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Introduction

“The highest-performing people 1 know are those who have installed the best
tricks in their lives.”—David Allen, productivity quru '’

Contrary to the popular misuse of the term to denote a computer criminal, a
hacker is someone who solves a problem in a clever or non-obvious way. A
lifehacker uses workarounds and shortcuts to overcome everyday difficulties
of the modern worker: an interrupt-driven existence of too much to do and too
many distractions to keep you from doing it. (Ding! You have 24 unread mes-
sages!)

On a typical day at work your inbox and RSS reader are overflowing with
unread items. You've got so many browser tabs open you can’t make out the
page titles. You can’t remember where you saved the latest version of that pre-
sentation you were working on last night at home. The second you log onto
IM, your project manager messages you: “Got a minute?”

Information, interruptions, and distractions are aplenty but your attention
is scarce, life’s short, and you need the right information now. How do you
know what to concentrate on next? When you decide, will you be able to focus
long enough to get anywhere with it? Life hacks are concrete ways you can fil-
ter out the noise and get to the signal.

History

In 2004, tech journalist Danny O’Brien interviewed several people he called
“over-prolific alpha geeks”—skilled and highly productive technologists
whose continuous output seemed unaffected by the constant disruptions
of modern technology. O’Brien hoped to identify patterns in the way these
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productive techies managed their work processes. Commonalities did emerge,
and the term life hacks was born.”

The so-called alpha geeks had developed secret systems and tricks for get-
ting through their daily drudgery. They used simple, flexible tools such as text
files, email, and Unix command line scripts, and avoided bloated, complex
software. They imposed their own structures on their information, and set up
mechanisms that filtered and pushed the data they needed in front of their
eyes at the right time automatically.

The life hacks concept resonated with geeks across the Internet, including
the one typing these words. A movement was born. In January of 2005, I began
writing Lifehacker.com, a daily weblog devoted to life hacks. Almost two
years later, I have the privilege of sharing the best life hacks that came out of
that work with you in these pages.

Why Lifehacker?

My obsession with time-saving computer tricks developed through years
computer programming. A programmer builds software that automates tasks
to free up humans. A life hack reprograms your personal workflow to save you
time and effort. A life hack uses technology in creative, imaginative, and unex-
pected ways.

The computers that hum away under our desks at home and at the office are
incredibly powerful appliances, whose advanced capabilities go untapped by
most. Personal computing is richer and more exciting than ever, but it takes
insider knowledge and a willingness to go beyond the default settings to truly
use it to your advantage.

This book will show you how.

Characteristics of a Lifehacker

In a spirit of playful curiosity, lifehackers love to discover and design new
ways to get things done. When it comes to tech, lifehackers are the ultimate
optimists: where there’s a will, there’s a way. Lifehackers excel at finding that
needle in the haystack that is the web. Lifehackers are addicted to the “Ah-
HA!” moments in life. Lifehackers go to great lengths to avoid tedious, mun-
dane work: they’d rather spend 2 hours and 59 minutes automating a 3-hour
job than doing it manually.

Lifehackers expect to access their data from any Internet-connected device.
Lifehackers keep their hands on the keyboard because mousing is inherently
inefficient. Lifehackers get lost in their work and have to be reminded when
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it’s lunchtime. Lifehackers live and work on their computers, so their hard dri-
ves are their outboard brain.

Lifehackers use creative problem solving to work smart and get more done
with less effort.

Who This Book Is For

This book is a self-help guide for the over-wired and the overwhelmed. Any-
one from the technically savvy to the attention-challenged will find something
useful in its pages. Seasoned Web surfers, knowledge workers, freelancers,
early adopters, aspiring and accomplished geeks, programmers, tweakers,
modders, and do-it-yourselfers will want to read this book. Anyone who has
inadvertently burned three hours surfing the Web for no discernable reason,
anyone who's been buried under a stack of unread email messages, anyone
who’s frustrated by disorder and wants to apply systematic structure in his life
will find this book useful.

How to Use This Book

This book is divided into 10 chapters. Each describes a principle of the life-
hacker and presents a number of hacks that accomplish that goal one way or
another. There’s something here for beginners as well as the more tech-savvy
reader, but not every solution will work for everyone. Each hack has its diffi-
culty level, platform, and cost listed at the top. As much as possible, I chose to
use platform-agnostic software that’s free or modestly priced.

Most of the hacks are hands-on software tutorials, so read this book near
your computer to try them out as you go. Pick and choose the tricks that fit you
best, and work them into your day.

You want to be one of those high performers with the best tricks installed in
your life. You can be. You have the tools, you have the desire to find out more,
and now you have the handbook.

Companion Web Site

The author has established a companion web site for this book: http://
lifehackerbook.com. There she provides updates, links, references, and
additional tips and tools regarding the hacks in the book. Additionally, you
can append the chapter number to the URL (http://1lifehackerbook
.com/ch3, for example) to go directly to a specific chapter’s updates.
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Free Up Mental RAM

Your mind is a powerful computer. But sometimes it works against you instead
of with you. Your brain makes complex decisions and stores years” worth of
information, yet there’s one thing it doesn’t do well: think of what you need
when you need it.

When you're walking past the dairy section at the grocery store, you don’t
realize you've only got a day’s worth of milk left in the fridge at home. When
do you remember the milk? When you're standing in the kitchen with a box of
cereal in your hand.

Short-term memory is a lot like RAM, the temporary memory on a personal
computer. It's where you keep all the things you see and experience, and the
thoughts that pop into your head throughout the day: “Gotta call the vet when
I get home.” “Didn’t realize that new Italian place is there, should invite her
out to dinner this weekend.” “Wonder how much a Spanish class would cost.”
“Darn, I never emailed Jim back about those forms!”

Productivity expert David Allen says these types of thoughts all represent
unfulfilled commitments you’ve made to yourself —what he calls “open
loops” — that distract and overwhelm you, creating stress, anxiety, and a con-
stant sense that there’s too much to do: “Your conscious mind, like the com-
puter screen, is a focusing tool, not a storage place. You can think about only
two or three things at once. But the incomplete items are still being stored in
the short-term-memory space. And as with RAM, there’s limited capacity;
there’s only so much ‘stuff’ you can store in there and still have that part of
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your brain function at a high level. Most people walk around with their RAM
bursting at the seams. They're constantly distracted, their focus disturbed by
their own internal mental overload.”"

Whether it’s remembering that you're due to make a dental appointment, or
stowing away that tidbit of information you found online for next week’s pre-
sentation, the only way to deal with all the stuff in your head is to get it off
your mind and into a system that can help you recall it at the right time.

This chapter explores various capture systems that offload distractions,
pop-up thoughts, and to-do lists to your computer for easy recall, timely
reminders, and, ultimately, a clear head.

.m For updates, links, references and additional tips and tools regarding
the hacks in this book, visit ht tp: //1ifehackerbook.com/. (Append
the chapter number — http://1lifehackerbook.com/chl/, for
example — to go directly to a specific chapter’s updates.)

Hack 1: Email Your Future Self

Easy
Web
Free

Every day you've got a lot on your mind and a lot to do. As a result, it can be
nearly impossible to remember mundane recurring tasks — like when it’s time
to change the oil or go to the dentist — or even important yearly events, like
friends” and family birthdays.

Lots of PDAs and calendar software applications have some kind of
reminder feature, but who knows what you'll be using next year when Mom’s
birthday rolls around. What you do know is that you'll still be checking your
email.

There’s a simple way to get email event reminders without being tied down
to particular software or device. The free, web-based Yahoo! Calendar
(http://calendar.yahoo.com) can email or text message you event and
task information on the days and times you specify. Create a time-based
reminder file that emails your future self the data you'll need to know at just
the right moment in time with Yahoo! Calendar.
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.m Like Yahoo! Calendar, Google Calendar (http://calendar.google
. com), is also a free, web-based calendar that can send reminders via email or

SMS (Short Message Service, also called text messaging).

To get your reminder file started, go to Yahoo! Calendar, sign in with your Y!

ID, and then follow these steps:

1. Click the Add Event button at the top of the Calendar. The Add Event

page opens.

2. Name your event in the Title text box — Mom’s birthday, for example.

3. Use the drop-down lists to select the date of your event.

4. Enter the reminder message you want to receive about your event in
the Notes text box. Include all the information you'll need to accom-

plish the task or manage the event.

5. Scroll down to the Repeating section, and click the [Show] link to

expand it. Choose to Repeat Every Year.

6. Scroll down to the Reminders section, and click the [Show] link to
expand it. Click the Send a Reminder option and use the drop-down
lists to set it to send you a reminder anywhere from 5 minutes to 2
weeks before your event. Choose how to receive the reminder: an IM
(Yahoo! Messenger), email, or SMS reminder, as shown in Figure 1-1.

Be sure to check the time zone in which your reminder will be sent.
(See the Note at the bottom of the Reminders section. If the time zone is
incorrect, click the Change It link to remedy the situation.)

7. Click the Save button at the bottom of the page to save your event.

That’s it: you're guaranteed to always get a message from yourself before
your mother’s birthday: “Order flowers for Mom! Her birthday’s in two

days!”

Reminders [nids]
© Do not send a reminder.
(®) Send a reminder | 1 day + | before and | -— * | before the event to your:
[ vahoo! Messenger [learn more]
Email address: | ginatrapani@gmail.com v

I Mobile device email: [ Add mobile device ]

Note: Your remindar{s) will be sent in GMT -8:00 US/Canada Pacific time. If this is
not your time zone, change it before saving this event.

Figure 1-1 Configure your event reminder on the Add or Edit Event page in Yahoo! Calendar.
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Repeat these steps for each event or task you want to remind your future self
about. Beyond birthdays, due dates and oil changes, some other ways to use
your Yahoo! reminder system include:

m Remember tasks that need to be done far in advance. You call the fire-
place cleaner guy in February for an appointment and he tells you to
try back in July. Add a summer email reminder that says, “Call Joe Fire-
place Cleaner at 555-1212 for an appointment.” Notice the phone num-
ber: make it as easy as possible for your future self to get the task done.

m Send yourself info on the go. On Monday, you make plans to go to the
roller derby Friday night with friends. So you add an event to your
Yahoo! Calendar for 5 p.m. Friday night that sends a text message to
your mobile phone: “Gotham Girls roller derby tonight at Skate Key, 4
train to 138th street. Meet outside at 7:15.” Directions and specific time
are included — the more info, the better.

m Interrupt yourself. You're super-involved in a project at work, but you
have lunch plans at 1 o’clock across town. So you set up an IM
reminder to go off at 12:30 that says, “Lunch at Frank’s! Get going or
you'll be late!”

m Don’t forget the boring but necessary tasks. Set up quarterly, monthly,
bi-weekly, or weekly reminders for mundane tasks like the following:

Water the plants
Get a haircut

Send the rent check
Invoice client

Mail out estimated taxes

Yahoo! Calendar allows for pretty much any recurring timeframe for
events.

m Get in on events early. When you find out tickets go on sale in two
weeks for your favorite band’s next show, set up a reminder for the day
before to round up the troops and storm TicketMaster.com. Or send
yourself a reminder to get reservations the very day they start accepting
them for Restaurant Week, or SMS yourself an hour before an eBay auc-
tion is scheduled to end.

m Create a long-term plan and stick to it. Say you commit yourself to a
year-long savings plan to sock away $200 a month for that vacation to
St. Croix. Send yourself an email each quarter that reads, “Hey, self, you
should have $xxx in savings right now. Don’t forget how great that
Caribbean vacation will be!”



Chapter 1 = Free Up Mental RAM

5

m Reflect and review. Each New Year’s or birthday, write yourself an
email describing your successes and failures of the past year, and your
hopes for the next. Schedule it to arrive exactly one year later. Sure, this
sounds like a lame high school writing assignment, but it’s actually a
fun way to surprise yourself with insight into where you are and where
you’'ve been.

.m Backpack (http://backpackit.com) is another excellent web

application that includes an email or SMS reminder feature.

Hack 2: Manage a todo.txt File at the Command
Line

Advanced
Windows XP and Vista (Cygwin), Mac OS X, Unix
Free

A plain text file is a simple and effective way to keep track of your to-do list.
But you don’t want to fire up a full-fledged text editor like Notepad every time
you update or add to your todo. txt file. Bypass the time-consuming point-
and-click graphical user interface (GUI), and use keyboard commands to
search, sort, add, and update todo. txt at the command line.

The Command Line Interface

Before there were windows, icons, and the point and click of the mouse, peo-
ple performed actions on a computer using text commands at a prompt.
Although the command line isn’t the most intuitive way to interact with a
machine, even in the age of the well-developed GUI, Unix experts, power
users, and other people who perform the same actions over and over have
turned back to the command line because it saves time. Textual commands
keep your hands on the keyboard and enable you to perform repetitive tasks
quickly. The command prompt doesn’t have check boxes, input fields, tabs,
radio buttons, or menus — there’s simply one input field.

The disadvantage of the command line is that it’s not as easy to intuit the
commands you need to get your task done; further, once you learn the com-
mands you need you have to commit them to memory. Still, for something you
do daily like manage your to-do list, a command line interface will save you
time and effort.
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.m The built-in Windows command line doesn’t support the todo . sh script
described in this hack. Install the free Unix bash emulator Cygwin (http://
cygwin.com) to run it. See http: //1lifehackerbook.com/chl/ for more
information on installing and using Cygwin.

Why Plain Text?

