) 

Some other meeting apps, like Amazon Chime, Cisco WebEx, and Microsoft Skype and Teams; collaborative team discussion software, such as 
Discord and Slack; and several other packages require Camo to strip a security setting from the app. Specifically, Camo has to remove the app’s signa-
ture designed to let macOS know if the app has been modified. Once you grant your permission and enter an administrative password, Camo 
makes a modification in how the app handles video that allows the use of its virtual camera. 

Camo also integrates well with OBS (Open Broadcaster Software). OBS is an open-source video-stream mixer that lets you bring in different 
sources to create a single output that is itself a virtual camera you can use in other software and with live streams at Twitch, YouTube Live, and else-
where. The mmhmm video-mixing/presentation software currently in beta testing also works natively with Camo. 

The Downsides of Camo 
If you use an app that Camo needs to modify to patch into, you do create a small security hole: once Camo has stripped the app’s signature, mal-

ware could modify it, but that malware would have to get on your machine, too. Reincubate is open about such drawbacks and other updating 
issues with its approach. 

What’s Camo still missing? The company is frank about what it lacks, publishing a roadmap of features it hopes to add after version 1.0. You 
can’t stream 4K video yet, although that seems to be a priority. While the background-blurring “bokeh” Portrait mode in Apple’s Camera app only 

Continued from page 1

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B087C3NG9W/
https://www.tenonedesign.com/mountie.php
https://reincubate.com/support/how-to/iphone-webcam-mount-guide/
https://reincubate.com/support/camo/camo-faq/#compatibility
https://obsproject.com/
https://www.mmhmm.app/
https://reincubate.com/support/camo/camo-faq/#camo-integration
https://reincubate.com/support/camo/camo-faq/#camo-integration
https://reincubate.com/blog/launching-camo/
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works for still images, Reincubate has that feature on its list of video options; Apple makes the depth data necessary to isolate foreground and back-
ground available to developers. (Reincubate is also looking at supporting Wi-Fi connections, but it’s understandable that the company started with 
the reliability and throughput of USB. 

Camo also lacks green-screen or “chroma key” removal, where software replaces a solid-color backdrop with an image or other video. Zoom and 
other software include green-screen removal, and Camo’s virtual camera doesn’t prevent that. But if Reincubate built it in, the option would become 
available in any supported app. 

The free version of Camo offers fairly little: just 720p resolution, video mirroring, rotation, and zoom, and it requires a watermark. Pay $39.99 per 
year to unlock Camo Pro, and all features become available, including removing the Camo watermark. The free tier is useful for testing out how 
Camo works with your setup and apps, however, so you know if it’s a good fit. Zoom also currently limits video to 720p in most cases, making 
higher resolutions less useful, though Camo’s other camera features are significant enhancements over the Mac’s standard FaceTime HD camera. 

While I own a Logitech C920 1080p webcam that I use with my iMac, it’s not as versatile as my iPhone and has just a single lens. I find Camo a 
great addition to my video arsenal, which is a great thing to expand, given the indefinite future of remote business meetings, workshops, and presenta-
tions ahead of us. 

https://developer.apple.com/documentation/avfoundation/cameras_and_media_capture/streaming_depth_data_from_the_truedepth_camera
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/207347086-Group-HD
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iOS, watchOS, & tvOS 
Keep the iPhone 12 and Other Magnet-Bearing Consumer Electronics Away from Implanted Medical Devices 

by ADAM ENGST 
A study recently reported that the magnets in an iPhone 12 deactivated a Medtronic implantable cardioverter defibrillator. That’s possible 

because implanted medical devices like defibrillators and pacemakers have magnet-activated switches. Apple acknowledges this risk but says: 
Though all iPhone 12 models contain more magnets than prior iPhone models, they’re not expected to pose a greater risk of magnetic interference 

to medical devices than prior iPhone models. 
Apple has now provided more specific guidance, saying: 
Medical devices such as implanted pacemakers and defibrillators might contain sensors that respond to magnets and radios when in close contact. 

To avoid any potential interactions with these devices, keep your iPhone and MagSafe accessories a safe distance away from your device (more than 6 
inches / 15 cm apart or more than 12 inches / 30 cm apart if wirelessly charging). But consult with your physician and your device manufacturer for 
specific guidelines. 

Apart from its extra magnets, there’s nothing special about the iPhone 12 here. Other case reports have shown adverse interactions between im-
planted medical devices and a JUUL e-cigarette and Apple Watch and Fitbit wristbands. More generally, an article in Medical Xpress recommends 
that implanted medical devices move to a different configuration technology. 

For now, the takeaway is for those with an implanted medical device to avoid storing consumer electronics in a breast pocket and avoid wearing 
sleep tracking devices whose wristbands contain magnets. 

watchOS 7.3, iOS 14.4, iPadOS 14.4, and tvOS 14.4 Address Serious Security Exploit 
by JOSH CENTERS 

In its first updates of 2021, Apple pushed out updates to all platforms other than macOS, and macOS 11.2 Big Sur appeared a few days later (see 
“macOS 11.2 Big Sur Improves Bluetooth, Squashes Bugs,” 1 February 2021). Unusually, the most significant update this time around is for 
watchOS 7.3, which adds a fun new African-themed watch face for Black History Month. iOS 14.4 and iPadOS 14.4 receive a few welcome tweaks, 
as does HomePod Software Version 14.4, but Apple doesn’t list any changes to tvOS 14.4. The updates also address a serious security vulnerability 
that Apple says may have been actively exploited in the wild. 

From a feature standpoint, there’s no need to install these updates quickly. However, given the serious nature of some of the security vulnerabilities, 
we recommend updating sooner rather than later. Give things a day or two, but if no problems crop up right away, push the button and get these 
updates. 

watchOS 7.3 
The most notable feature in watchOS 7.3 is a new Unity watch face to celebrate Black History Month. It features the 

three colors of the Pan-African flag—black, green, and red—in a pattern that shifts as the watch moves. You can add the 
face to your Apple Watch in the Watch app on your iPhone by tapping the Face Gallery tab, tapping the Unity face, and 
tapping Add. 

The release notes for watchOS 7.3 also advertise the new Time to Walk feature of Apple Fitness+, but it was already 
available in watchOS 7.2 (see “New Apple Fitness+ Perk Encourages Users to Take a Hike,” 25 January 2021). 

Good news for international Apple Watch users! Irregular heart rhythm notifications are now available in Japan, May-
otte, Philippines, Taiwan, and Thailand, and users in Japan, Mayotte, Philippines, and Thailand can now access the ECG 
app. 

Finally, the release notes detail a bug fix for the Zoom feature that could render Control Center and Notification Center 
unresponsive. 

The security notes for watchOS 7.3 describe 30 security fixes, one of which is a kernel vulnerability that could allow a 
malicious app to elevate privileges. Apple says it may have already been exploited in the wild. 

watchOS 7.3 is a 165 MB download for an Apple Watch Series 4. To install the update, open the Watch app on your 
iPhone and go to My Watch > General > Software Update. Remember that the watch must be on its charger and charged to at least 50%. 

iOS 14.4 and iPadOS 14.4 
The iOS 14.4 update offers three tweaks: the capability to recognize smaller QR codes, an option to classify Bluetooth device types in Settings > 

Bluetooth so you get audio notifications on the right device, and notifications if the camera in an iPhone 12 model can’t be verified as an authentic 

https://www.heartrhythmjournal.com/article/S1547-5271(20)31227-3/fulltext
https://support.apple.com/guide/iphone/important-safety-information-iph301fc905/ios
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT211900
https://www.heartrhythmcasereports.com/article/S2214-0271(20)30017-8/fulltext
https://www.heartrhythmcasereports.com/article/S2214-0271(20)30274-8/fulltext
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-01-iphone12-implantable-defibrillator.html
https://tidbits.com/2021/02/01/macos-11-2-big-sur-improves-bluetooth-squashes-bugs/
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT211815#73
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2021/01/apple-celebrates-black-history-month/
https://tidbits.com/2021/01/25/new-apple-fitness-perk-encourages-users-to-take-a-hike/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mayotte
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mayotte
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212148
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT211808#144
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Apple camera. 

