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USBefuddled: Untangling the Rat’s Nest 
of USB-C Standards and Cables 

by GLENN FLEISHMAN 

It USB’d to be easy. Pardon the pun, but you know what I mean. USB used to mean one kind of con-
nector for a computer: Type-A, which was flat, rectangular, and had one correct orientation. A peripheral 
either had a directly wired cord or sported a Type-B USB port: blocky, nearly square, and with only one 
correct orientation as well. 

Along the way, though, we accumu-
lated others: Mini-B, a thick trapezoid 
used by Texas Instruments graphing 
calculators, early Amazon Kindles, and 
other devices; and Micro-B, a slim trape-
zoid that became the de-facto charging 
shape for mobile devices, headphones, 
and other battery-powered hardware. 
More obscure connectors also appeared, 
like the wide and oddly shaped USB 3.0 
Micro-B, which is most commonly seen 
on external hard drives. 

Via Milos.bmx, used under CC-BY 
The evolution to USB-C connectors just after the release of the USB 3.1 standard promised simplicity. 

Instead of host device Type-A and peripheral Type-B, Mini-B, Micro-B, and others, a single connector 
works for both ends of a connection and carries both power and data. Power can flow either way with the 
same cable: a computer charging a battery or phone; a battery charging a computer. It’s also reversible 
across its long axis, so it’s impossible to 
insert it in the wrong orientation. 

USB-C was supposed to be the last 
cable you would ever need. It hasn’t 
worked out that way. 

The USB-Confusion 
The hardware side works terrifical-

ly: a USB-C plug fits into any USB-
C jack. But perhaps the USB Im-
plementers Forum (USB-IF), the 
group that manages the development 
of the USB standard, didn’t fully 
think through the complexity of 
what has to go over the USB wiring 
and how to communicate that effec-
tively: power and video coupled with 

A Publication of the Silicon Mountain Macintosh User Group

Continued on page 4

Next Meeting: 
Monday 

 December 
13th

USB-C Cable end. (Photo by Marcus Urbenz on Unsplash)

https://unsplash.com/@marcusurbenz?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/usb-c?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Milos.bmx&action=edit&redlink=1
https://www.usb.org/
https://www.usb.org/
https://www.usb.org/
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Announcements 
Elections for 2022 SMMUG Officers and Board of Directors Members 

We will be electing our new SMMUG Officers and Board of Directors for 2022 at our General Meeting on December 13, 2021. We have all 
benefited from the information given out at our club meetings. So it is time to think about giving something back. Can you spare an hour each 
month to help support your club by becoming a member of the Board? Not sure what being a Board member involves? Descriptions for each of 
these positions are available in our Bylaws available under the "Contact Us" tab at www.smmug.org. 

If you are nominating someone other than yourself, please ensure the person is willing to accept the nomination.  
You must be a current paid member in good standing to vote. Each member in good standing can vote once either by e-mail or in person at the 

Annual Meeting. If you cannot make the December 13 th Annual Meeting or if you would rather vote via e-mail, please send in your vote to our 
Election Committee Chairperson, 
Rich Voelker at smmugvote@voelk-
er.com.  Please title your e-mail, 
“SMMUG Nomination”. All e-
mailed nominations and votes must 
be in by 7:00 p.m. December 13, 
2021.   

If you have questions, please e-mail 
the SMMUG Board at info@sm-
mug.org or click on the “Contact Us” 
tab on our website, http://www.sm-
mug.org.  

December Meeting:  
• Extended Q & A, and Elections. 
• Presentation: How to get your vac-

cination card on to your iPhone.  

Door Prizes For The De-
cember Meeting: 
3 Backpacks - each contains: 
+ water bottle 
+ microfiber smart cloth 
+ hat pin 
+ non-slip grip pad 
+ notepad and pen 

Club News

http://www.smmug.org/
mailto:smmugvote@voelker.com
mailto:smmugvote@voelker.com
mailto:info@smmug.org
mailto:info@smmug.org
http://www.smmug.org.%A0
http://www.smmug.org.%A0
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several different standards for data. 
The problem is that USB-C has become a connector for distinctly different purposes and glancing at a port or cable rarely tells you enough to 

know what will happen when you plug in the cable. The USB-C connector is supported (but not required) by USB 3.1 and 3.2 and required by 
USB 4 (and Thunderbolt 3 and 4), even though until version 4 of each specification, they were distinct standards that intertwined. 

Plugging in a USB-C cable can raise all sorts of questions. Will you get the maximum speed between two devices? Will you get the wattage you 
need to power a computer or recharge a USB battery? Will nothing happen at all, with no clue as to why? There’s often no way to know, even if the 
cable’s long-ago-discarded packaging actually contained all those answers, because you have to know about the ports on both ends, too. 

Much of the confusion that we all face stems from the fact that all the action happens deep within the innards of a computer, mobile device, or 
peripheral.  Whatever data or power capabilities a USB-C port can offer over a cable to another device depend on the host or peripheral controller, a 
set of chips and power-management circuitry implementing USB, Thunderbolt, and other standards in hardware. A controller can range from a 
standalone module added to a motherboard to deep integration into a system-on-a-chip like Apple’s M1. 

The cable is the external mediator between two devices; it knows only about carrying data, not encoding or decoding it. The cable’s tips inform the 
devices on either end about what kinds of data it can carry from one end to the other. This relies on a tiny chip built into every USB-C plug. (Many 
other kinds of plugs, such as USB 3.1 Type-A and Lightning, also contain chips, which is one reason cables are more expensive than they used to be.) 
Controllers can transfer different standards over the same “line,” and they rely on cables to help them negotiate the best common method of speaking 
to each other. 

The trouble is that we often don’t know offhand the set of protocols each device speaks and, even if we do, we may be unsure if the cable will let 
them talk at the fastest rate—or in rare cases, at all. For instance, Apple still ships what it calls a USB-C Charge Cable—designed in the early days of 
USB-C—with several models of its laptops. It’s fully compatible with the USB-C specification and can carry power at up to 100 watts, yet it doesn’t 
support video and 
passes data at only 
480 Mbps (USB 
2.0)! A Thunderbolt 
3 cable from Apple 
can carry the same 
maximum power, 
plus video and 40 
Gbps of data for 
Thunderbolt 3 and 
10 Gbps for USB 
3.1. 

What we want is 
to look at a port and 
cable and know what 
t h e y d o . T h a t 
shouldn’t be so hard, 
but it apparently is, 
judging from a 
graphic released in 
late September 2021 
by the USB-IF 
showing new labeling for power-cabling standards. This simple chart revealed way too much about the profusion of confusion than the organiza-
tion could possibly have intended, along with the challenges past and present. 

Goodness gracious. Let me help sort out USB-C confusion: how we got here, where we’re at, and what to expect in the future. 

USB Seizes All 
USB Type-C, almost universally called USB-C for short, tried to solve multiple problems plaguing USB hardware connections for decades, as the 

USB data standard proceeded merrily along from 1.5 Mbps and 12 Mbps (1.0 and 1.1) to 480 Mbps (2.0) in one direction (less in the other) to 
symmetrical 5 Gbps data transfer (3.0). 