Plain text is application- and operating-system agnostic. It's searchable,
portable, lightweight, and easily manipulated. It's unstructured. It works when
someone else’s web server is down or your Outlook . pst file is corrupted. It’s
free, and because it’s been around since the dawn of computing time, it’s safe to
say that plain text is completely future-proof. There’s no exporting and import-
ing, no databases or tags or flags or stars or prioritizing or Insert-Company-
Name-Here-induced rules on what you can and can’t do with it.

You want to get information in and out of your todo. txt in the least dis-
tracting way as possible. You can use a text editor like Notepad to add to the
tile, search its contents, and update it, but navigating a lengthy text file that way
can be cumbersome. That's why I've created a shell script, called todo. sh,
which edits, searches, and lists items in todo . txt without requiring an editor.

Install todo.sh

Before you use the script, create a todo. txt file and save it to your hard
drive. Remember its location.

MORE ON PLAIN TEXT

“Complicated applications crash, or get abandoned by their creators, or just
keel over from feature-bloat and become unusable around version 5.0. Power
users trust software as far as they have thrown their computers in the past.

One way to think of text files is the grimy residue left over when an
application explodes in your face. You put all your data into, say, Palm Desktop,
and then one day you lose your Palm or move to a platform that can’t read your
desktop files. So you export it all into plain text, and try grimly to import it into
the next big application. After a while, you just stay with the plain text, because
it's easier.

Text files have some concrete advantages, too: you can get stuff into them
quickly, and you can search them easily. Getting data in and out fast, and in a
non-distracting way, is really the most important thing for a filing system. That
is its very point.”

— Danny O’Brien, lifehacker researcher?
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Then, to get started interacting with your todo. txt at the command line,
install and configure the todo. sh script. Here’s how:

.m Windows users, all of the following commands should be executed at
the Cygwin prompt.

1. Download the todo.sh package from http://todotxt.com/
download/todo.sh.zip and unzip it. The package contains two
files: todo. sh, which is the script itself, and . todo, which contains its
configuration settings.

2. Using the text editor of your choice, edit the section of the . todo file
that reads:

# Your todo.txt directory
TODO_DIR="/Users/gina/Documents/todo"

Replace /Users/gina/Documents/todo with the path to the direc-
tory where your todo. txt is located. For example, it might read:

TODO_DIR="C:/Documents and Settings/yourusername/My Documents"

.m Some operating systems (like Mac OS X) hide files that begin with a dot
like . todo. For more on how to set Mac’s Finder to stop hiding your . todo file,
see http://todotxt.com/library/todo.sh.

3. Make the todo. sh script executable by using the following command:
chmod +x todo.sh

4. Move the . todo configuration file to your home directory like so:
mv .todo ~/.

5. Type . /todo. sh to see the usage message:

./todo.sh

Usage: todo.sh [-fhpgvV] [-d todo_config] action [task_number]
[task_description]

Try 'todo.sh -h' for more information.

Now you can execute commands on todo. txt. However, you don’t want
to type todo. sh every time — that would get tiresome quickly. Instead, alias
the todo. sh command to a single key, such as T. To do so, add the following
line to your command prompt configuration file. (In Windows/Cygwin, that
file is ~/ .profile; for Mac OS X users, it's ~/ .bash_profile; and for
Linux users, it's ~/ .bashrc.)

alias t='/path/to/todo.sh'
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Replace /path/to/todo. sh to the full qualified path of your script.
For updated instructions, notes, and more information about setting up
todo.sh,gotohttp://todotxt.com.

Using todo.sh

The todo. sh script provides several commands for interacting with your
todo. txt file. It assumes the file contains exactly one task per line.
For example, to add a task using todo. sh, type:

t add "ask Tom if he wants that old bike in the garage"

When you press Enter, that text is appended to the end of todo . txt. Notice
that quotes are required around the text of the task. Alternatively, simply type
t add and enter your task at the prompt — no quotes required.

To list all the items in todo. txt, type:

t list

Here’s an example result of using the t 1ist command:

01 ask Tom if he wants that old bike in the garage
02 pick up the dry cleaning
03 RSVP to the co-op board meeting

You'll notice that every task has a number (which is actually the line num-
ber it appears on in todo. txt). Use those numbers to reference lines and per-
form other actions. For example, you can delete line 3 using t del 3, or replace
the contents of line 2 with t replace 2. Get a complete description of all the
commands available in todo . sh by running t -h.

Although being able to edit a text file without a GUI editor is convenient, the
real power in todo.sh comes from its capability to search and sort your
todo. txt. First, however, be sure your list can be filtered.

Create a Sortable, Searchable todo.txt

An effective to-do list has all the information you need to answer the question:
“What should I work on next?” Sort and search your to-do list using three
important filters:

m Context. Getting Things Done author David Allen suggests® splitting up
your task lists by context — that is, the place and situation where you'll
work on the job (indicated by the shorthand character for “at,” @). Mes-
sages that you need to send go in the @email context; calls to be made,
@phone; and household projects, @home. That way, when you've got a
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few minutes at the laundromat with your cell phone, you can easily
check your @phone tasks and make a call or two while you have the
opportunity.

m Project. The only way to get through a project is to split it up into small,
doable chunks. Those small tasks move a large undertaking forward, so
you need to access all the tasks associated with a large project. To move
along a project like “Cleaning out the garage,” for example, you want to
choose the next logical action for that project on your task list. “Clean
out the garage” isn’t a good to-do item because it’s actually a collection
of many smaller tasks, but “Call Goodwill to schedule pickup” in the
Clean Out Garage project is.

m Priority. Your to-do list should be able to tell you what the next most
important thing for you to get done is — either by project or by context
or overall. For example, a call back to a potential client on the verge of
closing the deal might be higher priority than a call to an existing client
just to check in and see how things are going. Or getting back to a co-
worker who's waiting on you to complete a project will have a higher
priority than scheduling a lunch with friends. In general, to-do items
with deadlines within the next few days are always higher priority than
tasks with a flexible deadline (that is, within the next few weeks). Your
to-do list should let you see which tasks are higher priority than others,
so you don’t leave your co-worker hanging while you make restaurant
reservations with friends.

This is possible even in a simple, unstructured todo. txt file.

.m See Hack 60, “Make Your To-Do’s Doable,” for more on writing a
manageable to-do list that doesn’t paralyze you with overwhelming tasks.

Building Your todo.txt

Taking the context and project into consideration, a single line in your
todo. txt file might read:

+garage @email ask Tom if he wants that old bike

The plus sign indicates a project or a job that involves several tasks to com-
plete. Here +garage is shorthand for the Clean Out Garage project. The @ sign
indicates the context — or time, place, situation, or toolset — where you can
complete the task. In this example, @email is the context where you can com-
plete the task. Finally, “Ask Tom if he wants that old bike” is a brief but specific
description of the task.
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List Tasks with todo.sh

The todo.sh script can extract sub-lists from your to-do list based on context,
project, priority, or keyword.
Suppose the contents of your todo. txt are:

do the laundry

+book @computer Edit todo.txt hack

+garage @phone Schedule Goodwill pickup 555-1212

@phone Thank Mom for the package

+taxreturn @homeoffice Gather documents

+website @online Update FAQ

+garage @shopping Bike rack at Lowe's

+taxreturn @email ask Don at Acme about the 1099

+garage @email Neighbors re: joint garage sale Sat, June 10

What do you do with that? It depends on the situation.

Let’s say it’s April 1 and you've got to get moving on the income tax return
front. The following command says, “Show me only the tasks associated with
the tax return project”:

t list taxreturn
The result is:

+taxreturn @homeoffice Gather documents
+taxreturn @email ask Don at Acme about the 1099

Or you can list all the tasks you can do to move along your tax return pro-
ject when you have email access like this:

t list taxreturn Qemail

Which returns:

+taxreturn @email ask Don at Acme about the 1099

List all the phone calls you have to make, or all the items you have to pick
up at the store using t 1ist @phone or t 1ist @shopping, respectively.

Prioritize Tasks

When you're comfortable with this system, a problem arises: long task lists in
no particular order except the one you entered them in. For one more layer of
prioritization in todo . txt, optionally add precedence to a task in the form of
a letter enclosed in parentheses to the beginning of its line.
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For example, in the following list, there’s an (2) in front of high-priority
actions, a (B) next to less important actions, and no priority rating for the
other items:

(A) do the laundry

(B) +book @computer Edit todo.txt hack

+garage @phone Schedule Goodwill pickup 555-1212

(A) @phone Thank Mom for the package

+taxreturn @homeoffice Gather documents

+website @Qonline Update FAQ

+garage @shopping Bike rack at Lowe's

+taxreturn @email ask Don at Acme about the 1099

(B) +garage @email Neighbors re: joint garage sale Sat, June 10

Prioritize tasks using todo . sh with the pri command. For example, to pri-
oritize the task on line 4, use the command t pri 4 A. The todo. sh script will
prepend an (A) to the beginning of line 4.

Because todo. sh automatically orders task lists alphabetically, all tasks are
listed in order of priority (see Figure 1-2). Also, priority items are color-coded
for easy visual identification (although you can’t see that in a black-and-white
picture).

You can view a short movie on using todo.sh commands at
http://todotxt.com/library/todo.sh.

More Uses for todo.txt

The beauty of the text file format is its flexibility and portability. Stow your
todo. txt file on your USB drive for use on any computer; automatically text
message your grocery list or phone calls to make to your cell phone or PDA for
reference on the go; incorporate your todo. txt into your computer desktop
wallpaper; manipulate the file with any application or shortcut that can process
text files. Truly, the uses for text files are limited only by your imagination.

St list
(A) @phone Thank Mom for the package
09 (A) do the laundry
(B} +book @computer Edit todo.txt hack
() tgarage @emall Neighbeors re: joint garage sale Juns 10
02 (C) +garage @phone Schedule Goodwill pickup 555-1212
06 tgarage @shopping Bike rack at Lowe's
07 +taxreturn @email ask Don at Acme about the 1089
04 +taxreturn @homecffice Gather documents
05 +webzite @online Update FAQ

TODO: % tasks in d:/datalginaldocs/todes/tests/todo.txt.

ginafscully ~/deocs/todol/tests
3

Figure 1-2 The todo.sh script sorts and color-codes prioritized items.



12

Chapter 1 = Free Up Mental RAM

A community of users and developers have come together to discuss and
devise creative uses for todo.txt and shortcuts in doing so. Visit
http://todotxt.com and join the mailing list to ask questions, make sug-
gestions and explore other ways you can put todo. txt to work for you.

Hack 3: Develop Your (Digital)
Photographic Memory

Easy
Web and email-enabled camera phone
Free for Flickr limited account, $29.95/year pro subscription

The miniscule size and large memory capacity of modern digital cameras and
camera phones can turn anyone into a constant, impromptu photographer.
Documenting your world and the information in it has never been easier and
faster than it is now. A ubiquitous capture device can change the way you
remember (and forget) things for good. With a photo-sharing service like
Flickr (http://flickr.com), you can capture and file away your digital
photographic memory in the Internet cloud from wherever you are.

.]ma Several photo-sharing services such as Kodak Easy Share and Snapfish
can publish your digital photos and serve the purpose detailed here. This hack
uses Flickr as an example because of its useful tagging and upload-by-email
feature.

Tag Your Photos on Flickr

When you add photos to your account on Flickr, you can assign keywords or
tags to those photos, indicating what’s in them or any other meta information
you want to include. You can use the tags later to slice and dice your photos by
keyword.

For example, you can view your own (or another user’s, or all users’)
sunset tag to see all the photos of the sun going down (see Figure 1-3).

You can configure the privacy setting on any given photo to: viewable only
by you (private), by all (public), or only by contacts that you list as friends,
family, or both.
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flickr

Home Learn More  Sign Up! Explore Se:

View as slide

B ginatrapani's photos / Tags / sunset (New window =

See all public photos =
tagged with sunset i
What are tags? - o == |

You can give your photos a “tag

which is like a keyword. Tags help
Figure 1-3 All of ginatrapani's photos tagged sunset on Flickr.

you find photos which have
something in common. You can
assign as many tags as you wish to
each photo.

Upload Photos to Flickr from Your Camera Phone

You can upload photos to Flickr through the web application or various
uploading programs. But to publish photos from your camera phone, use
Flickr’s upload by email capability. To enable upload by email, visit
http://flickr.com/account/uploadbyemail while you're logged
into Flickr. You'll be assigned a secret email address that will publish photos
sent to it in your Flickr account.

Using a special message format, you can set the privacy and tag photos you
email from your phone. Tag photos in a message using the tags: x “y z” syntax
in the subject or on a new line in the body of a message. Also, using suffixes
like +private or +ff added to the secret upload email address Flickr supplies,
you will mark the photo as private or viewable by your friends and family.

For example, say you're at Fry’s Electronics and spot a hard drive you're
interested in, but you want to research it more online when you get home. You
could create a new message with the photo on your phone, and use the email
address Flickr supplied you for upload. That message might look like this:

To: foolObar+private@photos.flickr.com

Subject: Seagate 300GB tags: "to research" "frys" "to-do"
Body: [Photo attachment]

300GB, 7200RPM, USB 2.0, too spendy?

Adding +private to the address means you won't subject your friends to
your blatant consumerism (it marks the photo as viewable by you only). Tag-
ging the photo "to-do", "to research",and "frys" will help you remem-
ber to find out more about the drive and where you saw it when you get home.
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m Before you start uploading photos to Flickr from your camera
phone, be sure that your mobile phone plan supports emailing photos and that
it won’t cost you an arm and a leg. When it comes to emailing photos, even 1
cent per kilobyte in data transfer adds up fast!