That last note is interesting. Independent repairman Hugh Jeffreys tried swapping the rear cameras in two identical iPhone 12 models, only to 
find that they did not work properly and often froze the Camera app. Swapping the cameras back fixed the problem. The implication is that the 
cameras in the iPhone 12 are coded to the phone and would have to be reprogrammed by Apple, thus preventing third-party repair, even when using 
genuine Apple parts. We’re curious to see if iOS 14.4 changes this behavior in some way. 

iOS 14.4 also fixes bugs that: 
• Caused image artifacts in HDR photos taken with an iPhone 12 Pro 
• Prevented the Fitness widget from displaying up-to-date Activity data 
• Delayed typing and prevented word suggestions from appearing 
• Brought up the keyboard in Messages in the wrong language 
• Prevented audio stories from the News app in CarPlay from resuming properly after being paused for spoken directions or Siri 
• Caused Switch Control to block answering phone calls from the Lock Screen 

On the iPad side of the 
fence, iPadOS 14.4 is 
also out, with a subset of 
those changes. 

iOS 14.4 and iPadOS 
14.4 address a total of 43 
security vulnerabilities, 
including  one for the 
aforementioned kernel 
exploit and another for a 
WebKit vulnerability 
that could allow a remote 
attacker to cause arbitrary 
code execution. This 
second vulnerability has 
also been reported in the 
wild. 

You can install the 
344.6 MB iOS 14.4 
update (on an iPhone 11 
Pro) from Settings > 
General > Software Up-
date. The iPadOS 14.4 
update weighs in at 310 
MB on a 10.5-inch iPad 
Pro. 

HomePod Software 
Version 14.4 

Apple also rolled out 
HomePod Software Version 14.4, which takes advantage of the U1 chip in newer iPhones to hand off music from a nearby iPhone to a HomePod 
mini, get personalized listening suggestions on an iPhone when it’s next to a HomePod mini, and automatically display media controls on an iPhone 
when it’s next to a HomePod mini. 

Left to its own devices (an amusing phrase in this context), your HomePod should update itself. If you don’t want to wait for that to happen, open 
the Home app, and if an Update Available button appears, tap it. Otherwise, touch and hold the HomePod tile, tap the gear icon to enter settings, 
and then tap Install near the top of the screen. 

tvOS 14.4 
Last and definitely least, Apple has released tvOS 14.4. It suffers from a complete dearth of release notes apart from details of 31 security fixes, 

including the kernel exploit. To install the tvOS 14.4 update, go to Settings > System > Software Update, or just wait until it installs on its own. 

https://youtu.be/FY7DtKMBxBw?t=553
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT211807#144
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212146
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212146
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212146
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT208714#144
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT207936
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212149
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macOS 11.2 Big Sur Improves Bluetooth, Squashes Bugs 
by JOSH CENTERS 

Hot on the heels of other recent Apple 
operating system updates (see “watchOS 
7.3, iOS 14.4, iPadOS 14.4, and tvOS 
14.4 Address Serious Security Exploit,” 
26 January 2021), Apple has released 
macOS 11.2 Big Sur to improve Blue-
tooth reliability and fix bugs that could: 
• Cause external displays to show a black 

screen when connected to an M1-
based Mac mini with an HDMI to 
DVI converter 

• Prevent edits to Apple ProRAW photos 
from saving in Photos 

• Inadvertently turn off iCloud Drive 
entirely after the user disabled iCloud 
Drive Desktop & Documents syncing 

• Prevent System Preferences from un-
locking after entering an administrator 
password 

• Make the Globe key fail to show the 
Emoji & Symbols pane 
If those bugs don’t seem earth-shatter-

ing, that’s because the focus of the mac-
OS 11.2 update seems to have been on 
security, with 43 security fixes. Two of 
the vulnerabilities—the same ones ad-
dressed in last week’s updates to Apple’s 
other operating systems—may have been 
actively exploited in the wild. However, 
no mention was made of a recent vul-
nerability discovered in the sudo Unix 
utility. 

The macOS 11.2 update advertises 
itself as being a 3.25 GB download on 
both an Intel-based iMac and an M1-
based MacBook Air, although the latter 
Mac’s download window inexplicably 
reports 4.18 GB instead. You can only 
install the update using Software Update; 
Apple appears to have stopped releas-
ing standalone downloads for Big Sur 
updates. 

Given the severity of the exploited security vulnerabilities, we recommend installing macOS 11.2 soon if you’re already running macOS 11.1. 
Wait a few days to make sure the community doesn’t find unanticipated problems, and then update. 

However, for those who haven’t yet updated from a previous version of macOS, we recommend waiting a few more weeks to determine if mac-
OS 11.2 will give fence-sitters sufficient confidence to make the jump to Big Sur. 

Macs & Things

https://tidbits.com/2021/01/26/watchos-7-3-ios-14-4-ipados-14-4-and-tvos-14-4-address-serious-security-exploit/
https://tidbits.com/2021/01/26/watchos-7-3-ios-14-4-ipados-14-4-and-tvos-14-4-address-serious-security-exploit/
https://tidbits.com/2021/01/26/watchos-7-3-ios-14-4-ipados-14-4-and-tvos-14-4-address-serious-security-exploit/
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT211896#macos112
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212147
https://blog.qualys.com/vulnerabilities-research/2021/01/26/cve-2021-3156-heap-based-buffer-overflow-in-sudo-baron-samedit
https://blog.qualys.com/vulnerabilities-research/2021/01/26/cve-2021-3156-heap-based-buffer-overflow-in-sudo-baron-samedit
https://blog.qualys.com/vulnerabilities-research/2021/01/26/cve-2021-3156-heap-based-buffer-overflow-in-sudo-baron-samedit
https://eclecticlight.co/2020/12/17/apple-has-stopped-providing-standalone-installers-for-macos-updates/
https://eclecticlight.co/2020/12/17/apple-has-stopped-providing-standalone-installers-for-macos-updates/
https://eclecticlight.co/2020/12/17/apple-has-stopped-providing-standalone-installers-for-macos-updates/
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Nomad Multi-Device Charger Aims to Be AirPower’s Heir 
by JULIO OJEDA-ZAPATA 

Wireless phone charging can be a straightforward proposition: Buy a simple, decent-quality Qi pad for about $30, plug it in, place your iPhone on 
the charging surface, and wait for the battery to top up. 

The annoying thing about Qi charging pads is that you must place your iPhone on them just so, or it won’t charge. Precise placement aligns the 
metal charging coils inside the iPhone with the corresponding coils in the Qi charger. 

Apple planned to liberate us from this first-world torment with AirPower, a wireless charging pad that would have accommodated multiple Apple 
devices at the same time. AirPower never saw the light of day, reportedly because of serious heating issues (see “Apple Cancels AirPower, Can’t Take 
the Heat,” 29 March 2019), but the AirPower idea hasn’t died. As Apple has pivoted to 
MagSafe for ensuring proper positioning, others have introduced AirPower-style prod-
ucts. 

I have been testing one such accessory, Nomad’s Base Station Pro, an attractive and 
ruggedly built multi-device charging pad that doesn’t replicate all of AirPower’s advertised 
features but is a nifty feat of engineering all the same. Notably, the Base Station Pro does 
not require precise alignment of iPhones. 

The Base Station Pro is as much tech proof-of-concept as a shipping product. It’s in-
tended to showcase Aira FreePower, a free-placement charging technology that aspires 
to be AirPower’s heir—and then some. Aira’s creators aim to put charging surfaces 
everywhere: built into furniture, integrated into vehicle cabins, fused onto coffee shop 
counters, and so on. 

That’s cool, but potential Base Station Pro buyers have a more immediate dilemma: Is it worth $199.99 when you could pick up a trio of Qi pads 
for a lot less? 

Fancy but Flawed 
The Base Station Pro is costly in part because of fancy physical construction. Rather than 

utilitarian plastic or rubber, it offers a leather-sheathed charging pad on a sturdy aluminum base 
that’s only a half-inch thick. It’s similar to older Base Station pads, but the Aira tech jacks up 
the price even more. 