As you can see in the below chart, via Wikipedia, all connectors that came before USB-C had significant limitations surrounding what the con-
nector on the other end could be. Type-A was the closest match, but note Wikipedia’s “Proprietary, hazardous” label for a USB Type-A to Type-A 
cable, defined as “not inter-operable with USB-IF compliant equipment and possibly damaging to both devices when plugged in.” 

Continued from page 1

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Controller_(computing)
https://support.apple.com/en-au/HT210997
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20210930005098/en/USB-IF-Announces-New-Certified-USB-Type-C%C2%AE-Cable-Power-Rating-Logos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USB_hardware#Host_and_device_interface_receptacles
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A cable or adapter with Type-A on one end could have one of four other types of connectors on the other end before USB-C, but you can’t have a 

Type-A to Type-A cable. In contrast, USB-C works on both ends of a connection, and it supports five other plug types: Type-A and the four Type-B 
connectors. 

The USB-IF first introduced USB 3.1 in 2013, which bumped the top rate from 5 Gbps to 10 Gbps over Type-A, and paved the way for the in-
troduction in 2014 of the USB-C connector. The connector type premiered in a limited set of devices in 2015, including the now-discontinued 12-
inch MacBook, which sported only a USB 3.1 controller and required a USB 3.1 video adapter to attach an external display. 

It’s best to preface what comes next with these concise, wise words from Wikipedia: “The Type-C connector is common to several technologies 
while mandating only a few of them.” 

A USB-C connector initially worked only with USB 3.1, which came in Gen 1 and Gen 2 flavors, known respectively as SuperSpeed (5 Gbps) and 
SuperSpeed+ (10 Gbps). The 3.1 standard appeared shortly before USB-C, and its 5 Gbps and 10 Gbps rates didn’t require USB-C: they work over 
Type-A, Type-B, and Micro-B, as well as USB-C. 

In 2017, the USB-IF released a 3.2 specification that, with a USB 3.2 controller in a computer or mobile device, allows for 10 Gbps over USB-C 
and earlier connectors, and 20 Gbps only over USB-C. Dropping some of the earlier naming conventions, the trade group suggested catchy names 
like “SuperSpeed USB 5Gbps,” “SuperSpeed USB 10Gbps,” and “SuperSpeed USB 20 Gbps.” 

The group’s language usage guidelines note (helpfully?), “USB 3.2 is not USB Type-C, USB Standard-A, Micro-USB, or any other USB cable or 
connector.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USB-C
https://www.usb.org/sites/default/files/USB_3_2_Language_Product_and_Packaging_Guidelines_FINAL.pdf
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But wait, it quickly gets worse. 

USB and Thunderbolt Converge on 4 
Thunderbolt was also in the mix. Apple adopted Intel’s Thunderbolt standard early as the successor to FireWire, but Thunderbolt’s first two ver-

sions never gained widespread adoption. Reasons for this weak showing include USB being far more prevalent, USB 3.0 supporting 5 Gbps early 
enough, and Apple remaining the only monolithic computer maker that didn’t race to the bottom on pricing and commoditization. Purchasing 
higher-speed bus cards or particular PC or server computer configurations that support Thunderbolt might make sense to specific users or market 
segments, but not to the non-Mac industry as a whole. 

But Intel made a key move, likely in cooperation with Apple: along with doubling the data rate to 40 Gbps, Thunderbolt 3 would sport a USB-C 
connection, relying on something the USB-IF trade group calls Alternate Mode. Instead of carrying USB 3.1 or 3.2 data over USB-C, Alternate 
Mode allows the encapsulation of other standards. It’s a kind of a second language for USB: a USB 3 controller passing Thunderbolt 3 in Alternate 
Mode can talk to a native Thunderbolt 3 controller using a Thunderbolt 3-compatible cable. They don’t even have to know they’re speaking different 
languages. (Intel’s Thunderbolt 3 controllers also have backward compatibility with USB 3 and earlier versions, too, using a similar approach, but a 
Thunderbolt 3 cable remains a requirement.) 

There’s an Alternate Mode for DisplayPort and one for HDMI to pass video: that’s how the 12-inch MacBook could pass video over USB-C. 
Another enabled PCI Express for high-speed data transfer, enabling external GPUs for computers that support it, and a final one provided for 
Thunderbolt 3. 

One more thing: the USB-IF released USB 4 in 2019, and Intel released Thunderbolt 4 in 2020. USB 4 offers an optional implementation of 
Thunderbolt 3 inside the USB spec, while Thunderbolt 4 has a mandatory requirement for USB support through USB 4. A device that explicitly 
supports USB 4/Thunderbolt 4, like Apple’s 14-inch and 16-inch M1 Pro and M1 Max MacBook Pro models, can handle every flavor of Thund-
erbolt and every flavor of USB with nearly every existing cable and adapter. (USB 4 support for Thunderbolt 3 is optional for host controllers, but 
mandatory for USB 4 hubs, just to make things a little more confusing. However, I expect that major computer and device makers include either 
USB 4/Thunderbolt 3 or USB 4/Thunderbolt 4 for compatibility.) 

Thunderbolt 4 also requires all certified controllers to allow Thunderbolt hubs to add USB-C ports supporting up to 40 Gbps, external displays, 
and more via any Thunderbolt port on a computer. With Thunderbolt 3, hubs were optional, and some operating systems and computers ultimate-
ly allowed for them. You can plug a Thunderbolt hub into a device that supports it using Thunderbolt 3 (Apple added this in macOS 11.1 Big Sur 
for all Intel and M1 Macs) or Thunderbolt 4. Thunderbolt 4 also allows for display resolutions above 8K. 

USB 4 requires USB-C for all connections and a minimum 20 Gbps data throughput, though it can also support the full 40 Gbps of Thund-
erbolt 3 and 4. 

Cable length plays a role too. Thunderbolt 3 and 4 cables come in passive and active varieties: passive cables can carry 40 Gbps only up to 0.5 me-
ters and 20 Gbps up to 2 meters; active cables can carry 40 Gbps to the maximum 2 meters. USB 3 and 4 cables can carry 10 Gbps up to 2 meters 
and 20 Gbps at up to 1 meter, but the 40 Gbps flavor works only with cables no longer than 0.8 meters. 

(Don’t stress too much about those cable lengths unless you need the maximum throughput. It’s okay for a USB 4/Thunderbolt 4 controller to 
communicate at speeds below 20 Gbps or 40 Gbps with cables that are too long or aren’t designed for those speeds: these version 4 standards are 
backward compatible with USB 2.0 and Thunderbolt 1.) 

USB 4 also mandates support for Power Delivery. As the USB 3.2 guidelines drily noted, “USB 3.2 is not USB Power Delivery or USB Battery 
Charging.” Power Delivery? Battery Charging? These are two other USB standards that caused the USB-IF to arrive at the labeling chart that intro-
duced this article. 