Your Photo Reference

Having mastered on-the-fly tagging and privacy settings, you’ll want to check
out some more creative uses for a personal photo database made with your
camera phone on the go:

m Business cards. Instead of letting that stack of business cards you col-
lected at the conference collect dust in your desk drawer, snap a picture
of each and upload them all to Flickr with tags (people’s names, confer-
ence name) and descriptions of who they were, where and when you
met, and whether you want to follow up about something. Be sure to
mark these as private!

m Photo recipe box. Eat something at a restaurant or a friend’s house
you’d like to try to make at home? Take a picture, add some details
about the ingredients, and tag it "cooking" as shown in Figure 1-4.
Keep track of all your favorite meals with snapshots that make answer-
ing “What should we have for dinner tonight?” as simple as browsing
your "meals" Flickr tag. You can even tag by ingredients like
"chicken", "vegan",or "spicy" so you've got some ideas when
your vegetarian brother-in-law comes over for dinner.

flickr Signed in as ginatrapani %2 16T new) Heb  Sign Out
Home You Organize Contacts Groups Explore Search

Chicken salad & fruit

Up\naﬂ=:l on January 10, 2006
e 1y ni

Meal ideas (Set)

Tags

Add atag
Additional Information
B © Allrights reserved (privacy.

on January 10, 2008 (edit

L=
Chicken Salad Recipe O]
30 seedless red grapes, halved “ Y
11b lean chicken, boiled, cooled and shredded @ Ed
2, L ikt Micacle 10k ¢

Figure 1-4 A Flickr photo of a recipe tagged "cooking".
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m Wishlist. When you're out and about shopping, take a photo of the
items you want to get or to price compare. Possible tags include
"wishlist" and "to research".

m Wine labels. When your sweetheart remarks how much she loves the
bottle of wine you got out at dinner, snap a photo of the label so you
can surprise her with a bottle at home. Start your personal wine data-
base with label photos to keep track of what you liked and didn't.

m Text or URLs. Maybe a sign at that landmark describes the history of
the place. Or you'll never remember that Web site address you saw on a
billboard up the street. Take a pic and send to Flickr tagged reference
or tovisit.

m Store hours of places you frequent. Next time you're at the local post
office or bank, snap a photo of the business hours so you've got a quick
reference for what’s open when.

m Home inventory. A fantastic way to keep track of your home inventory
is to snap pictures of serial numbers and include prices of your valu-
ables. They’ll come in very handy in case your laptop gets swiped or
there’s a fire or flood in your home.

m Where you parked. Was it level E or F? Snap a quick photo of the sign
closest to where you put your car and save yourself a whole bunch of
wandering through the parking lot or garage later on.* (Flickr isn’t
required for this one.)

Hack 4: Install Your Personal Wikipedia

Advanced
Windows XP and Vista
Free

The collaboratively edited Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org) is a
vast, searchable repository of information, constantly written and re-written
by its readers. Don’t you wish you or your group could have your own
editable encyclopedia of brain dumps and documentation like Wikipedia? You
can. MediaWiki (http://mediawiki.org/wiki/MediaWiki), the soft-
ware that runs Wikipedia, is freely available for anyone to install. In this hack,
you set up MediaWiki on your Windows PC and add and edit pages to your
new, local personalpedia.
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.m MediaWiki is advanced wiki software that requires Apache web server,
the PHP scripting language, and the MySQL database server installed to run. If
this makes your head spin, a simpler (and less featured) alternative to
MediaWiki is the excellent Instiki, which is covered in Hack 5.

What You Need

m A Windows computer, not already running Apache web server.

m WAMP server software, the all-in-one PHP /MySQL/Apache
installation for Windows XP, available as a free download at
http://en.wampserver.com.

m MediaWiki, available as a free download at
http://mediawiki.org/wiki/MediawWiki.

What to Do

Setting up MediaWiki involves configuring the WAMP web and database
servers as well as the MediaWiki source files. Here’s how to get all the compo-
nents installed and working together.

m Running a server on your personal computer can be a security
risk. Make sure you are behind a firewall that prevents unauthorized access to

your server. See Hack 85, “Firewall Your Computer,” for more information.

1. Download WAMP and install it in the C: \wamp\ directory. (If you
must install it elsewhere, make sure the folder you choose has no spaces
or special characters in its name.) Check the Autostart option. When the
installation completes, visit http: //localhost/ in your web
browser to see the front page of your new web server (see Figure 1-5).

2. You're already behind or running a firewall (right?) but just to be on the
safe side, you're going to assign a password to your new database
server. (It's good to be healthily paranoid where security’s concerned.)
From the homepage of your WAMP installation (http://localhost),
go to the Tools section and click the PHPmyadmin 2.7.0-pI2 link (your
version may be more recent).

3. Then, click the Privileges link. Check all users except root, and click
Delete.
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Figure 1-5 The WAMP server front page.

4. Click the Edit button next to the root user, and change the password to
something you’ll remember and save. Now PHPmyadmin no longer
has to access your database, because it doesn’t have your new pass-
word. You can remedy that easily.

5. Open the C: \wamp\phpmyadmin\config. inc.php file in a text
editor. Change the line that reads:

$cfgl'Servers'][$i] ['password'] = '';
to
$cfgl'Servers'][$i]['password'] = 'yournewpassword';

Where yournewpassword is the password you just set up in PHP-
myadmin. Refresh the PHPmyadmin interface in your web browser,
and you should be able to view your database information.

6. Unzip and untar the MediaWiki package you downloaded. Rename the
resulting folder (probably called media-wiki-1.6.3, although your ver-
sion may differ) to mywikipedia and move the entire directory to
C: \wamp\www\mywikipedia.

7. Access your new MediaWiki installation at http: //localhost/
mywikipedia. Click the Set the Wiki Up! link. The screen that opens
requires all of MediaWiki’s configuration options.

8. This will seem like a long, complicated questionnaire but it really isn’t.
Accept all the default values except you must set a site name (mine is
Ginapedia), WikiSysOp password, and your database password. The
Database User can be root and the password whatever you chose in
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step 2. (Alternately, create a non-root database user with fewer rights in
phpMyAdmin and use that instead.)

9. When you've finished configuring your wiki, click the Install! button
and let MediaWiki work its magic. If all goes well, you get a message at
the bottom of the screen that reads, “Move the config/LocalSettings.php
file into the parent directory, then follow this link to your wiki.” To do
that, cut and paste the C: \wamp \www\mywikipedia\config\
LocalSettings.php file to C: \wamp\www\mywikipedia\
LocalSettings.php

Then click the link to visit your new wiki installation, located at
http://localhost/mywikipedia.

10. You might notice that the image in the upper-left corner isn’t very per-
sonal. To set it to something you like, crop and resize an image of your
choice to 135x135 pixels, and save it as C : \wamp \www\mywikipedia\
skins\common\images\mywikilogo. jpg. Then, open the c: \wamp\
www\mywikipedia\LocalSettings.php file and change the line that

reads:
SwgLogo = "$wgStylePath/common/images/wiki.png";
to:
SwgLogo = "SwgStylePath/common/images/mywikilogo.jpg";

Refresh the wiki front page to see your new logo.

You're Ready to Go

Now you’ve got a clean, new, customized local installation of MediaWiki all
ready to use however you please. As evidenced by Wikipedia, the best appli-
cation of a wiki is group collaboration. However, wikis come in handy for indi-
vidual use as well, to track lists, notes, links, images, or anything else you want
to search or reference over time.

Wikis are especially good for writing projects because they keep every page
revision history and allow for easy adding and editing of pages. My co-editors
and I at Lifehacker.com use a MediaWiki installation to collaborate on site
ideas and drafts. I use a wiki to keep personal notes on programming tech-
niques, to track software serial numbers, and to save quotes I like as well as
other relevant links and articles.

.]m] View a video demonstration of using MediaWiki to write a novel at
http://lifehackerbook.com/links/mediawiki.

To begin editing a page in your new wiki, simply click the Edit link at the
top of a page, as shown in Figure 1-6.
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article dizcussion edit histary

Main Page

You can edit this page.

Figure 1-6 Click the link to edit your MediaWiki wiki.

The text of the page is displayed inside an editable text area. You'll see some
square brackets and other markup revealed. This is the special formatting
markup called Wikitext that lays out MediaWiki pages.

Brief Wikitext Primer

m Denote a page’s section header with two equal signs prefixed and suf-
fixed around the section name, like so:

== Section Header Name ==
m A subsection uses three equal signs:
=== Subsection Name ===

m (Create a link to an external web page with square brackets containing
first the URL followed by the text of the link, like this:

[http://1lifehacker.com Lifehacker]

m External links off of the MediaWiki site are followed by a little arrow, as
show in Figure 1-7.

m Links to a page inside your wiki — a page called Favorite quotes, for
example — would be achieved like this:

[ [Favorite Quotes]]
MediaWiki’s User Guide offers a full reference for MediaWiki markup at

http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/MediaWiki_User%27s_Guide:_
Editing_overview.

.m Later in the book you’ll find hacks that explain how to assign a domain
name to your home web server and how to access a home server behind a
router/firewall.

Editor of Lifehacker &2

Figure 1-7 Link to another web site in MediaWiki.



20

Chapter 1 = Free Up Mental RAM

Hack 5: Keep an Instiki Wiki Hyperlinked
Notebook

Medium
Windows XP and Vista, Mac OS X
Free

A wiki is an editable web site, where you can add any number of pages and
update the text of those pages right inside your web browser. Wikis are perfect
for a team of people collaboratively editing information — Wikipedia
(http://en.wikipedia.org) is the quintessential example of this — but a
wiki is also useful to an individual as a searchable, versioned, digital notebook.

Imagine storing and editing your to-do lists, bookmarks, snippets of text,
project notes, reference material, or anything you wanted on your home com-
puter from anywhere just using a web browser — no disks, thumb drives, text
editors, or file transfers required. This is possible with a personal wiki.

In this hack, you install a server and wiki software on your home computer
using Instiki (http://instiki.org/show/HomePage), a package that’s
perfect for beginners. Instiki is easy to install and to use.

.m If you're interested in trying out a wiki without installing it, visit PB
Wiki (http://pbwiki.com) for a free hosted wiki solution.

Installing Instiki

Instiki is server and wiki software all rolled into one package, and it’s written
in a language called Ruby.

m Running a server and opening a port on your home computer is a
risky undertaking. Make sure your computer is either behind a firewall or

running firewall software, has all the latest security updates, and has been
thoroughly scanned for viruses and spyware before you begin.

Windows Installation

1. Download Ruby (http://rubyforge.org/frs/?group_1id=167).
Click the latest stable release . exe file, which at the time of writing is
ruby182-15. exe. Run the installer, and accept the license agreement
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and all the default settings, including C: \ruby\ as the installation
folder.

2. Download the Instiki zip package from http://instiki.org/
show/HomePage and unzip to a folder on your hard drive. Move and
rename the folder to C: \instiki.

3. From the Start menu, choose Run. Type cmd in the Open text box and
click OK to open a Windows XP command line. Change to the Instiki
directory like so:

cd \instiki\

4. To start the Instiki server, enter:
ruby instiki
The output will look like this:

C:\instiki>ruby instiki

=> Starting Instiki on http://0.0.0.0:2500

=> Data files are stored in C:/instiki/storage/2500

[2005-09-16 12:45:20] INFO WEBrick 1.3.1

[2005-09-16 12:45:20] INFO ruby 1.8.2 (2004-12-25) [1386-mswin32]
[2005-09-16 12:45:20] INFO WEBrick::HTTPServer#start: pid=4008
port=2500

Mac Installation

Setting up Instiki is a lot less complicated for Mac users. On the Instiki down-
load page (http://rubyforge.org/frs/?group_1id=186), use the
MacOS binary link to get the Instiki disk image (.dmg) file. Mount the disk
image and simply double-click the Instiki icon to start the wiki (no Ruby or
text commands required). When Instiki has started, use the Wiki option in
your menu bar to quit Instiki.

Configure Instiki

When the Instiki installation is complete, switch to your web browser. Go
to http://localhost:2500 to begin Instiki setup. Give your new wiki
a name and a password. I'm calling mine Gina’s Notebook, as shown in
Figure 1-8.

Click Setup to save your settings.
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Instiki Setup

Congratulations on succesfully installing and starting Instiki. Since this is
the first time Instiki has been run on this port, you'll need to do a brief
one-time setup.

1. Name and address for your first web
The name of the web is included in the title on all pages. The address is the base
path that all pages within the web live beneath. Ex: the address "rails" gives URLs
like frails/show/HomePage. The address can only consist of letters and digits.

Name: |Gina's Notebook Address: |mynotebook

2. Password for creating and changing webs
Administrative access allows you to make new webs and change existing ones.
Everyone with this password will be able to do this, so pick it carefully.

e e

Password: Werify:

Figure 1-8 Setup screen for an Instiki web.

You're Ready to Go

When you click the Setup button, a page opens, prompting you to enter text;
this is your home page. Here’s where things get interesting.

On the right is a quick guide to Instiki’s wiki syntax — that is, the ways you
can bold and italicize your text, add external links, and reference new pages.
Instiki uses CamelCase to identify page names, so if you type MyToDoList,
Instiki automatically creates a reference to a new page because it’s several
words squashed together mixed case (each word begins with a capital letter,
but there are no spaces between them).