The Base Station Pro has one obvious shortcoming: Aira charging does not support the 
Apple Watch. Nomad works around this by providing a free clip-on aluminum mount for the 
watch puck—but you have to add your own power adapter separate from the Base Station Pro’s 

30-watt USB-C adapter. It’s a kludgy hack that creates 
cable clutter but doesn’t look terrible. 
As promised, the Base Station Pro permits flexibility in 
the placement of iPhones and AirPods cases. Devices can 
be askew instead of painstakingly aligned, but they each 

need to occupy about a third of the surface, as shown below. 
  The Aira tech claims edge-to-edge charging via an 

internal board incorporating 18 overlapping hexago-
nal charging coils—but I found my AirPods case 
would sometimes fail to charge if it was too close to 
one of the Base Station Pro’s edges. 

Don’t bother trying to add a fourth device. I tried 
charging two iPhones, one at each end, plus two 
AirPods cases in the middle. That is a no-go; a trio 
(not a quartet) of charging lights on the charger’s 
front edge was a tip-off that I had overreached—only 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qi_(standard)
https://tidbits.com/2019/03/29/apple-cancels-airpower-cant-take-the-heat/
https://tidbits.com/2019/03/29/apple-cancels-airpower-cant-take-the-heat/
https://www.apple.com/shop/accessories/all/magsafe
https://nomadgoods.com/products/base-station-pro
https://airapower.com/
https://airapower.com/vision/
https://nomadgoods.com/collections/power-wireless-charging
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one of my AirPods cases would charge in this scenario. 

If you’re charging just two devices, the Aira tech is even more forgiving about the positioning. You can put two iPhones (or an iPhone and AirPods 
Pro case) on the pad just about anywhere, at almost any angle. 

The Base Station Pro charges at 7.5 watts, the maximum iPhones support with standard Qi accessories. By comparison, the iPhone 12 models 
charge at 15 watts when using Apple’s MagSafe, except for the iPhone 12 mini, which charges at 12 watts. 

You may run into a few issues when using the Base Station Pro, Nomad warns: 
• Charge times may vary depending on the devices’ positioning. 
• Charging might slow down if the ambient temperature exceeds 74°F (23ºC). 
• Devices may go into a slow-charging mode once battery levels top 80%, meaning they might not fully charge overnight. 

Another issue became apparent when Apple released the iPhone 12. The MagSafe magnets interfered with Aira charging, so they charged more 
slowly and less reliably than older models—if at all. 

Problems with iPhone 12 hardware on pre-existing wireless chargers have been a somewhat common problem, albeit one that Apple at least 
partially addressed in iOS 14.2 (see “Apple Releases iOS 14.2, iPadOS 14.2, watchOS 7.1, HomePod Software 14.2, and tvOS 14.2,” 5 No-
vember 2020). 

Nomad has its own potential solution. You can update the Base Station Pro’s firmware by connecting it to a Mac and running an updater app. 
Nomad said a recent update “made some marked improvements to the experience. The experience is a lot better today than it was when the iPhone 
12 first launched.” 

I can attest to that. I found charging to be unreliable when I started testing the Base Station Pro, but performance has been far more consistent 
lately. It has been my primary charger for the past two weeks with no major issues. Nomad says it has another software update coming soon that will 
make additional improvements to the charging experience. 

Worth the Cost? 
So should iPhone users seriously consider dropping $200 on the Base Station Pro? The answer may not be simple. Weigh the following factors: 

• How much of a hassle is device alignment on regular Qi pads? It is a non-issue for me; performing this ritual on my pads has become second 
nature after a bit of initial trial and error. When I asked Nomad and Aira whether freeform positioning is worth the extra cost, they sidestepped the 
question and pointed to the Base Station Pro’s premium construction as the value-add. That, at least for me, is a strong argument for sticking with 
standard Qi chargers. 

• Can the alignment problem be solved in other ways? MagSafe is one way to go, with three of Apple’s $39 MagSafe Charger mini-pads collec-
tively costing $82.99 less than one Base Station Pro. Upcoming third-party MagSafe chargers look to be even less expensive. However, as Josh 
Centers noted in “MagSafe Is Cool, but Is It Worth the Trade-Offs?” (6 November 2020), the strength of the MagSafe magnets prevents me 
from picking up my iPhone with one hand. This isn’t a significant hardship, but I keep forgetting the charger is magnetic and trying to walk off 
with my phone, yanking the cord. The Base Station Pro does not have this problem—just grab and go. 
• Would the Base Station Pro work well as a family charger? Yes. In a household with three or more Apple or Android smartphones, it would 
be a classy way to go. 
Other multi-device wireless chargers exist, often for quite a bit less money. But study them carefully before buying. A fancy but flawed one that 

crossed my desk is Belkin’s $129.99 TrueFreedom Pro, a pleasingly hefty, leather-topped Qi pad. It matches the Base Station Pro in permitting flexi-
ble positioning thanks to an internal mesh of overlapping coils. But the TrueFreedom Pro charges only two devices at once and does not accommo-
date the Apple Watch in any way. 

The TrueFreedom Pro also suffers from issues with the iPhone 12. On its product page, Belkin describes it as “not compatible with iPhone 12 
models.” I was able to charge my iPhone 12 devices, but Belkin told me it might be slower and less reliable than with other smartphones. Unlike the 
Base Station Pro, the TrueFreedom Pro lacks firmware updating, meaning any iPhone 12 incompatibilities are baked in. 

The Bottom Line 
Though I loved using the Base Station Pro and look forward to seeing it improve via firmware updates, it’s a tough sell given simpler, less expensive 

options. Standard Qi chargers don’t look fancy and are not always the fastest around, but they charge my iPhone overnight just fine. If I need speedi-
er charging, I plug in a Lightning cable. Granted, fiddling with an iPhone’s position on a standard Qi pad until the charging kicks in can be annoy

https://www.macrumors.com/2020/11/05/iphone-12-some-wireless-chargers-not-working/
https://tidbits.com/2020/11/05/apple-releases-ios-14-2-ipados-14-2-watchos-7-1-homepod-software-14-2-and-tvos-14-2/
https://nomadgoods.com/pages/freepower-update
https://www.apple.com/shop/product/MHXH3AM/A/magsafe-charger
https://tidbits.com/2020/11/06/magsafe-is-cool-but-is-it-worth-the-trade-offs/
https://www.belkin.com/us/p/P-WIZ006/
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Reviews
Audio Hijack 

by L. Davenport 

Audio Hijack will record audio coming from the System 
or from any application, including VoIP calls from Skype 
and web streams from Safari. According to Rogue Amoeba: 
“If you can hear it, you can record it”. 

FYI: Before Audio Hijack can record anything, you must 
install the ACE audio driver that comes with the program. 

When you open Audio Hijack you are instructed to 
create a new Session. Definition: A Session is acollection of 
settings used to capture audio. They can also be saved and 
reused at a later time. 

When you create a new Session, the Template Chooser 
window appears which shows all of the different type of 
Sessions you can choose from (Figure 1). Here is a short 
explanation for each Session Template: 
• Application Audio: Record an application’s audio. 
• DVD Audio: Record audio from a DVD. 
• Internet Radio: Broadcast to an online radio server. 
• Podcast: Record an in-studio podcast with multiple 

mics. 
• Record Player: Record analog records. 
• Voice Chat: Record VoIP apps like Skype. 
• Web Audio: Record from a web browser. 
• System: Record all of the sound on your Mac. 
• Input Device: Record from a mic or 

other input device. 
• Sweeten: Improve audio with ef-

fects. 
If you you don’t see a Session Tem-

plate that suits your needs, you can use 
the “New Blank Session” to create a 
session from scratch. To configure a 
session you simply drag in elements 
from the Block Libraries (more about 
this later) to make up your session 
layout.  

The Audio Grid 
A Session is comprised of two or 

more “Blocks” starting with the 
“Source” and the “Recorder”. If you 
want to hear the audio that is being 
recorded, you would need a third 
“Output Device” block (Figure 2). 
When a session is activated, audio 

Figure 1. The Template Chooser has many templates for you to choose from 
to record your session.

Figure 2. The Application audio template contains three “Blocks”. The first block tells Audio 
Hijack which application to record from (VLC). The second tells Audio Hijack what type of 
recording to make, and the final block tells it where to send the output audio so you can hear 
what is being recorded. 
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from the source will flow from left to right through the blocks in the 
audio grid. Each block in the chain will adjust or record the audio ac-
cording to its settings.  