I Have the Power 
Power over USB dates back to its earliest days, but wattage has typically been limited without the involvement of proprietary controllers and pro-

tocols. USB-C marked the first wide-scale availability of high-wattage cables that worked across many devices interoperably. The standard that allows 
this is called Power Delivery. 

USB-C cables that support Power Delivery 2.0 and 3.0 are supposed to be capable of passing at least 60 watts (3 amps at 20 volts) but can option-
ally be designed for 100 watts (5A at 20V). USB-C ports on hosts and peripherals can be designed to draw far less—as little as 7.5W (1.5A at 5V) or 
15W (3A at 5V). Power Delivery 3.1 added higher voltages alongside 5A, allowing up to 240W (5A at 48V). A 240W cable requires a new Extend-
ed Power Range (EPR) cable type. 

Despite the cable requirement, you may see cables for sale that seem to promise only up to 15W. Those might be 60W cables sold with devices 
that draw 15W of power, like the Belkin USB-C charger, or they may simply be out of compliance. 

Power Delivery 3.1 also enables fast charging, something that doesn’t yet have a trademark or particular label. Proprietary versions exist, including 
the one Apple added to the latest MacBook Pro models. Fast charging requires the 96W charger for a 14-inch MacBook Pro or the 140W charger 
that comes with all 16-inch MacBook Pro models. (The 14-inch MacBook Pro’s entry-level model comes with a 67W charger that buyers can up-
grade to 96W for $20.) 

https://eshop.macsales.com/blog/67935-big-sur-thunderbolt-devices/
https://www.belkin.com/my/chargers/wall/usb-c-home-charger-usb-c-to-usb-c-cable-usb-type-c/p/p-f7u008/
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With those chargers, macOS automatically charges over MagSafe 3 (both 14- and 16-inch MacBook Pro models) or USB 4 (14-inch only) at the 

highest available wattage, allowing a depleted Mac to add 50% of its battery’s charge in 30 minutes. Using a 67W charger with a 14-inch MacBook 
Pro or a USB 4 port with a 16-inch MacBook Pro limits charging to the “regular” speed, which is somewhat slower. (Also, all devices with lithium-
ion batteries throttle charging speeds above 80% to prevent overheating.) 

Finally, the USB Battery Charging spec enables a weirdly missing feature: a device plugged into a battery pack had no standard USB command it 
could issue that simply asked, “How much current can I draw?” Instead, different manufacturers came up with solutions that were not always com-
patible, limiting charging among certain devices. 

With all this talk about charging, you might wonder: can I fry my expensive device by plugging in the wrong cable? The answer should be no, and 
it almost always is. USB-C ports and connectors negotiate rates they all agree on. Previous USB-C and Power Delivery specs were designed to avoid 
passing more power than a device could accept, and the Battery Charging upgrade improves on that. (In the early days of USB-C, Google engineer 
Benson Leung used his spare time to test and document cables because he found many cheap ones were poorly made, some of which could even fry 
a computer or start smoking. Those days now seem long past.) 

Now let’s get on to the meat of this article. What cables do what? What can you achieve now? What will the future bring? 
What a Tangled Web We Weave 4.0 
Here’s a partial list of the possible data and power support you could find in a cable with USB-C connectors on both ends: 

• USB 3.2: up to 20 Gbps and 15W (not in compliance with standards!) 
• USB 3.2: up to 20 Gbps and 60W 
• USB 3.2: up to 20 Gbps and 100W 
• Thunderbolt 3, passive, less than 0.5m: up to 40 Gbps and 100W (power delivery) 
• Thunderbolt 3, passive, 1 to 2m: up to 20 Gbps and 100W (power delivery) 
• Thunderbolt 3, active, up to 2m: up to 40 Gbps and 100W (power delivery) 
• USB 4.0: up to 20 Gbps and 60W 
• USB 4.0: up to 20 Gbps and 100W 
• USB 4.0: up to 20 Gbps and 240W 
• USB 4.0/Thunderbolt 4: up to 40 Gbps and 60W 
• USB 4.0/Thunderbolt 4: up to 40 Gbps and 100W 
• USB 4.0/Thunderbolt 4: up to 40 Gbps and 240W 

If that’s not boggling enough, other, less common combinations are available, too; this list could be two, maybe three times longer. It also excludes 
proprietary cables, like Apple’s MagSafe 3 to USB-C cables. How can you tell all these USB-C cables apart? It depends on whether computer and 
other device makers, cable creators, and peripheral manufacturers have marked their parts, manuals, and cable heads correctly and in accordance with 
the various specs that they allege to conform to. 
• A USB 3.1 Gen 1 SuperSpeed port or cable should have an (unfortunately chosen) SS logo. 
• A USB 3.1 Gen 2 SuperSpeed+ cable should show an SS+ 
• USB 3.2 cables use the labels “SuperSpeed USB” or “SS” plus “5Gbps,” “10Gbps,” or “20Gbps.” 
• Thunderbolt cables should be labeled with the lightning bolt logo and a 3 or a 4. 
• USB 4 cables deprecate the SS and SuperSpeed logos, and should be marked using labels from the chart at the start of the article: “Certified” (op-

tional) plus “USB” along with “40Gbps” and “240W,” separately or together. 
• A 240W charger (not cable) will have the “Certified USB Charger 240W” logo, with no simpler alternative. 

I’ve collected some examples below, culled 
from photos across the Internet, that show a 
breadth of how and where cables are marked. 
Notably, Thunderbolt 3 cables that are marked 
appear fairly similar—unless you’re a type snob 
like me who notices the many different sans serif 
fonts used. 

These Thunderbolt 3 cables below are gener-
ally accurately marked: they sport both the 
Thunderbolt icon and the numeral 3. Most I 
found are like these, where the icon and number 
appear on both cable ends. However, none of 
these cables reveal whether they’re active or pas-
sive, or give any clue as to their supported 
wattage. 

https://www.theverge.com/2016/2/3/10905432/usb-c-cable-fries-google-engineers-computer
https://www.theverge.com/2016/2/3/10905432/usb-c-cable-fries-google-engineers-computer
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It’s easy enough to find Thunderbolt cables that are improperly marked or 

entirely unmarked. At least the Apple one (below left) and the generic one 
(below middle) have a lightning bolt—but no 3. So you know it’s almost 
certainly Thunderbolt 3. The StarTech.com cable may have markings on 
the other side, but all the photos for that cable show only the logo. 

USB 3.1 and 3.2 cables have their tips marked surprisingly well when 
they support 10 Gbps or faster flavors, though the numeral is tiny relative to 
the SS. And I don’t even have to channel my inner type snob 
to complain that the numerals are sometimes printed in 
light grey on black or even grey on a different shade of grey. 

Watt’s the Matter? Isn’t 20 Gbps Enough? 
All you hear regular users and techies talking about—and 

complaining about—is that the same simple connector can 
mean so many different things, and there’s little visual way to 
determine what’s possible by looking at a port or cable. 