Figure 1-9 shows the following example text using Instiki’s syntax typed
into the page:

I _need_ a place to *write things down.*
Hello, "Lifehacker":http://lifehacker.com readers.
This here will be MyToDoList.

You'll notice that you can set the username of the text author, which defaults
to AnonymousCoward. To track who wrote what, replace AnonymousCoward
with your name.

Then, click Submit to save your text, and the bold and italic formatting is
applied as indicated. Figure 1-10 shows the result of saving the preceding
example text, with need in italics, write things down in bold, and the word
Lifehacker set as a link to http://lifehacker.com.
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Gina's Notebook

Creating Home Page

Your new wiki 'Gina's Notebook' is created!
Please edit its home page and press Submit when finished.

I _need_ a place to *write things down.*

Bello, "Lifshacker":http://lifehacker.com readers.

This here will be MyToDoList.

as AnonymousCoward

Textile formatting tips

(advanced)

|_your text_ —your text

“your text™ —{your text

% {color:red}hello%—hello

“ Bulleted list * Bulleted list

* Second item * Second item
1. Numbered

# Numbered list list Hmbers

# Second item
2. Second item|

"linkname": URL —linkname

|altable |row|

b table|row| et
http://url

lemail@address.com —uto-linked
!imageURL! —{Image
Wiki words

Two or more uppercase words stuck
together (camel case) or any phrase
surrounded by double brackets is a
wiki word. A camel-case wiki word
can be escaped by putting \ in front
of it.

Wiki words: HomePage,
ThreeWordsTogether, [[C++]],
[fLet's play againi]]

Not wiki words: IBM, School

Figure 1-9 Page creation using Instiki's default formatting.

Notice the question mark next to MyToDoList? That means that it's a new
page, which hasn’t yet been officially created. (Remember that Instiki uses
CamelCase to identify page names.) Create it by clicking the question mark
and, in the new page that opens, fill in text for your new MyToDoList page in
the notebook. Figure 1-11 shows an example.

Gina's Notebook

I need a place to write things down.
Hello, Lifehacker readers.

This here will be My To Do List?.

Edit Page | Edit Web Print

Home Page | All Pages | Recently Revised | Authors | Feeds | Export | Search

v Ruby on Rails

Figure 1-10 Saved home page in Instiki.
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Gina's Notebaok

Creating My To Do List

These are my to-do's.

Textile formatting tips
* Finish "Lifehacker":http://lifehacker.com article on (advanced)
installing the
wiki":http://ins 4 | your text_ [—vour text
“your text® —your text
= Pick up a case of Eskimo pies| It {color:red}hello%—hallo
“ Bulleted list * Bulleted list
* Second item * Second item
1. Numbered
= Numbered list list
[# Second item | .
2. Second item|
'linkname" :URL —linkname
laltablelrow|
|- Table
|b|table|row|
http://url
- —Auto-linked
lemail@address.com
limageURL! —Image

‘Wwiki words

Two or more uppercase words stuck
together (camel case) or any phrase
surrounded by double brackets is a
wiki word. A camel-case wiki word
can be escaped by putting \ in frent
of it.

wiki words: HomePage,

as [Gina ThreeWordsTogether, [[C++]],
[fLet's play again!]]
Not wiki words: 18M, School

Figure 1-11 Creating a bulleted list on a new page in Instiki.

Save the text and the MyToDoList page appears as shown in Figure 1-12.
Return to your home page using the Home Page link. You can see that
MyToDoList now links to your newly created page, as shown in Figure 1-13.

MvTB Do List

Home Page | All Pages | Recently Revised | Authors | Feeds | Export | |Seach

These are my to-do's.
* Finish Lifehacker article on installing the Instiki personal wiki

* Pick up 3 case of Eskimo pies

Figure 1-12 Saved MyToDolist page in Instiki.

Gina's Notebook

Home Page | All Pages | Recently Revised | Authors

I need a place to write things down.
Hello, Lifehacker readers.

This here will be My To Do List.

Figure 1-13 Saved home page with working internal link to the MyToDolList page.
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AUTOMATICALLY START UP INSTIKI WITH WINDOWS XP

Get your Instiki wiki to start whenever your computer boots up with a simple
batch script. Save the following into a file named startwiki.bat:

cd \instiki\
ruby instiki

Create a Windows XP shortcut to startwiki.bat and place it in your
C:\Documents and Settings\All Users\Start Menu\Programs\Startup
folder. That will run Instiki automatically when your computer starts up. See
Hack 82, “Clean Up Your Startup,” for more on starting programs automatically
in Windows.

Securing and Accessing Your Wiki

If you're going to be accessing your personal wiki from anywhere, that means
anyone else will be able to edit it, too — and you may not want that. Set a pass-
word on your Instiki wiki to make it editable and readable by no one but you.
Click the Edit Web link inside Instiki (bottom of page), and establish a pass-
word for your web.

If your computer is not behind a router or firewall, you can now read and
write to your personal wiki from any Internet-connected computer by typing
your home computer’s IP address or domain name plus :2500 into a web
browser’s address field. Determine your computer’s IP address at
http://whatismyip.com.

Here are examples:

http://123.456.789.0:2500
http://mycomputer.homeip.net:2500

If you're on a corporate or university network, most likely your computer’s
IP will not be accessible from any other Internet-connected computer.

The extra 2500 addresses Instiki, which runs on port 2500, Ruby’s default
port. This works well because if you use Hack 35, “Run a Home Web Server,”
you may have Apache web server listening on port 80. Ports 80 and 2500 do
not conflict so both can run simultaneously, but to reach your Instiki wiki, you
must add the : 2500 to the end of your computer’s address.

Hack 6: Take Great Notes

Easy
Pen and Paper
Free
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Like it or not, your work life involves meetings — status meetings, planning
conference calls, brainstorming sessions, meetings for the sake of meetings.
But a meeting is only as valuable as the action taken after everyone’s left the
conference room.

Whether you're headed to a business meeting, a university lecture, or a con-
ference session, taking effective notes is a critical skill that moves your pro-
jects, your career, and your education forward. This hack covers three practical
note-taking methods, as well as how to make your own custom notepaper.

Method 1: Symbolize Next Actions

Using notepaper or a simple text file on your laptop, indent each line of your
notes in from the left margin. Then, use a simple system of symbols to mark off
four different information types in the column space left in the margin. The
following table describes the most useful symbols:

SYMBOL DESCRIPTION

[lJorO A square check box denotes a to-do item.

()oro A circle indicates a task to be assigned to someone else.

* An asterisk is an important fact.

? A question mark goes next to items to research or ask about.

After the meeting, a quick vertical scan of the margin area makes it easy to
add tasks to your to-do list and calendar, send out requests to others, and fur-
ther research questions.’

Method 2: Split Your Page into Quadrants

Another way to visually separate information types is to split your note-taking
page into quadrants and record different kinds of information — like ques-
tions, references, to-do lists, and tasks to delegate — into separate areas on the
page. Rumor has it this is how Bill Gates — someone known for taking amaz-
ingly detailed meeting notes — gets it done.®

Method 3: Record and Summarize

The Cornell note-taking method works best for students or researchers digest-
ing large amounts of information on a daily basis. The purpose of this system
is to avoid re-copying your notes after the fact; to simply get it right the first
time. To use this method, separate the page into different areas, as shown in
Figure 1-14.7



Chapter 1 = Free Up Mental RAM 27
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A
Y

Y

«—2.5" 6"
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A

Note-taking Area

Cue Column

T

2" Summaries

L

Figure 1-14 A page split up into areas for use with the Cornell note-taking method.

Use the page sections as follows:

Note-taking area: Record the lecture, discussion, or meeting as com-
pletely as possible using brief sentences in paragraphs. This area will
contain the meat of the information to which you will refer later. Cap-
ture general ideas and when the meeting leader or instructor moves on
to a new point, skip a few lines and begin a new paragraph.

Cue column: Jot questions and one-liners that connect main ideas in
your notes in the cue column. Later, during a study or review session,
cover up the right side of the page and use the left column’s cues to help
yourself recall facts.

Summary: After the class or meeting, write a sentence or two summariz-
ing the content of your page of notes at the bottom of the page. Use the
summary section to scan your note pages and quickly find topics of
discussion.
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Create Your Own Custom Note Paper

There are a few free web applications out there that produce custom PDF’s of
formatted, lined note paper. Print out several copies before your next meeting
or class and put them in your notes binder.

m The Notepaper Generator (http://simson.net/notepaper/
index.cgi) at Simson.net creates a PDF file of a lined page with a
small monthly calendar in the header and an optional summary box in
the upper-right corner. Choose your font face and optionally include
punch holes as well.

m The Cornell Method PDF Generator (http://eleven2l.com/
notetaker) prints pages split into the Cornell note paper style with
unlined, ruled, or graphed sections. Optionally include your name, the
date, and the name of your class, and up to four punch holes for use in
a binder. Also, choose the line darkness on a scale from gray to black.

m Michael Botsko’s Notepad Generator (http://botsko.net/Demos/
notepad_generator) makes a PDF notes template that includes your
name, the page number, date, and project name, and splits the page into
two sections: one for notes (with lines) and the other for action items
with due dates. It also has optional punch holes.
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Firewall Your Attention

Your attention is your most endangered resource. The technical props of mod-
ern work life — email, instant messaging, mobile devices, and constant Inter-
net connectivity — make limitless amounts of information always available at
the press of a button. Every minute of every day advertisements, software
notifications, ringing phones, blinking voice mail signals, and buzzing pagers
vie for your attention. But there are a finite number of minutes, hours, and
days in your life.

Modern gadgets and software are designed to help you multi-task. The evo-
lution from the textual command line to a graphical user interface on personal
computers made it possible to have a dozen windows open on one screen
simultaneously, each doing a different job. The problem is that modern com-
puting devices have outpaced humans’ capabilities to multi-task.

Further, email software and cell phones and instant messenger make you
reachable and interruptible at any moment in time. We live in a culture of con-
stant connectivity, so we respond to those interruptions in kind. But this type
of interruption-driven existence can have a devastating effect on your mental
focus and your ability to perform. It makes for workers who are distracted,
irritated, overwhelmed, and run ragged.

Psychiatrist Edward Hallowell calls the condition ADT (Attention Deficit
Trait), a workplace-induced attention deficit caused by the constant distraction of
high-tech devices. He says, “It’s sort of like the normal version of attention deficit
disorder. But it’s a condition induced by modern life, in which you’ve become so

29
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busy attending to so many inputs and outputs that you become increasingly dis-
tracted, irritable, impulsive, restless and, over the long term, underachieving. In
other words, it costs you efficiency because you're doing so much or trying to do
so much, it’s as if you're juggling one more ball than you possibly can.”

A University of California at Irvine study showed that businesspeople are
interrupted once every 11 minutes on average during the work day.* A recent
Time Magazine article, which cited that study, points out that many well-known
successful people make a point to shut out these types of interruptions:

Some of the world’s most creative and productive individuals simply refuse to
subject their brains to excess data streams. When a New York Times reporter
interviewed several recent winners of MacArthur “genius” grants, a striking
number said they kept cell phones and iPods off or away when in transit so that
they could use the downtime for thinking. Personal-finance guru Suze Orman,
despite an exhausting array of media and entrepreneurial commitments, utterly
refuses to check messages, answer her phone, or allow anything else to come
between her and whatever she’s working on. “I do one thing at a time,” she says.
“I do it well, and then I move on.”

Orman knows that the key to overcoming ADT is to fully focus on one task
at a time. Give yourself the time and space to dig into a problem and reach that
state of mind called flow, when you're fully immersed in your task, effortlessly
successful, and oblivious to time and external factors.

To get into this zone, block out irrelevant distractions and only let in the
information you need to get the job done. Like a computer system firewall that
blocks potential intruders, the techniques presented in this chapter will help
you firewall your most precious resource.

Hack 7: Limit Access to Time-Wasting Web Sites

Advanced
All (Firefox)
Free

Picture this: you sit down at your computer to write a report that’s due the
next day. You fire up a web browser to check the company intranet for a docu-
ment. For a split second you glance at your home page. “Wow!” you say. “The
Red Sox won in the 17th inning! Let me see what happened...”

Three hours later, no report’s been written, and you want to throw yourself
out the window.

Sound familiar?

It’s too easy to scamper down the rabbit hole of the Web when you’ve got
pressing tasks to work on. At one point or another, you've probably burned a
few hours clicking around Wikipedia, Amazon.com, eBay, Flickr, or Google
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News and afterward hated yourself for it. Surfing efficiently is an exercise in
discipline and sometimes outright abstinence. This hack uses JavaScript to
blank out certain web sites during times you're supposed to be working.

First, identify the biggest offenders — the sites you can spend hours clicking
around for no particular reason except boredom, procrastination, or lack of
more creative ways to spend your time. For me, two of these sites are Flickr
(http://flickr.com)and Metafilter (http://metafilter.com), so this
example uses them.

The morning’s a good time to buckle down and slog through the bulk of the
day’s work, so that’s the worst period to waste hours looking at your buddies’
kitten photos on Flickr. Things tend to slow down around 3 o’clock in the after-
noon, so treating yourself to a little recreational surfing then may be OK.

To help yourself limit unproductive surfing, use this Invisibility Cloak user
script that turns time-wasting web sites blank before 3 p.m. (or whatever time
you configure). Here’s how to enable the Invisibility Cloak.