Block layouts can be very simple like in Figure 2 (this records the 
audio coming from the VLC movie player), or more complex like in 
Figure 5 (this layout grid shows audio from two different inputs/mics 
which are being adjusted with different audio effects. Each input is then 
recorded separately, before a third recording block combines the two 
together. This layout will result in three different audio files). 

To the right of the grid (Figure 2) is the Block Library which holds 
additional block settings that you can apply to your session grid. Some 
of these include: 
• Audio effects: Balance, Base & tremble, Channels, 10 band EQ, 

Low pass filter, Mono enhancer, Pan, and Volume.  
• Advanced blocks: Declick (useful for filtering out pops and clicks 

from vinyl record recordings), Dehum, Denoise, Ducking, Input 
switch, Sync, and Time shift. 

• Meters: Menu Bar Meters, Peak/RMS Meters, and VU Meter (Fig-
ure 6). This gives you visual meters so you can see how audio is flow-
ing.  

• Audio Unit effects: Rather than giving you the names, here is what 
some of them do: Play and loop audio files, Pass only frequencies in a 
specified range, Create echos, Distort audio, Cut off high audio fre-
quencies, etc. There are too many options for me to list them all here. 
I just wanted you give you an idea what manipulations Audio Hijack 
can perform on the incoming audio. 

My First Recording 
Background: Certain video services/applications blank out the video 

of their movies if you try to use a screen capture program to capture the 
movie, but I was wondering if they would block the audio too. If Audio 
Hijack really can record anything, it should be able to record this audio.  

Steps I took: I started by selecting the “Application Audio” session. 
When picked, the Application Audio window immediately opened 
showing three boxes that are linked together (Figure 2). The boxes were:  
• Application: When you click on this box a “Source” window pops up which lets you pick the application that you want to record from. 
• Recorder: This defaults to MP3 256 kbps Stereo (Figure 4), but you have the option to change it to: AAC, Apple Lossless, AIFF, FLAC, or 

WAV formats.  For myself, I wanted to keep it simple, so I just left it with the default MP3 option.  
Silence Controls: Audio Hijack can analyze your audio stream, and take action when it detects silence in the audio. The silence can be removed 

Figure 3. The Actions menu lets you choose where to find or send 
your recording - including sending it to an external audio editor 
like Sound Studio.

Figure 4. This is the Recorder block’s popover showing many of the 
available controls for saving the audio.



from the recording (eliminating gaps in the 
audio), used to trigger the creation of a new 
file, or used to stop recording entirely. 

• Output Device: This lets you choose which 
speakers to send the audio to so you can listen to 
it while it is being recorded. You also have the 
option to turn this off so it records in silence. 
I next played a video and started Audio Hijack 

recording. Twenty or so seconds later I stopped the 
recording.  

After Recording the Session 
Once the recording has been made, I checked it 

by clicking on the Sessions tab. This is where all of 
the current and previous recordings are listed. 
From here you can listen to the recording (BTW: 
my recording came through loud and clear, so it 
worked just fine). there are places where you can 
add metadata like: Title, Artist, Album, Year, and 
Track info. There is also an “Actions” menu that 
lets you send the recording to an audio editor of 
your choice, add it to iTunes, Reveal it in the 
Finder, or Share it (Figure 3). I had previously set 
Sound Studio to be my external editor, so all I had 
to do was click on the Sound Studio button. In-
stantly the recording appeared in the Sound Stu-
dio timeline ready to be adjusted.  

BTW: The recording defaults to being saved to 
the Audio Hijack folder which is created in the 
Music folder. But you aren’t limited to that loca-
tion, you can choose where you want it saved to. 

Scheduling 
After creating a Session, you can go to the 

Schedule tab and set a timer for Audio Hijack to 
start recording that session at a specific time or 
day(s). This way you can have it record a one time 
broadcast early in the morning or record a broad-
cast that starts at the same time every day. The 
only caveat to this is that your computer must be 
on and you must be logged in. After that, Audio 
Hijack will run the session at the time you specify, 
launching itself and your sources if necessary. 

Disclaimer: Neither the reviewer nor SMMUG are endorsing recording audio from movies or other sources owned by other people or companies. This review is 
only telling you what Audio Hijack can do. 

The Skinny 
Evaluation:  At first glance Audio Hijack seems intimidating - “What are all the blue boxes for”? But once you understand the concept, it is very easy 
to use. I made my first audio recording within minutes of opening the program the first time. 
Requires: MacOS 10.13 to MacOS 11; Compatible with Intel and Apple silicon Macs. 
Company: Rogue Amoeba 
Price: $59  20% off for our Mac User Groups members (check our Members only web page for details) 
Available Trial Copy
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Figure 5. This session will record audio from two different mics which are being adjusted 
with different audio effects. Each input is then recorded separately, before a third record-
ing block combines the two together. This layout will result in three different audio files.

Figure 6. This session is for powering an internet radio station. The audio from two 
sources will be captured and adjusted using meters, etc. The Broadcast block’s popup lets 
you set the Server’s Address, Port, User, Password, Stream ID, the type of encoding, along 
with the audio Format, Bit Rate mode, Sample rate, and Channels.

https://rogueamoeba.com
https://rogueamoeba.com/audiohijack/
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Chaotica Studio 2 
by L. Davenport 

Chaotica is a fractal art application that creates digital art from mathematical algorithms. If your eyes are glazing over, know this, Chaotica is fun to 
use and there are an infinite amount of  fractal designs that it can create. They are gorgeous! 

If this still seems intimidating, be aware that when you open Chaotica its “Parameter Browser” window pops up with nine fractal examples (Figure 
2). If you don’t see one that you like, you can keep making it show the next nine and so forth. When you find one that you like, simply double click 
on it and that fractal “world” will show up in the main Render View window, ready for you to start tweaking or use as-is. Once you get comfortable 
with modifying existing examples, you can venture out and create your own fractals from scratch. 

User Interface 
When you first open Chaotica, the main Render View window opens (Figure 1). Along the left side are various parameter buttons and settings, 

the most important are the “Random World Generator” buttons. Each time you press the “New random worlds” button, Chaotica will generate 
nine fractal world 
examples (as men-
tioned earlier). You 
can set the mini-
mum and maxi-
mum number if 
iterations (which 
build upon the pre-
vious fractal) plus 
there are also “Partial 
Randomization” 
buttons which caus-
es random changes 
to one aspect of the 
random world, 
while keeping other 
aspects the same. 

To the right of the 
Render View win-
dow are the Image 
Settings. They let 
you set the Brightness, 1 / Gamma, Vibrancy, Gamma Threshold, and the Background color of your images.  There is also a Response Curves panel 
that can be used to change the colors of a render. 

Editors 
• World Editor: The World Editor (Figure 4) is where you create new fractal worlds from scratch or modify existing worlds. 
• Animation Editor: The Animation Editor (Figure 3) is where you set an animation’s length, frame rate, and keyframes. 

GPU support 
Chaotica will render using the CPU, but it also supports multi-GPU rendering. Your GPU(s) will be listed and you can specify which one or all of 

them will be used. You can also specify whether it is to use OpenCL or not. 
You can set the number of CPU threads to be use for rendering to a value smaller than the number of cores in your computer - to lessen the load 

on your computer. 

Rendering and Saving the files 
Chaotica is a progressive renderer, meaning it will render indefinitely if you let it. You can save the render at any time, judging for yourself when 

the image quality is good enough for a final product. 
• Images: The still images are saved as a PNG files. 
• Animations: You have the choice of saving your animations in either H.264 or HEVC (H265) encoding plus you can set the Bitrate and the 

Figure 1. This is the Chaotica workspace showing a generated fractal.
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Frames Per Second. The animations are saved as a series of PNG files that Chaotica can then convert into a mp4 video file. 
BTW: There is a Batch mode that lets you render multiple Chaotica files, one after the other. 

What can you use these fractals for? 
You can print out high resolution images and mount them as artwork on your wall or 

use them for desktop wallpapers. You can also use the animations to spruce up the look 
of your website or use them as a moving backdrop for your video chats or informational 
videos, etc. 