Even when you can find the necessary logos and symbols, 
you have to look up the interactions between port and cable, 
data rates, and power. You might even need a magnifying 
lens to read printed markings on the length of a cable to 
determine amperage or wattage. 

How could the USB-IF improve on this, particularly in 
cooperation with Intel’s Thunderbolt group? The labeling I 
mocked at the outset is actually the right direction. With the 
convergence of USB and Thunderbolt on cross-compatible, 
backward-compatible standards, there may be a chance for clarity in the future. 

Ideally, the USB-IF would also propagate such labels backward, requiring manufacturers to print the maximum speed and wattage in legible let-
ters. It would also be great to see an agreement with Intel to require manufacturers to mark Thunderbolt cables with both the version number and 
either 20 Gbps (long and passive) or 40 Gbps (short and active). This is the strategy the Wi-Fi Alliance took up to reduce confusion with 802.11n, 
802.11ac, and 802.11ax, which were all “Wi-Fi”: they rebranded those as Wi-Fi 4, 5, and 6. 

In general practice, your best bet might be using old-fashioned sticky labels after purchasing a cable that fits your need or opening up a cable in-
cluded with a product. Try a label maker to put flags on your cables or use zip ties that have a place to write on with a permanent marker. Future 
cables may provide clearer direction, but given how many cables we all have kicking around, we’re still somewhat on our own. 

https://tidbits.com/2018/10/05/wi-fi-switches-from-obscure-protocol-names-to-simple-generation-numbers/
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/reviews/best-label-maker/
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Can’t wait for the next newsletter to see what the guys and gals at Joy of Tech are up to? Then simply go on over to their 
website and see past and current cartoons and other things

http://www.joyoftech.com/joyoftech/
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iOS, watchOS, & tvOS 
iOS 15.1.1 Prevents Dropped Calls on iPhone 12 and iPhone 13 

by JOSH CENTERS 
Apple has released iOS 15.1.1 to prevent dropped calls on iPhone 12 and iPhone 13 models. Or at least that’s 

how we interpret the release note “improves call drop performance,” which feels like a particularly tortuous way of 
talking around the problem. On an iPhone 13 Pro, it’s a 384.9 MB download in Settings > General > Software 
Update 

iOS 15.1.1 has no security entries and seems exclusively focused on the call-dropping problem. If you’ve had 
trouble with dropped calls on your iPhone 12 or iPhone 13, we recommend updating immediately. Otherwise, it’s 
worth waiting a few days to see if any unexpected problems crop up. 

Apple Announces Self Service Repair Program 
by ADAM ENGST 

Apple has announced the Self Service Repair program, which gives individual users who are comfortable with repairing electronic devices access 
to Apple parts, tools, and repair manuals. When it launches in early 2022 in the United States, Self Service Repair will focus on the most commonly 
repaired modules of the iPhone 12 and iPhone 13 lineups, including the display, battery, and camera. Apple says it will be rolling out support for M1-
based Macs, additional repair options, and availability in more countries throughout 2022. 

Apple sees the process following this path: 
1. The user reviews the repair manual for the product and part in question to make sure they’re comfortable performing the repair. 
2. Then the user places an order for the necessary parts and tools using the Apple Self Service Repair Online Store. 
3. After completing the repair, the user returns the used part for recycling and receives credit toward their purchase. 

While the Self Service Repair program was a surprise, The Verge’s Maddie Stone notes that the timing was likely related to a shareholder resolu-
tion that could have gone to the US Securities and Exchange Commission. Apple says the program has been in the works for longer and wouldn’t 
comment on whether shareholder pressure influenced the timing of the announcement. 

Regardless of how it came about, I applaud Apple for creating the Self Service Repair program. I hope not to need it personally, but if I do, I might 
give it a try since I’ve replaced batteries in older iPhones and done major surgery on 27-inch iMacs. Or I might not—replacing the battery in an 
iPhone 5 was nerve-wracking (see “Replace a Dying iPhone 5 Battery,” 5 March 2014). 

That said, I have some issues with how Apple is positioning Self Service Repair and what downstream effects it might have. It’s clear that Apple 
doesn’t want everyone thinking they can repair a broken iPhone screen: 

Self Service Repair is intended for individual technicians with the knowledge and experience to repair electronic devices. For the vast majority of 
customers, visiting a professional repair provider with certified technicians who use genuine Apple parts is the safest and most reliable way to get a 
repair. 

No one should dive into a repair they don’t think they can complete successfully, but I find the emphasis on safety somewhat disingenuous. Apple 
might mean that professional repair is safest “for your device,” which is very likely true, but it reads more like Apple continuing to spread fear, un-
certainty, and doubt about DIY repair under the veil of being concerned for the safety of its customers. Particularly with iPhones, it’s hard to imag-
ine serious injuries commonly stemming from repairs, especially if the person doing the repairs keeps parts out of their mouth—biting a lithium-ion 
battery is just plain stupid. It’s not like repairing CRT monitors, which harbor enough voltage to kill, at least in theory. Or not. 

I also suspect that Apple sees the Self Service Repair program as a way to head off other right-to-repair concerns and maintain as much control as 
possible. For instance, iFixit notes: 
• Apple’s repair software doesn’t allow replacing a dead part with a working one from another device, even though that would be less expensive and 

better for the environment than recycling the donor device. 
• An official repair program like this might help Apple justify further serialization of parts to ensure that it remains the only parts supplier, with the 

associated ability to keep prices high. 
• Controlling the parts marketplace also gives Apple the power to determine when a device becomes obsolete—if you can only use genuine Apple 

parts and Apple no longer makes them, repair becomes impossible. 
But again, there’s no question that the entire Apple ecosystem is better off with the Self Service Repair program than without it. Right-to-repair 

advocates like Kyle Wiens of iFixit and Nathan Proctor of USPIRG are generally positive about the move and hope that it encourages other manu-
facturers, but they’re also realistic that there’s a lot more to be done. 

https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT201222
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2021/11/apple-announces-self-service-repair/
https://www.theverge.com/2021/11/17/22787336/apple-right-to-repair-self-service-diy-reason-microsoft
https://www.theverge.com/2021/11/17/22787336/apple-right-to-repair-self-service-diy-reason-microsoft
https://tidbits.com/2014/03/05/replace-a-dying-iphone-5-battery/
https://appleinsider.com/articles/19/04/30/apple-plays-consumer-safety-card-in-right-to-repair-fight
https://appleinsider.com/articles/19/04/30/apple-plays-consumer-safety-card-in-right-to-repair-fight
https://appleinsider.com/articles/18/01/23/man-causes-explosion-in-chinese-electronics-store-by-biting-replacement-iphone-battery
https://appleinsider.com/articles/18/01/23/man-causes-explosion-in-chinese-electronics-store-by-biting-replacement-iphone-battery
https://www.peachpit.com/articles/article.aspx?p=759704&seqNum=2
https://www.dribin.org/dave/blog/archives/2003/12/29/amps_vs_volts/
http://forum.arcadecontrols.com/index.php?topic=104387.0
https://lowendmac.com/2007/the-truth-about-crts-and-shock-danger/
https://www.ifixit.com/News/55370/apple-diy-repair-program-parts-tools-guides-software
https://twitter.com/kwiens/status/1461001896248819715
https://twitter.com/nproctor/status/1461001523840888838
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Weather in iOS 15 Gains Precipitation Notifications (But Do They Work Reliably?) 

by ADAM ENGST  
Nearly two years ago, Apple bought the hyperlocal weather company Dark Sky (see “Apple Acquires Dark Sky Weather Service and App,” 31 

March 2020). Unsurprisingly, Apple shut down Dark Sky’s Android and Wear OS apps on 1 August 2020, providing a full refund to subscribers, 
and it also shut down forecasts, maps, and embeds on the Dark Sky website on that date. In our coverage, we noted: 

However, the Dark Sky iOS app will remain available to purchase and continue to work, at least until Apple builds its functionality 
into iOS. 