Install the Invisibility Cloak

The Invisibility Cloak JavaScript requires the Firefox web browser with the
Greasemonkey extension to run. Here’s how to get it set up.

1. Download and install the Greasemonkey Firefox extension from http: //
greasemonkey .mozdev.org. (For detailed instructions on how to
install a Firefox extension, see Hack 71, “Extend Your Web Browser.”)

2. Using Firefox with Greasemonkey installed, go to the Invisibility Cloak
user script page at http://lifehackerbook.com/ch2/cloak
.user.js.

3. Click the Install button at the top right of the page (see Figure 2-1).

Click
@ Mozilla Firefox DE)%]
File Edit View Go Bookmarks Tools Help
<:ZI - - @ @ [ hitp:#flifehackerbook.comfch2icloak userjs (v @ Go @,

3 Sup.This is a Greasemonkey User Script. Click Install to start using it Install %]

~

/7 Invisibility Cleak

/4 wersion 0.2

/4 Gina Trapani

/4 2006-01-03

/¢ Released to the public domwain.

I

/¢ ==UserScript==

/¢ Bname Invisibility Cloak

/¢ @Bdescri ption Turns time-wasting web pages invisible until a specified time of dayw
/¢ Binclude nttp://Elicke. com/ ®

A4 Binclude htep://F.flickr. com/ ®

/¢ Binclude http://metafileer. com *

/¢ Binclude http://# . mecafileer. o *

/¢ ==/UserScript==

14 hd
< >

Dane &

Figure 2-1 View the Invisibility Cloak user script in Firefox.
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Set Which Sites Should Wear the Cloak

The Invisibility Cloak script is auto-configured to work on Metafilter
(http://metafilter.com) and Flickr (http://flickr.com), but you
want to it to work on the sites you choose.

1. In Firefox, select Tools — Manage User Scripts to edit, add, and remove
sites that should wear the cloak for you, as shown in Figure 2-2.

2. Use a wild card operator — the asterisk (*) — to indicate all pages on a
site. For example, http://flickr.com/* will apply the Invisibility
Cloak to all the pages on the Flickr.com domain.

3. When the Invisibility Cloak is enabled (the Enabled check box is

selected), visit one of the specified web sites before 3 p.m. and you get
the message shown in Figure 2-3.

Manage User Scripts

Inwisibility Cloak

Invisibility Cloak

Turns time-wasting web pages invisible until a specified time of day;

optionally on weekdays only.

Included pages

http:/#lickr. com*
http:#~ flickr.com/™
http:imetafiter. corms®
http:/#* metafilter. coms*

Excluded pages

Add..

Enabled Uninstall | [ Also uninstall assosiated preferences

Enabled checkbox

Figure 2-2 Add and edit web sites that should wear the Invisibility Cloak in the Manage
User Scripts dialog box.
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@ Metafilter | Community Weblog - Mozilla Firefox
File Edit View Go Bookmarks Tools Help ]
<:EI - - E;_I @ @ Hattp: i, et afilter, corn/ B[y © Go |[GL
f http://www.metafilter.com =]
1\ You can surf after 3P, right now, get back to warkl
A
Read www.metafiltercom — [CEEEEEaEL [

Figure 2-3 Cloaked web site before 3 p.m.

Customize the Script

You can customize the Invisibility Cloak script further by hand-editing the
code. Following is the JavaScript body of the script. You'll edit the bold lines in
a minute.

.m The O symbol is not part of the code. It merely indicates that the code
line was too long to fit on one line in the book, and the code on the following
line is actually a continuation of the first line.

//
//
/7
/7
//
//
//
//
/7

a specified time of day;

//
//
//
//
/7
/7

Invisibility Cloak

version 0.2

Gina Trapani
2006-01-03
Released to the public domain.

==UserScript==

@name

@description

@include
@include
@include
@include

Invisibility Cloak

http://flickr.com/*

Turns time-wasting web pages invisible until O
optionally on weekdays only.

http://*.flickr.com/*
http://metafilter.com/*
http://*.metafilter.com/*

==/UserScript==
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// ==RevisionHistory==

// Version 0.1:

// Released: 2006-01-03.

// Initial release.

//

// Version 0.2:

// Released: 2006-01-18.

// Includes option to not apply cloak on the weekends.
// ==/RevisionHistory==

(function () {
// EDIT THE NEXT LINES TO SET THE HOUR AFTER WHICH SITES SHOULD APPEAR
// HOURS IN MILITARY TIME, SO 15 = 3PM
var surf_time_after = 15;
// TAKE OFF CLOAK ON WEEKENDS?
var cloak_off weekends = true;
// END EDIT

var tstamp = new Date();

var its_the_weekend = false;

if (tstamp.getDay() == 6 || tstamp.getDay() == 0)
{

its_the_weekend = true;

var readable_time = '';
if (surf_time_after > 12 )

{
readable_time = surf_time_after - 12;
readable_time = readable_time + 'PM';
} else {
readable_time = surf_time_after + 'AM';
}

if (tstamp.getHours() < surf_time_after )

{

if (cloak_off_weekends == true)
{
if (its_the_weekend == false)
{
var b = (document.getElementsByTagName ("body") [0]) ;
b.setAttribute('style', 'display:none!important');

alert("You can surf after "+ readable_time + "; right :)
now, get back to work!");
}
} else {
var b = (document.getElementsByTagName ("body") [0]) ;
b.setAttribute('style', 'display:none!important');
alert("You can surf after "+ readable_time + "; right :)
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now, get back to work!");

}

DN

To change the time your Invisibility Cloak comes off, follow these steps:

1. Go to the script at http://1lifehackerbook.com/ch2/cloak
.user. js. In Firefox, choose File — Save Page As. Save the script
to your computer, and then open the cloak.user. js file in a text
editor. Change the number 15 (which represents 3 p.m. on the
24-hour clock) in the line that reads var surf_time_after =15;
to your desired time.

2. By default, the cloak is not applied on weekends. To change that set-
ting, edit the line that reads:

var cloak_off weekends = true;
to
var cloak_off_weekends = false;

3. You can also change the message the cloak displays when you visit a
restricted site. Edit the line:

alert ("You can surf after "+ readable_time + ;O
"; right now, get back to work!");

to include your custom message inside the quotation marks. (The
readable_time variable represents the time you set on the 12-hour
clock with AM or PM specified.)

4. Save your changes. In the Manage User Scripts dialog box, uninstall the
Invisibility Cloak. Then, open your edited cloak.user. js file in Fire-
fox and choose Install to use that version.

Hack 8: Permanently Block Time-Wasting Web Sites

Advanced
Windows XP and Vista, Mac OS X
Free

Is there a web site that’s utterly toxic to your mental state or ability to work?
Maybe you grind your teeth over your ex’s weblog, which details every
moment of her happy new life without you. Maybe you’ve lost hours of your
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life trolling eBay auctions and you simply can’t impulse-buy another auto-
graphed Neil Diamond record. Perhaps online backgammon can snatch away
hours of your day at the office.

The preceding hack describes how to block time-wasting web sites during
certain times of the day and week. Alternatively, you can block sites at all
times, until you explicitly release the restriction. This hack fakes your com-
puter into thinking that those problem sites live on your hard drive — which
obviously they don’t — and forces a Server Not Found error when your fin-
gers impulsively type out that tempting, time-sucking URL.

Here’s how.

Windows

1. Using Notepad or some other text editor, open the file named hosts,
which is located in the following directory:

Windows XP and Vista: C:\WINDOWS\SYSTEM32\DRIVERS\ETC
Windows 2000: C:\WINNT\SYSTEM32\DRIVERS\ETC
Windows 98\ME: C:\WINDOWS\
2. Add the following on its own line in the hosts file:
127.0.0.1 ebay.com games.yahoo.com evilex.com

Replacing the sites listed with the domains that you want to block.

Mac OS X

In Finder, from the Go menu, choose Go To Folder.
In the Go To Folder dialog, type /etc/.

From the /etc/ folder window, open the hosts file in a text editor.

L .

Add the following on its own line in the hosts file:
127.0.0.1 ebay.com games.yahoo.com evilex.com

Replace the sites listed with the domains that you want to block.

The Result

After you've completed the steps for your operating system, save the hosts
file and quit your editor.

Now when you visit one of your blocked sites, you get a Server Not
Found error. (If you're running a web server, at home as detailed in Hack 35,
your own server’s files appear.)
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The advantage of this method over Hack 7 is that the sites are blocked from
every browser on that computer, not just Firefox. The downside is that when you
decide it’s an OK time to browse eBay, you've got to manually comment out the
following line in the hosts file by adding a # to the beginning of the line:

#127.0.0.1 metafilter.com flickr.com

And that’s a deliberately huge pain that can help keep your wandering
clicker in line when you're under deadline.

Hack 9: Reduce Email Interruptions

Easy
All
Free

Unlike phone calls and instant messenger, email was never intended for real-
time communication. However, most people treat it as if it were. You most
likely work with your email program open all day long, while it checks for
new messages every 5 minutes, and notifies you of unread incoming email on
the spot.

It’s so difficult to ignore that little unopened envelope, isn’t it? Maybe those
new messages contain juicy gossip, or photos of the baby, or heaping praise
from the boss. Maybe they contain details of an emergency that has to be dealt
with right this second. Most likely they contain misspelled details of how to
buy “cheap V1@gr@” but nevertheless, the impulse to look at them is power-
ful. Unread email is just another shot of the information drug your hungry
mind craves. It cries out to you, “Open me! Open me!”

However, when you need to focus, do yourself a favor: actively control
when you check your email. Two strategies can help.

Shut Down Your Email Program

The simplest (but perhaps least practical) way to stop letting your inbox run
your day is to quit your email software. Make your default work mode email-
free. Open your inbox only at designated processing times. Commit to just two
or three times during a workday — say; first thing in the morning, just after
lunch, and an hour before you leave — to check for and process unread mes-
sages. This means responding, filing, and taking any action those messages
warrant on the spot.
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.m Hack 46, “Decrease Your Email Response Time,” provides strategies for
processing email right off the bat to avoid a pileup of read-but-not-processed
messages.

Set Your Client to Check for Messages Once an Hour

Your work situation may demand that your email program be open all the
time — say, if you work in Outlook using its calendar and tasks lists. You can
still reduce the constant interruption of the new mail notification: set your mail
client to check for new messages once an hour.

By default, Microsoft Outlook checks for unread email every 5 minutes.
That means — what with spam, cc-happy co-workers, mailing lists, and bored
friends at work — you potentially can be interrupted 12 times an hour, or 108
times during a 9-hour workday by a new email message. Change this setting
to every 60 minutes to reduce the number of interruptions from 108 to 9 times
a day.

The method for changing that setting varies, depending on your email pro-
gram. If you use Microsoft Outlook, choose Tools — Options. In the Mail
Setup tab, hit the Send and Receive button to change the frequency setting, as
shown in Figure 2-4.

The amount of time you choose to check for new messages is up to you, but
even once an hour can be excessive. If you're truly ready to toss the email mon-
key off your back, try processing email two or three times a day, at times you
determine.

Send/Receive Groups [E3] =]
L—“ﬂ* A Send/Receive group contains a collection of Outloolk accounts and
[ !A" folders. ¥ou can specify the tasks that will be performed on the group

= during a sendfreceive,
Group Mame Send/Receive when
il Accounts Oriline and Offline Pet,
Setting for group "All Accounts"
Include this group in send/receive (Fa).
Schedule an automatic sendjreceive every | 5 2 minutes.
[[] Perform an automatic sendjreceive when sxiting.
When Outlook is OFfline
Include this group in sendfreceive (F).
[J5chedule an automatic sendjreceive every | 5 =1 minukes,

Figure 2-4 Microsoft Outlook Send/Receive options.
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Hack 10: Split Your Work Among Multiple Desktops

Easy
Windows XP, Mac 0S X
Free

The more space you have to lay out your materials, the easier it is to get a job
done. Imagine a cook in a kitchen with restricted counter space. She has to
remove the first ingredient from the refrigerator, put it on the counter, chop,
measure, and add it to the recipe. To use more ingredients she has to return the
first to the refrigerator to make room for the second, and so on. But what if she
had a larger countertop that could accommodate all the ingredients at once?
The chef could spend less time switching between ingredients and more time
cooking.

The same concept applies to the amount of screen real estate you have on
your computer monitor. Modern operating systems make multi-tasking with
overlapping windows on one screen possible, but that requires some amount
of task switching and window resizing to get to what you need. A recent sur-
vey by Jon Peddie Research* showed that multi-monitor computer setups can
increase a computer worker’s productivity by 20 to 30 percent.

In fact, Microsoft Corporation founder Bill Gates splits his work up onto
three screens that make up one desktop: “The screen on the left has my list of
emails. On the center screen is usually the specific email I'm reading and
responding to. And my browser is on the right-hand screen. This setup gives
me the ability to glance and see what new has come in while I'm working on
something, and to bring up a link that’s related to an email and look at it while
the email is still in front of me.””

To use physical multiple monitors, your computer has to have multiple
video cards or one video card capable of multiple monitors. If you don’t have
that capability, use virtual desktops instead to separate your work into four
distinct workspaces and focus on one at a time.

For example, use one desktop for the task at hand; the second for your task
resource documents, calendar, or to-do list; the third for web access; and the
last for email. Here’s how to get it set up.