The Chaotica Image Gallery has quite a few fractal world examples that were created by ten artists. I suggest that you click on the artist’s names to 
see the worlds that each one created. They are all completely different from each other, and are stunning! 

Versions 
• Chaotica HD licenses: This is for casual users who want to create high quality desktop wallpapers up to 4 megapixels (e.g. 

2560x1600) and 720p animations up to 3 minutes long. 
• Chaotica Studio licenses: This version has no still image or animation limitations. 

The Skinny 
Evaluation:  Chaotica seems intimidating a first but once you play with it for awhile, you will find it is easy to use and creates beautiful images. 
Requires: OS X 10.13 or higher, 64-bit processor, 4GB of RAM - 16 GB recommended for very high resolution images that you want to print, 

100MB hard drive   space 
Company: Glare Technologies, Chaotica web site, Apple Store 
Price: Chaotica Studio: Glare Technologies: $109, Apple Store: $99.99 
           Chaotica HD: Glare Technologies: $45, Apple Store: $37.99 
Available Trial Copy 
.

Figure 2. Here are twenty seven examples of randomly generated fractal worlds. You can see that a wide verity of fractal designs are possible.

Figure 3. The Animation Editor is where you set an animation’s length, frame 
rate, and keyframes.

Figure 4. The World Editor lets you create new frac-
tal worlds from scratch or modify existing worlds.

https://www.chaoticafractals.com/gallery
https://www.glaretechnologies.com
https://www.chaoticafractals.com
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/chaotica-studio-2/id1534968371?mt=12
https://www.chaoticafractals.com/download
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SpriteIlluminator 
by L. Davenport 

SpriteIlluminator is a Normal Map Editor for dynamic lighting and special effects for Sprites (two-dimensional images that are integrated most 
often in 2D video games). A normal map modifies how light reflects off of a flat surface, giving the impression of 3D with depth and height. Once a 
normal map is created, you can move a light source around a sprite and the sprite will have areas of highlight and other areas cast in shadows. 

SpriteIlluminator user interface 
The SpriteIlluminator window has a Sprites Panel with the Display Modes on the left side. The Preview Panel is at the center and the Tools Side-

bar is on the right side (Figure 1). 
Importing is as simple as dragging a sprite/image onto the SpriteIlluminator window. It will immediately appear in the sprites Panel on the left and 

in the Preview window. 

Display Modes 
• Texture: this is the 

original unlit flat 
image, e.g. the 
dragon in Figure 
1 or the first im-
age of the coach 
in Figure 4. 

• Lit Surface: This 
shows you what 
the lit surface 
looks like in 
grayscale once 
you have added 
bevel ing and 
height to your 
image (first image 
in Figure 2 and 
2nd image in 
Figure 4). BTW: 
from now on 
the images of 
the dragon and 
coach are show-
ing the same 
things so I am only going to reference the Coach. 

• Lit Texture: This is similar to the Lit Surface except instead of greyscale, you see the original colors (Figure 4’s 3rd & 4th images).  
• Normal Map: This shows the height and lighting information in various shades of blue, green, and red (Figure 4’s 5th image).  

Global Light 
To help you see whether you are getting the look that you want, SpriteIlluminator provides a light source (in the shape of a dot) that you can move 

around the window. As with a real light, the light source will light up the closest side of the Sprit and cast shadows on the opposite side (Figure 4’s 
images 3 & 4). 

Effects tools 
• Bevel: This adds volume to the sprite’s shape taking it from flat to contoured. 
• Emboss: This adds height differences based on the luminosity of the sprite's colors. This is very handy if you want to add height to bricks in a brick 

wall (Figure 6). 

Figure 1. This is the SpriteIlluminator user interface that has the Sprites Panel with the Display Modes on the 
left side. The Preview Panel is at the center which is currently showing the original image (in the Texture 
mode). There are import/export options across the top and the Tools Sidebar on the right side.
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Draw & Selection Tools 
• Height Brush: There are three differently shaped Height Brushes to 

choose from. These can be used to manually add height to specific 
areas of the sprite. I used this to make the dragon’s long fingers bulge 
so they would catch the light and cast shadows (Figure 2’s first im-
age). 

• Angle Brush: This lets you draw an angle directly on the height 
map. 

• Structure brush: This lets you add noise and structure on the surface 
using one or more of 22 provided patterns. These range from Bark, 
Chainmail, and Crosshatch to Furry, Reptile and Vegetal. You can 
even add your own patters if you don’t see one that suits your needs. 
BTW: I used one of the Bark patterns to paint a bumpy texture 
down the neck, back, and tail of the dragon (Figure 2’s 1st image). 

• Smoothen: This will smooth hard edges on the surface. 
• Erase Brush: This resets the normal map to the neutral position. 
• Magic Wand: This lets you create a selection based on the sprite's 

color. 
• Polygon Selection: This lets you create a selection by drawing a 

polygon over an area. 
BTW: Creating normal maps for sprites is not why I got SpriteIllu-

minator. I am not a creator of games. I create or modify 3D models (of 

Figure 4. I used the Bevel tool to give this coach image an initial bevel. I then used the Height brush tool to add more bulk his 
belly, chin, nose, shoes, and pants. Notice (when I changed the location of the light source) the shadows on the left side of his 
pants and body in the third image and on the underside of his belly and pants in the fourth image.

Figure 2. The 1st image on the left is the “Lit Surface” mode which shows the elevated strokes that I added to the flat image. 
The 2nd and 3rd images are showing the Lit Texture mode but with the light source (the dot) shinning on the image from two 
different angles (notice the light shinning on the left hindquarters in the 2nd image and on the head, neck, and shoulders in 
the 3rd image). The 4th image is the exported normal map.

Figure 3. This is the exported “Lit Sprite” PNG file that has the 
directional light and shadows baked into it. BTW: I put it on a 
dark background so you could see the lighting on the shoulders 
head, and neck better.



people, places, and things). This includes wanting to 
add my own PBR textures to walls, signs, etc. that 
would simulate the height and depth of the surfaces. I 
can use an art program to create the displacement, re-
flect, and gloss maps, but I had a hard time finding a 
program that would make normal maps - until now. 

Testing 
1. The very first thing I did when I got SpriteIllumina-

tor was to bring in an image of a brick wall. I used 
the tools to create a normal map and exported it. Af-
terward I brought the normal map and the original 
brick wall image into my 3D art program and applied 
them to a flat plane and then rendered it. The light 
bounced off of the elevated areas and shadows were 
cast in the grout areas. I was pleased with the results 
(Figure 6). 

2. My second attempt was trying to make raised black 
areas for a forklift crossing sign. I did this by importing 
a 2D image of the forklift sign into SpriteIlluminator, 
adjusted it a little and then I exported a normal map. 
I then created a flat plane in a 3D program and 

added the original image to the Base Color parameter setting, the normal map to the normal map parameter setting, and a B&W mask (that I 
created in an art program) to the Cutout Opacity parameter (to delete the solid area around the sign image). If you look closely at the larger ren-
dered image, you will see that all of the black areas have been raised, thus causing light to bounce off the edges and shadows to be cast below them 
(Figure 5). 

3 & 4. These were the dragon, coach tests. I won’t go into detail about them since they have already been covered in the review and their captions. 
If you are interested, I suggest that you check out this 25 second video of a game scene with normal mapped sprites and dynamic light effects 

applied to it using SpriteIlluminator. It shows a man walking with the light source rotating around him illuminating him and casing shadows on him 
and his surroundings. 