Perhaps due to the acquisition happening right at the start of the 
pandemic, Dark Sky features were slow to reach Apple’s bundled 
Weather app. iOS 14 added a next-hour precipitation chart, gov-
ernment alerts of severe weather, and the chance of precipitation in 
the multi-day weather forecast. But as any Dark Sky user knows, 
such features barely scratch the surface of what Dark Sky could do, 
with an animated radar view that could peer into the future, hyper-
local precipitation notifications, and other notifications that provid-
ed a daily summary, umbrella and sunscreen reminders, and more. 
iOS 14’s Weather wasn’t bad, but it didn’t match up to Dark Sky. 

With iOS 15, Apple redesigned Weather significantly. If you have 
an iPhone with an A12 Bionic or later, Weather’s animated back-
grounds now boast thousands of variations that more accurately 
represent the sun position, clouds, and precipitation. Snazzy, but I’m 
once again put in mind of that cheeky checkbox in Eudora from 
many years ago: “Waste CPU cycles drawing trendy 3D junk.” 

More functionally, Weather now provides animated weather 
maps, a better 10-day forecast, and tiles of weather data that can be 
extremely helpful, like rainfall in the next 24 hours (several of us 
have experienced significant flooding this year). The maps are wel-
come, but Dark Sky guesses where weather systems will go either 1 
hour (zoomed in) or 5 days (zoomed out) into the future, whereas 
Weather looks only 1 hour or 12 hours into the future, depending 
on zoom level. Sure, that 5-day look-ahead wasn’t guaranteed, but it 
gave you a sense of how weather sys-
tems were moving toward you. 

But there was one more promised 
feature from Dark Sky in the iOS 15 
version of Weather: next-hour precipi-
tation notifications. These notifica-
tions were Dark Sky’s killer feature, as 
I realized the first few times it alerted 
me to imminent rain while we were at 
a picnic or festival (see “Dark Sky 5 
Offers Hyperlocal Weather Fore-
casts for iOS,” 7 August 2015). So 
even though Josh lured me over to 
using the “crazy-powerful” CARROT 
Weather (which is both crazy and 
powerful; see his “CARROT Weather 
Predicts Cloudy with a Chance of 
Snark,” 22 January 2018), I’ve been 
curious to see how Apple would en-
hance Weather with Dark Sky’s capa-
bilities. After all, most people who 
aren’t as weather-involved as I am are 

The Weather app in iOS 14

The Weather app in iOS 15

https://tidbits.com/2020/03/31/apple-acquires-dark-sky-weather-service-and-app/
https://blog.darksky.net/dark-sky-has-a-new-home/
https://apps.apple.com/app/apple-store/id517329357
https://tidbits.com/search/waste%20cycles%20drawing
https://tidbits.com/2015/08/07/dark-sky-5-offers-hyperlocal-weather-forecasts-for-ios/
https://tidbits.com/2015/08/07/dark-sky-5-offers-hyperlocal-weather-forecasts-for-ios/
https://tidbits.com/2015/08/07/dark-sky-5-offers-hyperlocal-weather-forecasts-for-ios/
https://tidbits.com/2015/08/07/dark-sky-5-offers-hyperlocal-weather-forecasts-for-ios/
https://www.meetcarrot.com/weather/
https://www.meetcarrot.com/weather/
https://tidbits.com/2018/01/22/carrot-weather-predicts-cloudy-with-a-chance-of-snark/
https://tidbits.com/2018/01/22/carrot-weather-predicts-cloudy-with-a-chance-of-snark/
https://tidbits.com/2018/01/22/carrot-weather-predicts-cloudy-with-a-chance-of-snark/


12
happy to rely on 
Weather, and surely 
they’d appreciate next-
hour precipitation 
notifications. 

Turning them on is 
a little involved. As-
s u m i n g y o u ’ v e 
launched Weather at 
least once and agreed it 
could send you notifi-
cations, start in Set-
tings > Weather, which 
is a new option, clever-
ly hidden between 
Stocks and Translate, 
since Apple still refuses 
to alphabetize—see 
“Bad Apple #2: Al-
phabetize Settings in 
iOS” (21 February 
2018). Make sure that 
Weather can access 
your location at all times, that notifications are enabled, and that they’re enabled for the locations you want within the Weather app itself. (Tap 
Weather Notification Settings to access the in-app settings; you can also tap the ••• button in the Locations list.) 

But here’s the thing. Weather’s notifications don’t work for me, for Tonya, and for at least some people on TidBITS Talk. By “don’t work,” I 
mean that they don’t reliably appear when it’s obvious that precipitation is starting or stopping outside, nor do they match notifications from other 
weather apps like Dark Sky and CARROT Weather (which I configured to use Dark Sky as its weather source). They seem random. If you can’t 
depend on a weather app’s precipitation notifications to match reality, at least within some reasonable level of interpretation, there’s no point in using 
it. 

In that TidBITS Talk discussion, Richard Tench reported initially 
that Weather’s notifications seemed to be working. But then, a few 
days later, his hometown of Burnaby, British Columbia, experienced 
such heavy rain that roads flooded. Weather’s one notification for 
him for Monday, when the area received 1.88 inches (47.8 mm) of 
precipitation, was “Light Rain Soon. Expected to start at your loca-
tion at 8:29 AM.” Since my son Tristan also coincidentally lives in 
Burnaby, it’s one of my locations in Weather. All I received for 
Burnaby was one notification on Sunday and nothing on Monday, 
as you can see below. 

Several other reliable sources reported that Weather’s notifications 
seem to be working fine for them, including in Chicago, another of 
the locations I had added to my list and for which I haven’t received 
many notifications. I can’t say for sure that there’s a discrepancy with 
Chicago notifications, but I’ve received so few that it seems suspi-
cious. 

Do Weather’s notifications seem to match reality for you? And if 
you have Dark Sky, are you seeing Weather provide the same notifi-
cations as Dark Sky? Perhaps things will improve in iOS 15.2, but it 
seems odd that the developers of Dark Sky, which has provided 
accurate precipitation notifications for many years, would have 
trouble with something so basic. 