Windows XP

Download the free Microsoft Windows Virtual Desktop Manager (MSVDM)
from http://microsoft.com/windowsxp/downloads/powertoys/
xppowertoys.mspx. After installing MSVDM, right-click your Windows
taskbar and select Toolbars — Desktop Manager. The MSVDM toolbar dis-
plays buttons labeled 1 through 4. Switch to another desktop by pressing a
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button, or use the Quick Preview button to see all four desktops in quadrants
on your screen, as shown in Figure 2-5.

Assign a different desktop background to each desktop to distinguish them
visually. To do so, right-click the MSVDM toolbar and choose Configure Desk-
top Images, as shown in Figure 2-6.
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Figure 2-5 View all four virtual desktops using Microsoft Windows Virtual Desktop Manager.
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Desktop | Shortcut Keps
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Figure 2-6 Choose a wallpaper image for each desktop in Microsoft Windows Virtual
Desktop Manager.
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Mac 0S X

If youre running Mac OS X 10.4 (Tiger), VirtueDesktops (http://
virtuedesktops.info) is a free virtual desktop manager. Download the
latest version, unzip it, and drag and drop it into your Applications folder.
Start up VirtueDesktops, and a virtual desktop menu appears in the status bar.
Choose Preferences from that menu, and within the Triggers area, configure
your preferred keyboard shortcuts for switching between desktops. By
default, the Option+Tab key combination displays all four desktops which you
can navigate using the arrow keys, as shown in Figure 2-7.

.m The latest version of Mac OS X 10.5, Leopard, will have virtual desktops
(called Spaces) built right in. More information on using Spaces is available at
http://apple.com/macosx/leopard/spaces.html.
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Figure 2-7 Create and manage four virtual desktops on Mac OS X 10.4 with VirtueDesktops.
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Hack 11: Build a No-fly Zone

Easy
All
Free

Many modern office spaces have open layouts to “promote interaction
between departments” — which means they’re set up to distract you all day
long. Low-wall cubes, side-by-side desks, required use of an instant messenger
(IM) — all make for a workday that’s interruption-driven instead of task-driven.
Then there’s the management strategy to encourage personnel intermingling
that seats employees who do involved mental work such as programming or
number-crunching next to loud sales people yammering away on the phone.

For anyone who doesn’t have her own office with a door that can be closed,
getting actual work done at the office can be a serious challenge. Co-workers
stopping by, IM windows popping up, getting dragged off to meetings or
hijacked to deal with the latest department crisis are all time-suckers that can
leave you worn out at 6 p.m., wondering where the day went.

When you're just a cog in the machine, changing your office’s culture might
not be possible. But for your own sanity and productivity, do what you can to
protect yourself from extraneous interruptions at the office.

Set Yourself up to Get into the Zone

It takes 15 minutes of uninterrupted time to get into “the zone,” that wonder-
fully productive place where you lose all sense of time and space and get a job
done. Protect yourself from interruptions before you start on an involved men-
tal task to give yourself that 15-minute runway.

Forward your office phone to voice mail and silence your cell phone. Shut
down instant messenger. If it must be on, set your status to Busy or Here but
working, chat later. Shut down your email client. If you're waiting for a crucial
message, set your email program to receive messages quietly (no sound) and
forward any must get-through email to your phone.

Shut down every application running on your computer that doesn’t have
to do with the task at hand. If you don’t need the Web to complete your task,
disconnect your machine from the network. I know —it’s extreme, but I'm
serious. If you're a programmer, download language documentation locally
before you start to avoid the temptation of the web browser.

Make Yourself Inaccessible

If your office uses Outlook or a shared calendar, schedule an appointment
with yourself that shows you as busy during the time you're working on your
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task to avoid meeting requests during that time. (This is especially useful for
recurring tasks such as to write weekly status reports.)

Signal to your co-workers in whatever ways are possible that you shouldn’t
be interrupted unless absolutely necessary. If it’s acceptable at your work-
place, put on headphones — noise-canceling headphones are best — and lis-
ten to music to block out sound. (A former co-worker of mine once confessed
that he put on headphones without anything playing on them just so people
wouldn’t randomly address him.)

.m See Hack 16, “Drown Out Sound with Pink Noise,” for more on masking
office noise.

If interruption by your manager or co-workers is a big problem, work out a
way you can signal that you're available to chat or that you're super-involved
at the moment at your desk. Make an agreement with others that when the
sock’s on the door, they won't stop by asking if you want to get coffee or what
you thought of last night’s episode of Lost.

Work at Quieter Times and in Zoned-Off Spaces

If all else fails, find times and space at your office where it’s easier to get work
done. Come in a little earlier or stay later or move your lunch break to the
opposite time of your co-workers. A couple of programmers I know who
worked at a frenetic office used to schedule a two-hour meeting together in a
conference room a couple of times a week, where they’d go with their laptops
to code in peace and quiet. A complete change of scenery can help boost your
productivity as well as keep you from the ringing phone and chatty cube mate.

Hack 12: Filter Low-Priority Email Messages

Easy
All
Free

You're head-down at work on that important presentation that’s due in two
hours. BING! An unopened envelope appears in your system tray.

“You have 1 unread message.”

Maybe it’s your co-worker with game-changing information about the pre-
sentation. Maybe it’s your boss asking to see you right away. You switch and
take a look at your inbox. Oh. Aunt Eunice forwarded you a picture of a kitten
in a tutu. Again.
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Millions of email messages course over the internet wire per second, and
some days it feels like a big chunk of them land in your inbox. Your spam
filter helps shuttle junk mail out of sight, but what about messages from
cc-happy co-workers, Aunt Eunice’s forwarded emails, and mailing list mes-
sages that clutter your inbox with low-priority noise?

Filter Low-Priority Messages

Set up rules — also called email filters — to make low-priority messages skip
your inbox and file themselves away someplace less urgent. A mail filter is a list
of conditions that trigger an action you define on an incoming email message.
Filters can be as simple as “Delete any message from annoying.person@
example.com,” or can get more complex, like “Any message that doesn’t contain
any one of my five email addresses in the To: field and does not have the word
URGENT in the subject line should be moved to the Not Important folder.”

The exact steps for doing this vary depending on your email software. The
following examples use the excellent, free, cross-platform email program Thun-
derbird, available at http: //mozilla.org/products/thunderbird.

To configure your email filters in Thunderbird, select Tools — Message Fil-
ters, and click the New button. Figure 2-8 displays a rule that files Aunt
Eunice’s forwarded messages and any messages from a mailing list to a folder
called Later.

Filter Rules
Filter name: | Later
Forincoming messages that.
O Match all of the following & Match any of the following
From ~| | contains | | aunt eunice@example.com E
Fram ~ contains ~| | list@esample.com E
Perform these actions:
Move Message to ~|  Later on Local Folders i

Figure 2-8 Mail filter that moves low-priority incoming messages to a folder called Later in
Mozilla Thunderbird.
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Filter CC'ed Messages

One of the most common misuses of email — especially in an office situation —
is carbon copying anyone and everyone even tangentially related to the topic
on a message. It’s safe to assume that messages not directed to you (that is, your
email address is not in the To line) are less urgent and more informative: CC’ed
messages most likely don’t require a response or action on your part. On a day
when you're firewalling your attention to only the most important disruptors,
set up a rule that shuttles email you've been CC’ed on out of your inbox and
into a separate folder for searching and browsing later.

To do so, first create a CC folder in your email program. Then, set up a rule
(filter) to say, “If my email address does not appear in the To field, file this mes-
sage,” as shown in Figure 2-9.

.m Hack 48, “Master Message Search,” provides tips for digging up
messages based on specific criteria.

When the filter is enabled, all new messages that arrive without your email
address in the To field are automatically filed in the cC folder.

Filter Rules
Filter name: | CC'ed
For incoming messages that:
(& Match all of the following (O Match any af the following
To ~| | doesn't contain ~| | me@example.com E
To - doesn't contain w| | me.l@example.com E
Perform these actions:
Move Message to ~ CC on Local Folders v

Figure 2-9 An email rule that moves messages not directed to either of two email addresses
to a folder called CC.
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Hack 13: Clear Your Desktop

Easy
Windows XP and Vista, Mac OS X
Free

It's amazing how fast your computer’s desktop can fill up with shortcuts and
files and turn into a virtual candy store of colorful icons beckoning your
mouse pointer: “Click me! Click me!” Most modern software puts a shortcut to
itself on your computer desktop by default when you install it. Your web
browser and email program might save files they download directly to your
desktop. It’s tempting to leave documents on your desktop because you'll
know they’ll be in sight at all times. But at what cost?

A cluttered virtual desktop is as bad as a cluttered physical desktop. It’s
visually distracting and makes it easy to get derailed from the task at hand.
(“Hey, lemme watch that funny .avi movie just one more time!”)

Clear your virtual desktop by removing all the icons you don’t need. To
maintain a completely clear desktop with absolutely nothing taking up space,
you can disable Desktop icons entirely. Here’s how.

Windows

1. Drag and drop all the files you've saved on your desktop into the My
Documents folder. (See Hack 52, “Organize My Documents,” for ways
to get your My Documents folder under control.)

2. Delete all the shortcuts to software applications on your desktop that
already exist in Windows’ Start menu.

3. To disable Desktop items entirely, in Windows XP, right-click the Desk-
top, and from the Arrange Icons By submenu, deselect Show Desktop
Icons. In Windows Vista, right-click the Desktop, and from the View
submenu, clear Show Desktop Icons.

4. Enable the Quick Launch toolbar to start up programs without having
to navigate the Start Menu. Add shortcuts to programs or documents
you open often to this toolbar for easy access. The limited real estate is a
good thing: choose only the items you launch often. (For example, if you
open the status.x1ls spreadsheet every other day, use a shortcut to
that document, instead of a shortcut to Excel.) As for all your other pro-
grams? Fear not: they’re still accessible, safely tucked away in the Pro-
grams folder.
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Mac 0S X

Mac applications are a lot less likely to add shortcuts to your Desktop; but it is
still easy to save downloaded files to your Mac’s desktop. Here’s how to clear up
things and still make all your favorite applications and documents accessible.

1. Drag and drop all the files on your Desktop to your Documents folder
in Finder.

2. Delete any shortcuts left on your Desktop.

3. Drag and drop your frequently launched programs to the Dock (to the
left of the Trash Bin).

4. For easy access to your Documents and Applications folders, drag and
drop them to the Dock as well. When clicked, the Applications folder
will reveal a vertical menu of items, as show in Figure 2-10.

Make it a habit to file away programs and documents in folders rather than
on your desktop to maintain a clutter-free virtual work environment.
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Figure 2-10 Place the Applications folder on the Dock as a menu to access all your software.
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Hack 14: Make Your House a Usable Home

Easy
All
Free

Ever been on the way out the door and you can’t find your keys? Dashing
around the house tearing through every nook and cranny in a stressed-out
frenzy isn’t the best way to start the day. But we’ve all been there.

It’s so easy to sabotage yourself every day without even realizing it. The
moment you put your keys in the pocket of the jacket you tossed over the
kitchen chair you didn’t think, “I'm going to make it really difficult for myself
tomorrow morning when I have to leave for the big interview.” Yet there are so
many small ways in which you can unconsciously make life harder on your-
self. Personal sabotage — whether it’s in the form of convincing yourself
you’ll magically remember to pick up milk at the store or thoughtlessly surf-
ing the Web when you’ve got a looming deadline — is a reversible habit with
a little thought and planning.

Just the way a basketball teammate tips the ball when the slam dunker leaps
to make the basket, you can be your own teammate and set yourself up for
success in life and work.

Take a look at your living space with a focus on usability. Your home should
be a tool that helps you get things done, a space that’s a pleasure to be in and
a launch pad for daily tasks as well as your life goals. Whether you want to
relax after work, phone a family member, or keep track of a dry cleaning
receipt, there are lots of simple ways to create a living space that makes getting
things done a breeze.

Create a Place for Incoming Stuff

Every day you walk into the house with your hands full of mail, pockets full
of change, and a cell phone that needs recharging. Instead of dumping that
pile of bills onto the coffee table, scattering a mess of pennies and dimes on
your dresser, and tossing the phone onto a table, create useful places to drop
off stuff without having to think: say, a change jar that goes to Coinstar every
few months, an indoor mailbox for you and your housemates, and a phone-
charging center with an easily-accessible plug. Fact is, after a long day at work,
you don’t want to have to think about where to put stuff when you walk in the
door. So make it a no-brainer.
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Put Items You Need to Remember in Your Path

Make it hard to forget where you put your keys, your cell phone, that check
you're supposed to mail, or the dry cleaning receipt. Section off a space near
the door where you can easily pick up items on your way out. Hang a key rack.
Place a snail mail outbox nearby for letters and bills that need to get dropped
at the post office. The door of my old apartment was metal, so I kept a few
magnets stuck to it to hold receipts, mail, and notes I'd be sure to see on my
way out the door.

Stow Away Stuff You Don’t Use; Put Stuff
You Do Within Easy Reach

Surround yourself with the things you use and either get rid of the things you
don’t, or stow them away. For example, if you've ripped all your audio CDs to
MP3 and only listen to them in that format, then why line your living room walls
with CDs that never get touched? Box up your CDs and store them up on a high
shelf in the closet to make room for the things in the living room that you do use.
In the kitchen, if you rarely make waffles but you're on a grilled cheese kick, put
the waffle-maker on the top shelf and leave the Foreman grill at eye level.