The Skinny 
Evaluation:  SpriteIlluminator is easy to use - as demonstrated by me being able to create my first normal map without reading the documentation 
and with only a couple of trial and error experimentations. If you are a creator of games, this is a good way to get your sprite normal maps. If you are 
a budding 3D artist, this is an inexpensive way to get your normal maps. The pros would probably want to use the more expensive Photoshops 3D 
tools to create the normal and other maps for their 3D models. 
Requires: macOS 10.10 up to macOS 11 (Big Sur) 
Company: CodeAndWeb 
Price: $39.99  20% discount to schools, colleges, and universities 
Available 7 day Trial Copy

Figure 5. I used the original Forklift sign image, the normal map image that Sprite-
Illuminator created, and a black & white cutout image to add raised beveled areas 
of the black in the sign. Notice the shadows and edges to some of the flat surfaces.
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Figure 6. The original image is on the left. Center images: I used the Emboss effect to elevate the 
bricks from the grout. I then placed the light source at the upper left corner to see if I was getting 
shadows below the bricks. The right image shows the finished brick wall with shadows below 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mpJaSnVysGc
https://www.codeandweb.com/spriteilluminator
https://www.codeandweb.com/spriteilluminator/download
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CES 2021: Pre-Show Virtual Events Feature Game Cubes, Telepresence Robots, and Disinfecting Alarm Clocks 
by JEFF PORTEN 

It’s that time of the year when I normally greet you from “fabulous Las Vegas” with news from the annual CES exhibition. But this year, I’m writ-
ing from my undisclosed location in Philadelphia because CES is entirely virtual. That’s a bit ironic for a show where “disruption” is every fourth 
word out of a marketer’s mouth: seeing that exact thing happen to its fifty-year-old format. 

The Consumer Technology Association, which runs the show, 
is doing its best to dress this change up as merely a variation on busi-
ness as usual. Still, I have no idea how the virtual show will go, and I 
don’t know how it will affect my ability to highlight the mix of won-
derful, weird, and woeful that I typically see. Having attended the 
show roughly 20 times, I can scan several hundred booths in an 
hour, giving each one a brief opportunity to strike me as novel and 
worth more time. Compare that to the screenshot below, which 
appears to be the booth experience this year, unless it changes when 
the doors officially open on 11 January 2021. 

Clearly, someone understands that no one will browse nearly 
2000 exhibitors this way, so CTA “helpfully” put a randomizer on its 
home page. 

 That’s all very nice, but I don’t know what backwards-FE in a blue circle 
stands for and I shouldn’t have to. I can’t believe CTA didn’t figure this out, but 
vertical business cards bearing logos don’t replicate the exhibition experience. It 
could have been better simulated by giving each “booth” space for four 

thumbnails and text the length of two tweets, and then letting each exhibitor do whatever they pleased with that to get me to click on their card. 
Beyond that, so much of the value of CES is being there. Whether it’s getting hands-on with a production model that won’t be released until April, 

seeing a prototype under glass, or just getting a sense of whether a company has their act together—even if it’s just two guys in a garage—nothing 
beats being there in person. My media pass to CES gets me access to a bunch of digital material and focuses it under a journalistic microscope—but 
most of this will be on the Web by the end of the week. Mostly, I’ll be curating and filtering that firehose of data, but I probably won’t see much more 
about each gadget than you can. The value I can provide as a reviewer won’t really come into play until some of these companies send me samples—
which is unlikely in the case of a $45,000 electric SUV. 

So I’m in the position of having to come up with a new definition of “eye-catching” to determine what to share with you. In one area that’s not a 
break with tradition, there were shows before the official launch of the conference where I saw a few things that covered the spectrum from infrared 
to ultraviolet—literally. 

OWC Docks and Drives 
Other World Computing traditionally provides a suite at the Venetian that is an 

oasis of calm at CES, and the company has a reliable track record of solid products 
worth covering. A refreshed Thunderbolt Dock supporting the M1-based Macs’ 
Thunderbolt 4 is shipping this month, with the key improvement over last year’s 
Thunderbolt 3 dock being that Thunderbolt 4 supports hubbing one incoming and 
three outgoing Thunderbolt 4 ports (Thunderbolt 3 only allows for one port in, one 
port out). As usual, the Thunderbolt 4 ports double as USB-C. They are joined by 

The CES Exhibition
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gigabit Ethernet and three USB-A ports on the back, while the front sports one of the four Thunderbolt 4 ports, a 3.5 mm audio jack, a USB-A jack 
at USB 2.0 speeds (presumably for keyboards or charging), and an SD card slot. It sells for $249, a $50 reduction from the release price of last year’s 
Thunderbolt 3 dock. OWC has also refreshed its USB-C Travel Dock: the new USB-C 
Travel Dock E has added gigabit Ethernet to last year’s collection of one USB-C port, 
two USB-A ports, an SD card slot, and HDMI supporting 4K resolution. It’s available 
in February for $64.99. I think it’s attractive, and last year’s model was sturdy, but you 
can find docks with more features at this price point. 

OWC’s new U2 Shuttle is a storage device designed to be slotted into a RAID or oth-
er multiple-drive bay, but the U2 Shuttle itself is also a multi-drive mechanism contain-
ing up to four NVMe M.2 SSDs. Users can address each SSD individually or use a 
RAID utility such as OWC’s SoftRAID (not included) to combine them into one logi-
cal device with a theoretical top speed of 64 GB/sec. Available now, a bare U2 Shuttle 
where you provide your own drives costs $149; U2 Shuttles with OWC storage start at 
$339 for 1 TB and $449 for 2 TB, up to $5299 for 32 TB. 

1MORE ComfoBuds Pro Earbuds 
1MORE reliably shows up at CES with an intriguing but sometimes bewildering line of 

audio products, many of which aim for the sweet spot of “pretty darned good for a mid-tier 
price.” For example, I have a review unit of last year’s Stylish earbuds ($79), and they’re the 
cheapest earbuds I’ve seen that can use either bud for master audio, allowing one to be used 
while the other charges in the case. But the sound quality and mic, while mostly decent, pale 
compared to other earbuds, and this year 1MORE is setting higher sights, squarely targeting 
AirPods. Its ComfoBuds look like AirPods with a rubber tip added, and the spec sheet makes 
them sound competitive: add IPX5 waterproofing, subtract an hour of playtime (4 hours vs. 
AirPods’ 5 hours), then wrap it up in a $59.99 price tag, on sale for $49.99 at the moment. 
The ComfoBuds Pro add “environmental noise cancellation (ENC)” and raise the price to 
$99.99. I wish I knew the difference between ENC and ANC. As I said, bewildering, partially because the materials I have don’t clarify between the 
ComfoBuds product line and the specific ComfoBuds product. I hope to have more detail when I can try a review 
model. ComfoBuds are available now, with ComfoBuds Pro coming in February. 

Flic 2 Smart Button 
The Flic 2 is a programmable button you can stick to things. That’s all. This struck me as silly until I realized how 

often I use my Philips Hue remote to turn on my lights. Flic 2 ties into Apple’s HomeKit (and a dozen other smart 
ecosystems such as IFTTT) to provide tactile access to any command, which might otherwise require 30 seconds of 
fiddling with your phone or remembering Siri’s magic word combinations. Buttons can be programmed with differ-
ent results for press, double-press, and long-press. 

Flic retailing is confusing. In US retail stores that the company is still lining up, a starter kit including the required 
hub, four buttons, and nine stickers with various icons for labeling the buttons is $159.99; additional buttons come 
in two-packs for $49.99. On Flic’s website, the starter kit has only three buttons for the same price, but there’s also a 
Pro Kit (six buttons, $219.99) and a Mega Kit (15 buttons, $399.99). Accessories include a $19.99 infrared beamer 
that enables a Flic 2 button to control any device that uses an IR remote control, a $3.99 metal clip to attach a Flic 2 
to clothes or straps, and an additional 40-icon sticker pack for $4.99. It’s all available now online. 

iHome PowerUVC Disinfectant Clock 
iHome has a knack for coming up with designs that look reminiscent of Apple, so 

it’s not too surprising that its PowerUVC Pro alarm clock resembles the love child of 
an LED watch and a Mac mini. With the top closed, it functions as a standard bedside 
alarm clock. Flip the top lid open, and there’s a compartment that will sterilize your 
phone, keychain, and other handheld devices in 3 minutes using UV light. Use the 
built-in buzzer as an alarm or make the clock into a Bluetooth speaker; you can keep 
your phone charged with the two included USB charging ports. A quick search sug-
gests that, although there are potentially infectious bacteria on mobile phones, the level 
is similar to frequently touched surfaces in domestic and public environments. The 
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concern is higher for healthcare workers, whose phones carry a more worrying collection of pathogens. I’m not aware of the clinical value of dis-
infecting a phone, but I’m guessing it couldn’t hurt—but whether that’s worth $99–$129 (depending upon 
retailer) is a judgment call. Available now. 