Alternatively, perhaps that’s why the Dark Sky app remains for sale at $3.99 and has even received three bug fix updates since Apple’s acquisition. 

https://tidbits.com/2018/02/21/bad-apple-2-alphabetize-settings-in-ios/
https://tidbits.com/2018/02/21/bad-apple-2-alphabetize-settings-in-ios/
https://tidbits.com/2018/02/21/bad-apple-2-alphabetize-settings-in-ios/
https://talk.tidbits.com/t/next-hour-precipitation-notifications-from-apples-weather-app/17239?u=ace
https://www.burnabynow.com/highlights/webcams-show-massive-flooding-mudslides-on-several-bc-highways-photos-4764417
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New FaceTime Features: Links, Grids, and a Web App 

by JOSH CENTERS 
We recently explored FaceTime’s flashiest new features (see “How to Use FaceTime Screen Sharing and SharePlay,” 8 November 2021). Now 

it’s time to take a look at a few practical new features that make FaceTime much more useful in iOS 15, iPadOS 15, and macOS 12 Monterey. 
FaceTime Links 
Previously, FaceTime worked just like a traditional phone call, which was intuitive but made FaceTime calls difficult to schedule and manage. After 

Zoom exploded in popularity during the early days of the pandemic, it became obvious that the capability to create a link to an upcoming video 
conference was indispensable. It took Apple long enough, but the company has finally copied that feature. Advantages to FaceTime links include: 
• You can share a link via an email list or post it in a shared location, like a Web-based discussion board, making it easy to invite an arbitrary group 

of people. 
• If you’re dropped from a call for any reason, you can rejoin easily by following the link again. 
• The link makes it easy for people to drop in and out of a call as needed, based on their schedule or if they’re switching between devices. 

Links may be the best new feature of FaceTime because they make scheduling calls and swapping devices so much easier. You no longer have to 
call back in and hope it works; you just use a link to return to the call. 

Create FaceTime Links in FaceTime 
The Create Link button is impossible to miss in the FaceTime app in iOS 15, iPadOS 15, and macOS 12 Monterey—it’s right there on the main 

screen. Tap it in iOS or iPadOS to reveal a share sheet, from which you can share or copy the link. Click it in macOS to reveal a menu with similar 
options. 

In iOS and 
iPadOS, you can 
name the link 
when you create 
it; that doesn’t 
seem to be possi-
ble in Monterey. 
In iOS and iPa-
dOS, tap Add 
Name near the 
top of the share 
sheet to give the 
call a unique name. 

Whenever you share or copy that link, the link is registered in FaceTime and appears under 
Upcoming either on the main screen or sidebar, depending on the platform. Tap the call to join it 
or click or tap the “i” button to see options to re-share or delete the link. 

What recipients see depends on their platform. If you share the FaceTime link over iMessage 
to someone running iOS 15, iPadOS 15, or Monterey, it will show up for them in the Messages 
conversation and appear under Upcoming in FaceTime. Either way, they’ll see a Join button they 

can tap or click to join the call. 
If you share the FaceTime link with some-
one on an older Apple operating system or a 
non-Apple operating system, it will appear 
as a normal Web link. When they click or 
tap the link, it will open FaceTime in the 
current Web browser, which we’ll discuss below. 
   As with Zoom and other platforms, when you follow a FaceTime link, you’re first taken to a 
preview window that gives you an opportunity to tweak your camera and microphone settings. 
When you’re ready to join the call, hit the Join button. Once you do that, the person who origi-
nated the call must approve your request to join. 

Create FaceTime Links in Calendar 
You can also create FaceTime links in the Calendar app. When creating an event, tap the second field down, labeled Location or Video Call (below 

left). Tap FaceTime (below center). Tap Add when you’re finished setting up the calendar event. The process is essentially the same in the Calendar 
app in Monterey. When you open the event on a compatible operating system, you’ll see a Join button (below right). On other operating systems, 

https://tidbits.com/2021/11/08/how-to-use-shareplay/
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you’ll see a link that 
will open a Web in-
stance of FaceTime. 

Once you’ve creat-
ed the link, you can 
join it at any time, 
regardless of when the 
meeting is scheduled. 
If you’re the recipient 
of the link, you can 
also join at any time, 
but nothing will hap-
pen unless the origi-
nator is in the call 
already to let you in. 

Putting FaceTime 
links into calendar 
events is a good way 
to ensure you can join 
from whatever device 
you’re using. If you’re 
working with a shared 
calendar, it also en-
sures that anyone else 
with access to that calendar can easily join the call. 

Microphone Modes 
Users on an iPhone or iPad with an A12 Bionic 

or later (including the M1 chip) have access to a 
couple of new machine learning-powered micro-
phone modes that tweak your outgoing sound: 
• Voice Isolation: Zeroes in on your voice and 

tries to block outside sounds, like children 
yelling, dogs barking, and lawnmowers running. 
It’s ideal for most FaceTime calls. 

• Wide Spectrum: Brings in all sounds to your 
call. It’s intended for things like remote music 
lessons, where all the ambient sound is impor-
tant. 
Of course, there’s also the Standard microphone 

mode, which doesn’t apply any machine learning 
to the audio. 

To switch between these modes in iOS and iPa-
dOS, open Control Center, which should have a 
Mic Mode button at the top. Tap it to choose a 
mode. 

The interface to switch between mic modes 
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works exactly the same in Monterey’s Control Center, but the feature is available only if you’re using an M1-based Mac. 

Video Effects 
Notice that Video Effects button in the screenshots above? Portrait mode from the Camera app is now available in FaceTime (and we wonder 

what other effects might appear in the future). As in the Camera app, Portrait mode applies a bokeh effect, keeping your face in focus while blurring 
the background. It’s a far cry from Zoom’s customizable and immersive backgrounds, but it helps blur the clutter behind you. And as with mic 
modes, Portrait mode requires an A12 Bionic, M1, or greater on an iPhone or iPad, or an M1-based Mac. 

In iOS and iPadOS, there are two ways to activate Portrait mode: 
• Open Control Center, tap Video Effects (below left), and tap Portrait (below center). 
• Tap the screen to reveal the FaceTime controls, and then tap the Portrait mode button at the bottom (below right). 

 
Portrait Mode can blur the junk in your office. 

In Monterey, the same two approaches work. You can turn Portrait mode on in Control Center by clicking Video Effects, or you can click a tiny 
Portrait mode button on your thumbnail in the lower-right corner. 

 

Grid View 
Are you tired of video windows moving around the screen when you’re in a Group FaceTime call? Why can’t FaceTime simply display those win-

dows in a grid and highlight the person who is speaking, like every other video conferencing app? At long last, it’s possible if there are four or more 
video participants in the call. Once you’ve enabled it for one call, it remains on for subsequent calls unless you turn it off. 