Strategically Place Items to Make Tasks Easy

Having all the things you need to complete a task on hand is half the battle.
One of my favorite household life hacks is the sheet-folding trick: fold the flat
and fitted sheets into a set and place them inside one pillowcase, along with
any other pillowcases for those sheets. The convenient packaging precludes
the need to rummage through the linen closet matching up sheet sets when the
time comes to make the bed.

There are lots of ways to make tasks easier with strategic placement. If your
telephone directory is digital, print out a copy and leave it by the phone at
home so you don’t have to consult your cell phone or boot up the computer to
find a number. Make recycling easy by placing the bin in the area where the
most paper or glass is generated — say, the home office or kitchen. If you're
bleary-eyed and fumbling for the TV remote each day to check the weather,
give yourself a break. Invest in a cheap thermometer and place it in the bed-
room window just by your closet, so you know what kind of outfit to choose
without any hassle.

Alternatively, keep your laptop in the bedroom and use it as your alarm clock
and weather notifier, in case of rain or snow. Use an Alarm Clock widget (avail-
able at http://widgetgallery.com/view.php?widget=39123) to start
playing music at a time you determine. Then schedule a task that launches a
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weather report web page as well. (See Hack 23, “Automatically Reboot and
Launch Applications,” for more on launching a web page at a specific time.)

Make Task-Based Centers

Place all the items you need to complete a task in an area sectioned off for that
activity — like a computer repair center, a bill-paying center, or a gift-wrapping
center. Keep ink and paper next to the printer; folders and tabs on the filing
cabinet, and stamps, envelopes, and address stickers in a mail center. Incorpo-
rate the defragging process — placing related items next to one another —
into your regular cleaning routine.

Leave Writing Material Everywhere

Keep pens and pads all over the house: by the phone, on the kitchen counter,
on the night table, in the bathroom. You never know when a thought that
needs to be recorded will strike. An idea, a forgotten to-do, the solution to a
problem you're having at work, a dream you want to remember, an image or
drawing, a phone number — all should all be jotted down without effort. Eas-
ily available capture tools keep nagging thoughts from cluttering your mind.

Set up an Inbox

Make a place to put real-life items that come streaming into your day, so you
can process them at times you determine instead of letting them interrupt you.
Snail mail, receipts, business cards, random paperwork, notes you've scrib-
bled to yourself should all be shuttled directly into your inbox for later sorting
and processing. A plastic or metal office inbox does just fine; any kind of box
or even designated desk space would work. You get bonus points if you can
get your housemate or partner to get an inbox, too; that way you can leave
things for him or her to see without piles of stuff gathering around the house.

Collaborate with Housemates

Simple tools can make sharing household tasks easy. Place a magnetic
dirty/clean flippy sign on the dishwasher so everyone knows when it has to
be emptied and when it can be loaded. Stick a magnetic whiteboard to the
fridge with an ongoing shopping list. Use it to leave notes or to-do lists, too,
such as “Call plumber about the toilet! 555-3456.” A magnetic whiteboard cal-
endar is also a handy way to keep track of household schedules, especially for
busy families.
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m The Grocery Shopping Helper (available at http: //1ifehackerbook
.com/ch2/groceryhelper) creates a list of shopping items with the aisle
they're located in at your local store. Print out a copy to keep on your fridge,
and list the quantity next to items you need. Then, sort needed items by aisle to
make grocery shopping a breeze.

Hack 15: Sentence Stuff to Death Row

Easy
All
Free

Endless streams of information compete for your attention. RSS feeds, mailing
lists, and news sites are all great ways to keep up with what’s going on in the
world and within your industry. However, because putting your ear to yet
another new information channel is so easy, it’s equally easy to find yourself
swimming in a sea of unread items that pile up while you're focusing on other
things. Prune your information channels down to the ones most worth your
time to keep up a solid attention firewall. One technique for doing so is sen-
tencing certain information streams to a virtual death row.

Maybe it’s the mailing list you once enjoyed and participated in with relish,
but that has become more boring than informative. Maybe it’s that weblog that
seemed so fun and original six months ago that’s slowly lost your interest.
Whether you're de-cluttering your home or your digital space, sometimes it’s
hard to know what you can safely toss and what to hang onto. A simple
method for choosing what goes and what stays is to make a folder called
Death Row on your hard drive, in your email program, or RSS reader — or in
all three. Place any feeds, lists, or files you're not sure are useful to you any-
more in there.

Give yourself six weeks. If within that time, you never looked up something
in that feed, or list, or used one of those files, out it goes. If you did use an item,
reinstate it into your regular rotation.

Hack 16: Drown out Sound with Pink Noise

Easy
Mac OS X, Windows
Free
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If your co-worker’s conversation down the hall is distracting you, or your
downstairs neighbor’s television is blaring up through your floor, block out
the sound with a soft static noise. Pink noise masks ambient sounds like pass-
ing car subwoofers or neighborhood industrial noise.

Mac OS X

A free software application for Mac OS X, called Noise (see Figure 2-11), plays
distraction-drowning pink noise continuously. You can download it from
http://blackholemedia.com/noise.

Windows

Pink noise and white noise CDs and MP3s are available for purchase online
and offline. Set them to play on repeat using any digital music player or CD
player on your computer to replace Noise’s functionality.

Hack 17: Keep Software from Stealing Focus

Easy
Windows XP
Free

Ever been typing in a document or a password prompt and have a pop-up take
over as the active window? It’s not hard to instant message a password to a
stranger or unknowingly reboot your computer because a Windows Update
prompt asked while you weren’t looking. An application focus thief breaks
into your workflow without warning or permission. Not only can it steal the
window focus, it can take over your mental focus. Why should Windows inter-
rupt you on your time? The short answer is, it shouldn't.

A free Windows enhancement called Tweak Ul can disable focus-stealing
applications. Download the free Tweak Ul from the Microsoft web site at
http://microsoft.com/windowsxp/downloads/powertoys/xppower
toys.mspx. Click the TweakULexe link in the column on the right side.

Once Tweak Ul is running, under the General options, in the Focus panel,
select Prevent applications from stealing focus, as shown in Figure 2-12.

Figure 2-11 Mac OS X Noise in action.
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2 Tweak Ul 2Je3

Prevent applications from stealing focus
(O Flash taskbar button unkil T click on it

Ale+Tab (%) Flash taskbar button 3 31| times
+-Mouse
+- Explarer Description
+- Common Dialogs Check "Prevent applications From stealing focus” to prevent
%) Taskbar and Start menu applications from stealing Focus From the window you are
% Desktop working in. Instead, their taskbar icon will flash to indicate

that the application is trying ko get vaur attention,
+l- My Compuker

Contral Panel This is a per-user setting.
Templates
#- Inkermet Explorer
Command Prompt
+ Logon
Arcess Control
Repair

Figure 2-12 Configure Windows application focus settings in Tweak Ul.

Tweak UI unlocks lots of other Windows settings as well. It's worth a look
around the software for other options to configure Windows just to your liking.
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Automate Repetitive Tasks

You want to spend your time doing interesting work, not slogging through
tedium. Faced with a dull, tiresome task, a lifehacker opts to spend three hours
and 55 minutes automating it rather than four hours actually doing it.

Computers are built to take the burden of menial tasks out of human hands.
Refrigerators switch on and off to maintain a certain temperature. Your pay-
check is directly deposited into your account without anyone having to visit
the bank. Streetlights snap on at dusk so humans don’t have to canvass the
neighborhood flipping switches. And you can automate personal computing
tasks to run in the background automatically.

If you examine your work processes over time, you'll notice that certain
activities come up over and over again, whether it’s filing email messages into
the same folders, cleaning up your hard drive, or downloading new songs
from your favorite bands” web sites. Program your computer to perform these
tasks once, and you'll never have to do them by hand again.

Every computer operating system can execute automated tasks on a recur-
ring schedule, but few personal computer users take advantage of this capa-
bility. It’s a shame. Granted, the initial time investment of automating a job can
seem high, but in the long run, the payback more than makes up for it.

A computer isn’t like a car: you don’t have to be at the wheel to drive. Set up
your computer to run itself while you're asleep or at lunch or in a meeting. It
can do routine maintenance, fetch files from the Web, and back itself up. Save
yourself from the doldrums of tedious work with the following hacks that
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automate important — but boring — tasks so you can concentrate on more
appealing work.

Hack 18: Automatically Back up Your Files

Medium
Windows XP and Vista
$75 and up

More and more, the fragments of your life exist as particles on a magnetic disk
mounted inside your computer. The photos from your one-year-old niece’s
birthday, the interview you did with great-grandpa Gus, your working manu-
script of the Great American Novel, the first email messages you exchanged
with your spouse — not to mention crucial professional data — all reside on
that spinning magnetic platter susceptible to temperature changes, power
surges, fire, theft, static, and just plain wear and tear.

Hard drives fail. It's a fact of computing life. It's not a matter of whether
your computer’s disk will stop working; it’s a matter of when. The question is
how much it will disrupt your life — and it won't if you have a backup copy.

Backing up your data could possibly be the dullest — yet most indispens-
able — thing you do on your computer. But who remembers to do it? You
don’t have to.

In this hack you’ll automate nightly, weekly, and monthly local and off-site
backups for your PC using free software. This system will even email you if
something goes wrong, so it’s the ultimate “set it and forget it” situation. Once
you get this up and running, you'll never have to worry about losing data again.

What You'll Need

m A Windows XP or Vista PC.

m SyncBack Freeware version 3.2. Available as a free download from
http://2brightsparks.com/downloads.html.

m An external hard drive. Purchase an external hard drive that connects
via USB or FireWire, depending on your computer model. (Consult
your PC’s user guide for the ports are available on your machine.)
When deciding capacity, go for 10 times the amount of data you want to
back up. For example, if the size of your My Documents folder is 10 GB,
then look to purchase a 100 GB hard drive. (If a drive the size you need
isn’t available, calculate the size of your home directory without space-
hogging subdirectories, like My Music, My Videos, and My Pictures.
You have the option to reduce the number of copies you keep of those
large files to save space.)
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m An off-site, FTP server (optional). If you want off-site backup — in case
of fire, flood or theft — purchase an ongoing backup hosting plan on a
server that provides FTP access. For less than $10 a month, you can get
several gigabytes of storage at a web (or purely backup) hosting provider.

Configure the Backup System

You can create multiple schedules and notifications and back up over the inter-
net to remote servers with the SyncBack backup software. While both Win-
dows XP and Vista come with a built-in backup utility, neither offers the
options and flexibility of SyncBack.

.m Vista's backup utility has one advantage over SyncBack — it displays a
file's past versions inside its Properties dialog box, which is a nice perk.

To get your automated, worry-free backups up and running, follow these steps:

1. Get the SyncBack software — SyncBack Freeware v3.2 — available for
download at http://2brightsparks.com/downloads.html.
Install the application.

.m SyncBackSE version 4.0 is also available to buy at $25. This hack uses
the free SyncBack version 3, which does not offer the advanced features of
version 4, such as backing up open files, unlimited zip file size, and encryption.

2. Connect your external hard drive to your computer. Turn it on. Name it
Backup and browse to it in Explorer. (On my computer, for example, it’s
the G: \ drive.)

3. Create four folders: nightly, weekly, monthly-even, and monthly-
odd, as shown in Figure 3-1. You'll store your backups in these folders.

e BACKUP (G) D= %]

1,
"

File Edit View Favorites Tools Help

G Back () ir 7 ) search Folders Elv

Address |G G| v a Go

ood oy U

monthly-even  monthly-odd nightly imeekly:

Figure 3-1 Backup folders on the external drive.
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4.

Fire up SyncBack. Create a new profile called Local Nightly backup.
Set the Source to your My Documents folder (or wherever you store
your important data), and the destination to your backup drive’s
nightly folder, as shown in Figure 3-2.

Select the directory to backup. Choose to back up your entire Source
directory or select specific subdirectories to get backed up. This option
comes in handy, if say, you have a few space-hogging directories (like
My Videos and My Music) and you don’t have the space to keep four
copies (one in each of the nightly, weekly, and two monthly folders)
of those big files on your backup drive.

To do so, select Let Me Choose Which Sub-Directories to Include from
the Sub-dirs drop-down list (just below the Destination field) and, on
the Simple tab, choose Backup the Source Directories Files Including
Selected Sub-Directories.

Click the Sub-Directories tab. If you have hundreds of subdirectories,
it’ll take SyncBack some time to traverse the tree and display them. Go
grab a cup of coffee and come back to check off the directories you want
backed up each night. That’s when you tell SyncBack to ignore the My
Music, My Pictures, and My Videos folders each night when it runs.

Really effective automation runs without intervention or interruption,
but lets you know if something goes wrong. Enable the advanced
options in SyncBack by clicking the Expert button at the bottom.

Profile Setup: Local Nightly backup

Source

Sub-dirs

Destination GiAriahtly!

Simple | advanced | CopyfDelete | Fiter | Sub-directories
1 would ke to.
[ Backup the source directories fles, but nat any of its sub-diectories

[ Backup the source dirsctories Fles, including al its sub-diectories

D:\dataiginal,

|

Let me choose which sub-directories to include v

[ {Backup the solrce dirsctories Fles, inclUding selected sub-directaries

i synchra
9 synchro
i synchro
[y custom

destinati

Description of this profile

* s il optd rom theso.rcsdractar (D datal gt o the destinaton drsctory (Gnighety).