Pictar Stay Home Kits 
Pictar sells a range of products designed to augment your phone’s camera; for example, its Pro Grip gives 

an iPhone the heft and physical feel of a camera body. Its new products for 2021 are an uninteresting line of 
selfie sticks, but I was rather impressed by its marketing of “Stay Home Kits,” each of which bundles a 
selection of products for a particular use. For example, its Family Zoom Kit includes a wide lens, light, and 
phone tripod for $109.99 ($15 cheaper than a la carte), while the Home Studio Pro Kit adds the Pro Grip 
to that bundle and costs $234.99 ($40 cheaper). I’ve been in innumerable Zoom calls where people were 
crowding around a laptop; had I known about the Family Zoom Kit a few weeks ago, I might have put 
one under a tree or two. 

Ohmni Telepresence Robot 
Robots have been ubiquitous at CES for a long time, so much so that it’s one reason the show is a 

comedic target. So there’s nothing new about a robot that’s basically an iPad on a high-tech stick—but I 
suspect many people have newfound uses for a Zoom-enabled tablet that they could navigate around a 
family member’s home that weren’t obvious a year ago. The $2699 Ohmni telepresence robot has an ad-
justable height that maxes out at 5 feet and a tilting neck that simulates head movements, and it includes dual cameras and a long-range mic and 
speaker. The company claims “quiet and smooth motion on any surface” (which I doubt applies to, for instance, beaches)—see the video. After the 
5–6 hour battery runs out, there’s an autodocking system that starts the Ohmni recharging without anyone there having to fiddle with it. This model 
is the twelfth generation Ohmni has made, but it’s not new for 2021; if I see newer competitive gadgets that top it, I’ll write them up too. There’s a 
three-week lead time for delivery because each one is built to order based on customer preferences for various options. 

WOWCube Gaming Device 
WOWCube is a game that looks like it was dropped from the future. It’s a 2-by-2 Rubik’s Cube where each of the 24 squares is an independent 

screen, and each of the 8 smaller cubes that combine into a WOWCube is an independent module. Games on the WOWCube are three-dimen-
sional; there may be things going on on all six surfaces. As with a Rubik’s Cube, you play games by twisting the sides or sometimes giving the whole 
thing a shake. A prolonged shake, similar to an Etch-a-Sketch, takes you back to the home screen where you can select a new game—again, watch 
the video. The WOWCube connects via your phone to the Internet, where the company plans to make available an ecosystem of game updates and 
new games. CubiOs says it will announce pricing and availability this week during CES. 

Atari VCS Console and Ecosystem 
Atari is back, and it immediately captured my middle-aged heart by 

demoing the new Atari VCS, which looks like an Atari 2600 that’s been 
baked in an oven with Shrinky Dink results. As you might expect, the 
Atari VCS ships with the Atari VCS Vault, a collection of 100 games that 
ran on the 1970s console, but it can also run modern games that you can 
purchase and download through an online store. The standard bundle in-
cludes an old-school joystick jazzed up with LED lights and a rumbler, 
along with a more modern controller. The Atari VCS Vault, store, and other 
apps like Chrome are all available in an ecosystem interface available on 
boot, similar to what Microsoft and Sony provide on their Xbox and Play-
Station consoles. Atari also stole an idea from ColecoVision, enabling the 
Atari VCS to boot into Windows or Linux. As much as I want Atari to 
succeed for nostalgic reasons, I have trouble seeing this $389 product com-
peting against the juggernauts of the Xbox Series S ($299) and PlayStation 
PS5 Digital Edition ($399, if you can find one). It strikes me as a product 
that will require oodles of venture capital and a loss-leader strategy to acquire 
sufficient market share to make developers take notice. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5719508/
https://www.pictarworld.com/
https://www.pictarworld.com/products/pictar-pro-grip
https://www.pictarworld.com/collections/stay-home-mobile-photography-kits
https://www.pictarworld.com/collections/stay-home-mobile-photography-kits/products/pictar-video-chat-kit
https://www.pictarworld.com/collections/stay-home-mobile-photography-kits/products/pictar-home-studio-pro-kit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07QZTwX7yZE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07QZTwX7yZE
https://ohmnilabs.com/products/ohmnirobot/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TwbsTXfzVQ
https://wowcube.com/
https://www.rubiks.com/en-us/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Etch_A_Sketch
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4VVxo44QoU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4VVxo44QoU
https://atarivcs.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atari_2600
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=frak7UgnmpM
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coleco_Adam


22
CES 2021: Family Firewalls, Flying Cars, and Creepy Pet Robots 

by JEFF PORTEN 
Most years at CES, I tell you when I’m at one of the sideshows that accompany the main floor because exhibitors there have an advantage over 

everyone else. These smaller shows are invite-only for the media, and we’re wined and dined. Unfortunately, I’ve had to go without my usual freebie 
Heineken and the Wynn’s excellent dessert bar this year—but I’ll still mention that these products were all from Showstoppers exhibits held through-
out the week, because all of these products had an extra opportunity to rise above the noise. 

Circle Family Internet Monitoring 
During 2020, everyone with school-age children saw more of them than usual, and their children spent much more time at home staring at vari-

ous screens. I fielded numerous questions from friends about technological aids to monitor and filter their kids’ usage of the Internet, and Circle was 
frequently mentioned in those threads by other parents. The Circle Home Plus is essentially an Internet firewall that blocks sites and activities based 
on certain heuristics, but its interface and features are geared to parents enforcing family guidelines. 

Circle’s latest new feature 
came out at CES a year ago
—a prescient “Focus Time” 
during which parents can set 
certain apps to unlimited 
time and block others—
perfect for school hours—
but its new salience makes 
the Circle Home Plus worth 
mentioning. According to 
Circle’s statistics, screen time 
is up across the board: 
56.5% for children, 50.4% 
for teens, and 39.5% for 
adults. If you need more 
control over how that screen 
time is used, Circle Home 
Plus might be for you. It’s 
sold as a bundled subscrip-
tion that includes the hard-
ware: $69 for three months, 
$129 for one year, or $299 for lifetime. Additional subscription time costs $9.99 per month or $99.99 per year. 

DeepScore AI Trustworthiness Detector 
This may strike you as more Brave New 

World than anything you’d like to see in 
your upcoming technology, but you may 
not have a choice. DeepScore AI sells a 
technology to other businesses that enables 
them to conduct a video interview with 
prospective customers and grades them on 
their likelihood of lying to one or more 
questions. DeepScore AI purportedly ac-
complishes this with emotion and stress 
analysis in facial movements and voice 
tone. The company claims 88.9% accura-
cy—which may sound high, but a 1-in-9 
false positive rate is worrisome. While 
Deepscore doesn’t appear to be used in any 
American products yet—it’s targeting the 
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Japanese financial market first—something like this could be in your future. I’m concerned by any company with the Orwellian tagline, “Honesty 
makes you happy.” You can try a free demo on its Web site—and if you do, let us know in the comments because I felt a bit too squicked out to 
give the company my data. 

Kotozna Hotel In-Room Translation 
On my last international trips—which feel like they took place in 1987—I made liberal use of Google Translate to get me through interactions. 

But it was and remains awkward: both 
people have to crowd around the same 
phone, and most people I encountered 
seemed to prefer trying out their English, 
which was less than optimal for specific 
directions and some business transactions. 
So I’m interested in seeing if hotels buy 
Kotozna’s in-room translation service. 
The hotel guest is provided with a QR 
code they can scan in their room to 
download an app or launch a website. 
They can then use any of 109 different 
languages to communicate with a hotel 
operator who responds in their own lan-
guage. Because it’s focused on hotels, the 
proprietor can have a library of docu-
ments and local discounts set up and 
ready to share for frequently asked ques-
tions. This would be exceptionally useful 
in Japan, where the company is based, to solve a cultural problem. In my experience, Japanese staff take such ownership and apologize so profusely 
for even trivial problems that my American standards are deeply embarrassed to have caused such distress. (I once had a Japanese policeman person-
ally apologize to me for the confusing layout of a train station.) Pricing and availability are unclear, but Kotozna says it’s targeting the kind of mid-
range hotels that are nice enough to attract an international audience but too small to be able to afford a multilingual staff. 