Once four or more participants are in a call, a Grid button appears in the FaceTime controls. In macOS, there’s an always-visible Grid button in 
the upper-right corner. 
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FaceTime on the Web 

In what may be its most important new feature, FaceTime finally works across platforms. If someone on an older Apple operating system or a 
non-Apple operating system clicks a FaceTime link, it opens the FaceTime Web app in their default browser. Apple says that FaceTime works in 
Google Chrome on Android or Windows, and I found that it also works in the Chrome-based Brave. It does not work in Firefox. 

Apple says nothing about Linux support, but we found that it functioned flawlessly on my 2011 Lenovo ThinkPad T420. That’s despite decade-
old hardware and an outdated version of Brave—most impressive! 

Agen (center) was impressed that my old ThinkPad could handle FaceTime. 
FaceTime on the Web works pretty much as it does on a Mac, iPhone, or iPad. You don’t get the fancier features like mic modes or Portrait mode, 

but Grid View is an option if there are four or more participants. You can click the ellipsis button in the FaceTime controls to change camera and 
microphone settings. 

Unsurprisingly, FaceTime’s Web app has some limitations: 
• You can’t use the Web app to initiate FaceTime calls, only to join those created on an Apple device. 
• If you tap the chat bubble button in the FaceTime app to enter a Messages conversation with others in the call, those using the Web client will not 

be included. 
In short, Apple is happy to let non-Apple users participate in calls created by Apple customers, but it isn’t interested in providing free services to 

those who haven’t bought Apple devices. 

ExtraBITS 
First Impressions of the Third-Generation AirPods — Josh Centers and Julio Ojeda-Zapata team up to give you their first impressions of Apple’s 
third-generation AirPods 

Beats Fit Pro Are Good Alternatives to Third-Generation AirPods — A week after the release of the third-generation AirPods, Apple subsidiary 
Beats By Dre unveiled Fit Pro earbuds that offer a compelling alternative thanks to a more secure fit, H1 chip, and active noise cancellation. 

Disk Utility in macOS 12 Monterey Manages APFS Snapshots — Howard Oakley of The Eclectic Light Company blog shows that Disk Utility 
in Monterey now lets you view and work with APFS snapshots. 

Getting Sharper Text on M1-based Macs with 1440p Displays — If you’ve wanted to enable HiDPI scaling for sharper text on a 1440p display 
connected to an M1-based Mac, you’ve been out of luck… until now. The open source BetterDummy helps you take full advantage of 1440p ex-
ternal screens. 

https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT212619
https://brave.com/
https://tidbits.com/2021/11/14/third-generation-airpods-impressions/
https://tidbits.com/2021/11/14/beats-fit-pro/
https://tidbits.com/2021/11/11/disk-utility-in-macos-12-monterey-manages-apfs-snapshots/
https://tidbits.com/?s=Getting+Sharper+Text+on+M1-based+Macs+with+1440p+Displays
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Custom Mouse Pointers Blamed for Monterey Memory Leak 
by JOSH CENTERS  

Many users of macOS 12 Monterey are reporting massive memory leaks, as high as 70 GB or more, which causes Macs to run out of memory 
entirely and require a restart. At his Eclectic Light Company blog, Howard Oakley writes that Mozilla has traced the issue to the custom pointer 
options in Monterey. Mozilla recommends using a standard pointer size and colors until Apple resolves the bug. 

Wait, you didn’t know that Monterey offered options for customizing the pointer size and colors? You’re excused—it’s a little feature hidden away 
in System Preferences > Accessibility > Display > Pointer that we 
just heard about recently too. Once it’s working properly, though, it 
might be a boon for anyone who has trouble finding the tiny black 
cursor on a large screen Mac. 

If you have customized the pointer and are suffering from mem-
ory leaks, set the pointer size to Normal and click the Reset button 
to change the pointer outline and fill colors back to the default. 

On 9to5Mac, Ben Lovejoy argues that the custom pointers 
aren’t the sole cause of memory leaks, although he says resetting the 
pointer is worth trying. However, Howard Oakley points out that 
this leak is associated with any pointer change—such as from the 
arrow to the text insertion bar—so any app with frequent pointer 
changes, like a Web browser, will suffer from this issue. 

For right now, resetting your pointer is the only possible fix apart 
from frequent restarts. If you haven’t played with this feature yet, 
we strongly recommend waiting until Apple releases a fix. 

LittleBITS: TidBITS Formatting Bug, Ransomware Protections, More OCR in Images 
by ADAM ENGST  

I’ve recently been trying to track down a curious for-
matting problem in TidBITS issues and could use your 
help. This installment of LittleBITS also gives me a 
chance to explain why I haven’t written more about 
ransomware (while sharing two useful tools for protect-
ing against it if you are worried) and loop back to an 
article I wrote about utilities that go beyond Live Text in 
offering OCR for text in images. 

Have You Seen the One-Character Col-
umn Bug? 

Here’s a quirky bug. Now and then, we get a report 
from a reader whose TidBITS issue has an entire article 
formatted as a column of text that’s a single character 
wide. I could tell what happened in at least two cases, 
but I’m utterly stumped as to what might be causing it. 
The problem doesn’t appear to originate on our end. 

In one report where the reader forwarded the badly 
formatted issue to us, the problem stemmed from CSS 
corruption. The CSS styling for TidBITS email issues 
uses style="padding: 0.25em" repeatedly, but in one 
munged article, that had been changed to style="padding:25em". In other words, the characters : 0. were deleted for that article, turning 0.25em into 

Macs & macOS

https://eclecticlight.co/2021/11/15/montereys-memory-leak-and-how-to-avoid-it/
https://bugzilla.mozilla.org/show_bug.cgi?id=1735345
https://9to5mac.com/2021/11/15/monterey-app-memory-leak-solution-suggestion/#more-769106


18
25em and transforming a slight indent into a massive one. In another example, just the period was deleted, resulting in style="padding: 025em", 
which was also interpreted as 25em. In both cases, I confirmed that everything was correct in the version I received. 

How could such a thing happen? If it were a one-off problem, I’d chalk it up to a communications error somewhere along the way. But we’ve had 
several reports of it in the last two weeks from different people. One of them said he’d seen it before as well, each time in macOS 10.13 High Sierra 
and its version of Mail. Another said he saw the same problem with the issue on his iPhone and iPad. It’s hard to imagine a Mail bug affecting so few 
people, but it’s similarly difficult to imagine cosmic rays zapping that particular CSS attribute more than once. 

If you’ve seen this problem, please forward me a corrupted issue and let me know what operating system versions you use, if you rely on Mail or 
another email client, and who your email service provider is so we can do some tech sleuthing together. Thanks! 

RansomWhere and Retrospect Protect against Ransomware 
There have been a bunch of high-profile ransomware attacks in 2021, most notably Colonial Pipeline. I have long been thinking about writing 

more about the trend but couldn’t motivate myself to do a big article for two reasons. First, although ransomware isn’t unknown on the Mac, it’s not 
a real-world threat to Mac users at this point, with most examples being incomplete or badly coded. It’s easy to say that ransomware attacks 
could escalate on the Mac (and many publications do) because there’s nowhere to go but up, but I don’t like to encourage paranoia. Second, most 
ransomware attacks have targeted businesses, not the individuals who comprise the bulk of the TidBITS audience. In other words, why write much 
of anything in TidBITS about issues important primarily to Windows enterprise users? That said, two Mac apps are doing interesting things in this 
area. 