SkyDrive Flying Car 
Is any technology more stereotypically futuristic than a flying car? Flying cars aren’t exactly new at CES (see, most recently, Aeronext in “CES 

2020: Flying Cars, Smart Pillows, and Virtual Dog Fences,” 16 January 2020), but it’s always good to see a new competitor in the air. SkyDrive’s 
most interesting release is its timeline: a successful (but not particularly ambitious) test flight in 2020, a sales release in 2023 in what it calls a “social 
implementation trial,” mass production in 2026, and general adoption in 2028. Skydrive plans a model with two seats and a maximum load of 400 
kilograms (880 pounds) that will cruise at 100 km/h (about 60 mph) at a height of 500 meters (about 1600 feet). No pilot’s license necessary—it’s all 
automated. With a battery lasting 20–30 minutes, you’ll be able to travel 20–30 miles on a charge, and SkyDrive acknowledges that one of many 
barriers to be overcome is setting up charging stations that will allow for longer flights. As with Aeronext, you may need to go to Japan to try Sky-
Drive, as that’s where the Japanese company is attempting to make regulatory 
headway first. 

DFree Bladder Sensor 
Most people are born with a bladder monitoring system that tells them when to 

go to the bathroom, but a wide range of illnesses can temporarily or permanently 
make it impossible to know to go. Triple W’s DFree bladder sensor provides a tech-
nological backup to physiology for those who need it. A matchbook-sized sensor is 
attached with surgical tape just below the waist, with a wired connection to a larger 
processing device that’s presumably carried in a pocket. Ultrasound waves from the 
sensor measure the contents and capacity of the wearer’s bladder, which the device 
then updates on the wearer’s phone. When it’s time to go, the phone gets a notif-
ication. The app also tracks prior bathroom visits so the wearer can use that data to 
make a schedule, hopefully ending urgent interruptions. Available now for $399.99, 
but only in the United States. 
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Stern Led Zeppelin Pinball 

Stern Pinball gets my attention every year because I’m a fan of pinball, despite not being very good at 
it. Although the game has seen a recent resurgence in emulated form, Stern is the last major manufac-
turer still releasing new games. This year’s model: Led Zeppelin, so The Song Remains the Same for 
intriguing tie-ins. Unfortunately, for obvious reasons, I can’t tell you how well it plays—and with pricing 
starting at $6199, I’m not expecting to get a review unit—but I’ve had a Whole Lotta Love for the 
Good Times Bad Times I’ve had with Stern’s previous games. 

Qoobos and Moflin, Japanese Pet Robots 
It’s an open question whether civilization will end with a zombie apocalypse (as envisioned by the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) or a robotic one (as explored by Randall Munroe of xkcd 
and “What If” fame). Two different Japanese companies make the robot apocalypse sound even worse 
with the corollary: what if the robots were mutant cat-like creatures? Because even the cutest kitten is a 
murder machine. 

Yukai Engineering’s Petit Qoobo is a smaller version of its prior Qoobo robots. Both are ovals shaped 
like a frisbee that gorged itself on Kitty Chow with fattening results, with feline-reminiscent fur and no 
head or legs. Aside from the size, the biggest difference between them is that the Qoobo has a full-sized 
tail whereas the Petit’s tail has been bobbed. Which can’t help its personality. 

Meanwhile, Vanguard Industries’ Moflin is more akin to a banana slug wearing a cat costume. Both 
express emotion: the Qoobo wags its tail, while the Moflin’s head is on a robotic neck, and both make 
sounds that are probably listed in GarageBand’s loops as “Cat or Human, Infant, Adorable.” Moflin’s AI 
is more advanced than Qoobo’s—Qoobo robots come out of the box “disliking loud sounds,” but 
Moflin has a Tamagotchi-like ability to develop a personality based on how it’s treated. So when your Moflin takes telekinetic control of your smart 
home, you’ll know whom to blame. On the other hand, Qoobos have a heartbeat, so it’s up to you to decide which is more terrifying. 

As you might have guessed, both of these products fell squarely into my uncanny valley and couldn’t climb out of it. But given that there’s some 
evidence that robots are good for isolated seniors, it’s not inconceivable someone you know might want one. Only the original Qoobo is currently 
available, albeit not in the US: a Czech website sells them in Europe for 2999 koruna (about US$140), which is the best argument for Brexit I’ve 
heard. Petit Qoobos retail for approximately $110 in Japan but haven’t yet colonized other countries. Vanguard Industries’ Kickstarter is no longer 
available, but it listed a Moflin for 41,800 yen (about US$400) and claimed a June 2021 ship date; that page links to a page in Japanese where you 
can sign up for its mailing list. 

ExtraBITS 
Tracking Down “Apple Beige”-- If you’ve ever been curious about the distinctive beige of the Apple II, a bottle of original touch-up paint prompted 
Ben Zotto to research the color’s origins 

New Apple Fitness+ Perk Encourages Users to Take a Hike — Apple has introduced a new Apple Fitness+ feature called Time to Walk, in which 
celebrities tell stories, share photos, and play songs to encourage you while you go for a walk. 

Why Are Webcams So Lousy? — Why does the image quality from computer webcams compare so poorly to even the front-facing cameras on old 
iPhones? Jeff Carlson explores the economics of webcams and points out all the ways they’re bad. 

HomeKit for the Holidays (And Home Troubleshooting Tips) — In which Adam Engst finally hops on the HomeKit bandwagon for real and 
gets totally sucked in, installing smart outlets, controlling motorized shades, and adding some Flic button 

The Digital Right to Repair Coalition’s CES “Worst in Show” — The Digital Right to Repair Coalition has published its picks for “Worst in 
Show” at CES, calling out products with terrible security, repairability, privacy, and more. 

Apple Unveils Stringent Disclosure and Opt-in Privacy Requirements for Apps — Facebook is unhappy with the enhanced privacy require-
ments that Apple recently unveiled. Apple will soon require that apps ask for and get explicit consent from their users in order to track them across 
apps and sites—and that’s a good thing. Apple has already added detailed privacy disclosure requirements. Let’s dig into how Apple’s new rules will 
enhance your privacy. 
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Membership Application Form 
Membership entitles you to access to our online forums, participation in prize drawings, and access to the bar-
gains in the members area of the SMMUG website at www. smmug.org. SMMUG renewal membership dues 
($30) apply to the calendar year and are paid each December for the following year. Use the following table for 
NEW MEMBERSHIP ONLY: 

 JAN 1 to MAR 31 - $30.00  APR 1 to JUN 30 - $20.00  
  JUL 1 to SEPT 30 - $15.00  OCT 1 to DEC 31 - $10.00 

Please Print Clearly!     Today’s Date  

Name 
 Street Address 
 City/State/ZIP 

 Home Telephone 
 E-mail Address

Have you previously been a member of SMMUG? 
How did you learn about SMMUG? 

Make your check payable to:  SMMUG   
Then mail or give this form and your check to:

SMMUG, Inc.    
2100 Wood Avenue 
Colorado Springs, CO 80907-6718 

Please make an online account for me. 
User Name _______________

Don’t make an online account for me. I 
do not want one or I already have one.

Business Telephone 

About Us 

The Silicon Mountain Macintosh User Group, Inc. (a nonprofit educational corporation) was formed in Colorado Springs, Col-
orado in 1985, and is one of the oldest Macintosh User Groups in the United States. SMMUG, Inc. is dedicated to helping 
members enjoy and learn about their Macintosh computer, iPhone and iPad devices. 

Club membership is open to everyone and you are cordially invited to visit our free monthly General Meeting on the second 
Monday of each month, at 7:00 PM. For those new to the Macintosh, we have a Question & Answer session at 6:00 PM, where 
our collective expertise can help answer your questions.  

All members receive a monthly newsletter, published on our web site, see great reviews of software and hardware, or can partici-
pate in the monthly door prize drawing. Each member gets one vote during annual Officer Elections. No corporate memberships 
are granted. 

Our officers are volunteers and receive no pay. All funds raised are used for the cost of operating the club and its meetings. 

http://www.smmug.org