First is Patrick Wardle’s free RansomWhere, which takes a mathematical approach to thwart possible future instances of Mac-specific ransomware. 
Most ransomware works by encrypting your files silently in the background and then demanding that you pay up sometime later. In an effort to 
detect such behavior, RansomWhere monitors for untrusted processes that start quickly creating files that appear to be encrypted. When it detects 
one, it displays a dialog and lets you terminate the offending process or allow it to continue if it’s a false alarm. Since I installed it in May 2021, it has 
flagged some concerning processes, but all were clearly legitimate when I looked at the names and paths reported: Adobe Acrobat, Adobe Creative 
Cloud, Adobe Reader, Backblaze, Google Chrome, Microsoft Edge, and SuperDuper. RansomWhere is sufficiently unobtrusive that I’m happy to 
keep it running, even knowing that future Mac ransomware could explicitly avoid its checks. 

 
Second is the long-standing Retrospect backup app. Backups are the solution to many problems, and ransomware is one of them—if you fall prey 

to a ransomware attack but can just restore from backup, you won’t need to pay up. To block that approach, ransomware works silently in the back-
ground for quite some time to ensure that your backups are full of useless encrypted data. It also often attacks backups directly to prevent restoration. 

To protect its backed-up data, Retrospect 18 added support for a cloud storage feature called Cloud Object Lock, informally known as im-
mutable storage. It replicates a type of physical storage called WORM (write once read many)—think CD-R and DVD-R drives. With Cloud Ob-
ject Lock enabled for Retrospect backups on a compatible cloud storage provider (Amazon S3, Backblaze B2, Google Cloud Storage, Microsoft 

mailto:ace@tidbits.com
https://www.blackfog.com/the-state-of-ransomware-in-2021/
https://www.macworld.co.uk/how-to/ransomware-3659100/
https://www.macworld.co.uk/how-to/ransomware-3659100/
https://www.avg.com/en/signal/mac-ransomware-remove-protect
https://objective-see.com/products/ransomwhere.html
https://www.retrospect.com/en/products/mac/desktop
https://www.retrospect.com/ransomware
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Write_once_read_many
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Azure Blob Storage, MinIO, and Wasabi), you can set a retention policy that specifies for how long a particular backup is locked against changes by 
any user, including ransomware that may have acquired root-level privileges. Even if ransomware does encrypt your working data and renders back-
ups from that point on useless, the historical backups cannot be deleted, overwritten, or corrupted in any way. 

More Text in Image Recognition Utilities 
A few months ago, I wrote “Work with Text in Images with TextSniper and Photos Search” (23 August 2021) about a couple of apps that 

played in the space that was soon to be occupied by Apple’s Live Text feature (which we later covered in “Digitize Any Text with Live Text in iOS 15 
and iPadOS 15,” 4 October 2021). TextSniper lets you copy text from images on the Mac, and Photos Search enables you to search for text detected 
in photos in iOS, iPadOS, and macOS. What I hadn’t internalized when I wrote that article is what Bob Stern noted in the comments—that these 
features were due to Apple making its OCR engine available to developers last year in the Text Recognition part of the Vision framework. Thanks to 
that support, quite a few other apps have added OCR features, including these: 
• LiveScan: This Mac and iOS app from Gentleman Coders, the company behind the RAW Power photo editing utility for RAW images, lets you 

capture text from anywhere on your screen, much like TextSniper. It comes with 14 actions, and you can add plug-ins for custom workflows. It’s 
$9.99 for lifetime access, or you can subscribe for $0.99 per month or $5.99 per year. As with TextSniper, the big win with LiveScan is being able 
to capture text from any app at any time, such as with slides in videoconferencing. And, of course, it runs in macOS 11 Big Sur, whereas Live Text 
is limited to macOS 12 Monterey. 

• Orga: As you’d expect from its inclusion in this list, the free Orga can identify text in images for copying and pasting, and it lets you search for text 
in images. However, it’s more generally billed as a “private photo vault” because its AI image recognition goes beyond text to nudity, letting users 
employ “customizable nudity detection sensitivity” when scrubbing NSFW images from the Photos app and moving them into Orga. Orga may 
be fully encrypted and password-protected, but I’d still suggest that public figures refrain from engaging in career-limiting photographic predilec-
tions. 

• CleanShot X: While TextSniper and LiveScan are focused on text identification, CleanShot X is a powerful tool for capturing screenshots and 
videos that recently added text capture as well. Just invoke it, drag a rectangle around the text, and CleanShot X copies it to the clipboard. I’m em-
barrassed that I failed to notice this feature earlier since CleanShot X is my preferred screenshot utility these days, thanks to its plethora of options 
and annotation capabilities. It’s $29 and is also available in Setapp. 

• Nisus Writer Pro: One thing I miss about writing and editing Take Control books is the opportunity to use the feature-laden Nisus Writer Pro 
word processor. To make it even more powerful, an update last year added the capability to perform OCR on imported images. It works much 
like the other utilities, and it’s particularly convenient to clean up the captured text right in Nisus Writer Pro, with its full-featured PowerFind Pro 
regular expression searches. 

• TextBuddy: Speaking of cleaning up text, if you’re intimidated by regular expressions in Nisus Writer Pro or BBEdit, the TextBuddy utility encap-
sulates over 100 common text-manipulation actions. Alongside those actions is the capability to extract text from images or capture text in the 
viewfinder of your iPhone’s camera. More unusual is a feature that detects text content in audio files—it has to “play” the file internally, so it’s not 
quick, but it 
might be a good 
way to get started 
on a transcript 
without subscrib-
ing to the impres-
sive but pricey 
Otter.ai. Text-
Buddy is free but 
has optional li-
censes. 
That’s it for this 

week, and I’ll keep 
collecting little bits 
worth sharing.

https://tidbits.com/2021/08/23/work-with-text-in-images-with-textsniper-and-photos-search/
https://tidbits.com/2021/10/04/digitize-any-text-with-live-text-in-ios-15-and-ipados-15/
https://tidbits.com/2021/10/04/digitize-any-text-with-live-text-in-ios-15-and-ipados-15/
https://talk.tidbits.com/t/work-with-text-in-images-with-textsniper-and-photos-search/16435/11?u=ace
https://developer.apple.com/documentation/vision/recognizing_text_in_images
https://www.gentlemencoders.com/livescan/
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/find-text-in-pic-orga-vault/id1305287901
https://cleanshot.com/
https://setapp.com/apps/cleanshot
https://www.nisus.com/pro/
https://nisus.com/blogs/extract-text-from-images/
https://textbuddy.app/
https://otter.ai/
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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