+ Selected sub-directories and their Fies illbe capied.

+ I the same file has been changed in both the source and destination directories then the source file will replace the

+ Files cnly in the source are copied to the destination.

+ IF afile is only in the destination then it s ignored.
+ The log file will be emailed after the profile has run (but only if the profile run Fails)

S | (@] [vo] (Ko=)

rise the source directories files with the destination directory
rise the source directories files and sub-directories with the destination directory

rise: the source directories files and selected sub-directories with the destination directory

on file.

Figure 3-2 Nightly Local backup profile window in SyncBack.
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8. To monitor whether your nightly backup runs without a hitch, in the
E-mail tab, check the Email the Log File When the Profile Has Run
option. You don’t want an email every day; you just want one if things
go awry, so also check the Only Email the Log File if an Error Occurs
option. See Figure 3-3.

9. Set your SMTP server options as well and then click the Test Email
Settings button to make sure you can receive messages, as shown in
Figure 3-3.

.m Your SMTP options specify what server you use to send mail. Check
with your email service provider for your hostname and port information. The
To and From fields should contain your email address.

10. Select the Misc tab, and click the Schedule button. Here you tell Windows
XP to run this nightly backup every evening (or early morning) at, say,
2:00 a.m. Be sure to set the Windows password you use to log into your
computer for this scheduled task by clicking the Set Password button.

11. Wash, rinse, and repeat to create a profile called Local Weekly Backup.
Set the Destination to your backup drive’s Weekly folder and set the
profile to run once a week (say, at 3:00 a.m. Saturday morning). The
subdirectory and email settings should remain the same for this profile.

Profile Setup: Local Nightly backup
Source D:\datatging,
Destination 4 Highty
Sl Let me choose which sub-directories to include v
Simple: Advance: d Copy/Delete Filter Sub-directories Compare Options Compression FTP
etwork Email Background Auto-close Proqrams Mise,
[¥]Email the log file after the profile has run
[#]only email the log file if an error ocours

SMTR Server Connection Detais

Hostname stntp. sxample. com [IMust login to SMTP server

Port =g Username

Te rhe@example. com Password

From me@example.com

Reply To

oC

BCC

Subject SyncBack Stakus - PROBLEM]|

Receipt

Test Email Settings
[ £l @ telp EBEasy D/ v 0K X concel

Figure 3-3 Email settings for the Local Nightly Backup profile in SyncBack.
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12. Configure your bi-monthly local backup. You could set up a single
monthly backup profile that runs once a month, but using that scheme,
you run the risk of losing data. Here’s how. Say you do a massive file
deletion or update on the last day of the week and month. Those
changes would replicate to all three backup copies (Nightly, Weekly,
and Monthly), and you’d have no backup of anything before your
deletion or update.

To avoid this, set up two local bi-monthly backup profiles, one of which
runs on even months, and the other runs on odd months: Local Bi-
Monthly (even) Backup and Local Bi-Monthly (odd) Backup, respec-
tively. When you set up the schedule for the Local Bi-Monthly (even)
profile, from the Schedule tab, choose Monthly from the Schedule Task
drop-down, and then click the Select Months button. Check off the even
months of the year, as shown in Figure 3-4.

13. Set up the bi-monthly (odd) profile the same way, with odd months
checked off.

You can test your new backup profiles by doing a Simulated Run to see
what files would get copied where without actually copying them. To do so,
select a profile to test in SyncBack and select Task — Simulated Run. Depend-
ing on how much data you have, a test run can take a long time.

After all four profiles have run (in at most two months from setup), you'll
have four copies of your most important data on your external drive getting
updated every night, week, and month. If something goes wrong and the
backups fail, you receive an email notification.

This means that when hard drive breaks down, the most data you'll lose is a
day’s worth. And if you overwrote an important file — even if you did so a
month ago — you can recover a backed up copy.

Select Months (B[ %]
Please select the manths pou would like the task to run,
[CJianuans ] duy
February August
[1Harch [] September
Aypril October
[IMay [ Movember
[l dune [¥] December
[ Ok I [ Cancel ]

Figure 3-4 Run the Local Bi-Monthly (even) Backup on even months.
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Off-Site Backup

Your backup plan doesn’t stop there. If your computer’s hard drive buys the
farm, you're covered, but what if your house burns down or gets burglarized?
You want your most important data somewhere off-site as well. That’s where
your FIP server comes in.

Create a last SyncBack profile called Remote Nightly Backup that sends all
your important data over the wire from, say, your hard drive in New York to
your FTP server in Atlanta. In the FTP tab, enter your server’s information as
shown in Figure 3-5.

m If you don't like the idea of your data on someone else’s server, check out
the Compression tab, where you can configure a profile that zips up your files
and applies password to them. Run that profile before your remote backup FTP
for a little extra security.

That'’s it! When your multi-profile, automated backup system is up and run-
ning you can rest easy knowing that when catastrophe strikes — or if you sim-
ply upgrade to a new computer — your data is safe and sound, with five
different copies stored on- and off-site. Figure 3-6 shows the list of backup pro-
files set up in SyncBack in this hack.

Profile Setup: Remote Nightly backup
Source D:\datatginalimportant-docs
Destination locsiimportanty
Friis L6 e chioose which sub-drectories o incide v
hetwork Email Background Auto-close Frograms Misc,
simple | Advanced | Copwbelste | Fiter Sib-directories | Compare Options | Compression | FTP
The destination directory is on an FTP server
FTP Server Connection Detsils
Hastname Ftp. example.com Reconnect Attempts 5[ Quote Character
Usernarne gna Seconds Between Attempts [ Read timeout (seconds) o[
Password peseiocn Passive (may be required if using frrewall)  []File time is not GHTAUTC
Port 21 [ server requires Alocate command [CIForce hinary transfers
[1 use a proxy server
Preocy Server Detals
Hostname Part A
Usernarne Froxy Type
Passward
[ ey | [ @bee | [ e | B W K

Figure 3-5 Remote nightly backup to an off-site FTP server.
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= SyncBack
Profiles Task Preferences Columns Help
G E Praofile Type

Local Bi-Monthly (even) backup Backup
Local Bi-Monthly {odd) backup Backup
Local Mightly backup Backup
Local Weekly Backup Backup
Remate Mightly backup Backup

L] —F —
L =1 =4 [= s
ew

Figure 3-6 SyncBack Local and Remote backup profiles.

Backup geeks and the curious should be sure to explore all of SyncBack’s
tabs and options. For example, in the Autoclose tab, you can set SyncBack to
shut down any programs with a word you specify in the title bar before it runs
a backup job. The Programs tab sets commands to run before and after backup
happens, handy for database or source repository dumps, grabbing files you
want to back up from the Web, or anything else you want to move or copy
when a profile runs.

Hack 19: Automatically Defragment Your Hard Drive

Medium
Windows XP
Free

The digital footprint of your life gets ever bigger on your computer hard dri-
ves, so it’s more important than ever to keep those disks healthy to preserve
your critical data. As files change, get deleted, or are over-written, they
become fragmented on your hard drive, split up into bits and pieces located at
different physical points on the disk. In the same way it takes you a few
moments to turn to page 8 to finish reading that front page newspaper article,
drive heads have to work a little harder to read and write fragmented files
scattered across your hard drive.

Luckily Windows comes with a built-in disk maintenance tool that defrag-
ments your hard drive — rearranges the file bits and pieces in an order opti-
mized for your computer. Running a defrag is a long, tedious process (especially
as hard drives get larger and larger), so it’s a perfect candidate for automation.

In this hack, you set up a regular disk defragmentation that will automati-
cally run at night while you sleep, and keep your computer’s hard drive in tip-
top shape.
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.m Windows Vista defragments your hard drive on a weekly basis by
default. Apple says’ that there is little benefit to defragmenting your Mac’s hard
drive because technology built into the Mac OS prevents excessive disk
fragmentation.

Here’s how to set up regular drive defragmentation using Windows Sched-
uled Tasks.

1. From the Control Panel, choose Scheduled Tasks. (In some Windows
configurations, Scheduled Tasks is listed in the Control Panel’s Perfor-
mance and Maintenance section.) Select Add Scheduled Task.

2. The Scheduled Task Wizard opens. Click Next to add a task. The Defrag
.exe utility isn’t listed in the program options. Click the Browse button
to find it (usually located at C: \Windows\system32\defrag.exe).

3. Give the task a name and a frequency, as shown in Figure 3-7.

.m The frequency with which you defragment your drive depends on how
often large files change on your hard drive. For a home computer that’s not
reading and writing large files most of the day, monthly will do. For a work
computer constantly in use, weekly should be sufficient.

4. Choose a time to defrag. Your computer cannot be in use (that is, writ-
ing files) while defrag is running, so schedule the job to start at a time
when you won't be using it, like 1 a.m. on Saturday morning.

5. Enter your Windows password. Windows will ask you to enter an
administrative username and password, which it needs to run this job
on its own. When finished, click Next. At the last screen of the wizard,
check Open Advanced Properties For This Task When I Click Finish.
Then click Finish.

Scheduled Task Wizard

Tupe a name for this task. The tagk name can be
the same name as the program name,

Disk defrag

Perform this task:

O Daily

(5) Weekly

() Monthiy

() Dne time only

() When my computer starts
() When | log on

[ < Back H Nest > l[ Cancel ]

Figure 3-7 Name and choose a frequency for the defrag task.
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6. In the Advanced Properties dialog boxs Run text box, enter the letter of
the hard drive you want to defragment, like C:, as shown in Figure 3-8,
after the defrag. exe command.

7. As previously mentioned, defrag only if your computer is idle. No
other processes can be writing to disk while defrag is running, so set
the task to only run if your computer’s not doing anything else. For
example, if you set defrag to run at 1 a.m. and you have a late work
night, or another scheduled job is downloading a huge video file, you
want to put off the defrag task until the other work is complete. To do
so, on the Advanced Properties dialog box’s Settings tab, select Only
Start the Task if the Computer Has Been Idle for at Least and enter a
desired number of minutes, like 10, as shown in Figure 3-9.

8. Click OK to save the settings on your automated defragment task.

If you have more than one hard drive in your computer, use these steps to
create a separate task for each drive, using the appropriate drive letter.

Disk defrag

]|

Task | Schedule | Settings

ﬁ CoWWINDOWENT asksh\Disk defrag.job

Run: C:WWINDDWShaystem324defrag.exe C:

Start in: CoWINDOW S epstem3z

LComments:

[ Run oy if logaed on
Enabled [scheduled task rung at specified time)

Biowse

[ Ok I[ Cancel ][

Apply I

Figure 3-8 Add the drive letter to the defrag.exe command.
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Disk defrag B[]

Task || Schedule| Settings

Scheduled Task Complated
[[] Delete the tack if it i not scheduled to run again

[¥] Stop the task if it runs for: |72 = hour(z)| 0 = minute(s]
Idle Time
[#] Orly start the task if the computer has been idle for at least

10 % minutels)

I the computer has not been idle that long, retry for up to

=) = minute(s]

[¥]iStop the task if the computer ceases to be idie!

Fower Management

Dron't start the task if the computer is running on batteries.
Stop the task if battery mode begins.

[ ake the computer to un this task.

[ 0k ][ Cancel ][ Apply ]

Figure 3-9 Begin defragmenting only if the computer isn't doing anything else.

Hack 20: Automatically Empty Your
Digital Junk Drawer

Advanced
Windows XP and Vista
Free

During the course of a work day, you save all sorts of disposable files on your
computer: video, images, and songs meant for a single viewing or listen, PDF
files you have to print, software installers and zip files you extract and do
whatever you need with the contents. The end result is a lot of digital detritus
clogging your hard drive for no good reason. But you don’t want to clean up
after yourself every time you work with a set of files you don’t need to keep.

In this hack, you schedule a virtual janitor script that sweeps through your
hard drive every night and deletes any files in your digital junk drawer that
have been sitting around for more than x days, like old garbage starting to
stink. This program constantly recovers space on your hard drive so you don’t
have to worry about getting the dreaded Low Disk Space message while
you're in the middle of something important.

m This script and the instructions for use require comfort with
executable script editing and automated file deletion, which are not to be taken
lightly. Pointed at the wrong directory, this script could damage your PC.
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To
Then
days

put your janitor to work, first create your virtual junk drawer folder.
you’ll configure the janitor to clean out the files older than a number of
you determine from that folder. Finally, you'll schedule the janitor to

clean up at a regular, convenient time.
Here’s what to do:

1.

Create a directory in your main documents directory that is going to
serve as a holding pen for temporary, disposable files. Mine is in
D:\data\gina\junkdrawer, so that’s how I'll refer to it for the rest
of this hack.

Download the janitor.vbs script, available at http://1life
hackerbook.com/ch3/janitor.vbs. Save it in your documents.
(Mine is located in D: \data\gina\scripts\janitor.vbs.)

Set your web browser and email client to save downloaded files and
message attachments to your junk drawer.

Firefox users, select Tools — Options — Downloads. Set the directory to
which Firefox should download automatically in the Download Folder
section, as shown in Figure 3-10.

Using a plain text editor such as Notepad, open the janitor.vbs file
and edit the following sections to set the path to your junkdrawer
directory, and how many days old files should be when they get
deleted.

Options

i & @ O & @

General  Privacy  Content Tabs Downloads  Advanced

Download Folder
O Ask me where to save every file
) Save all files to this folder:

I Di\datavginahjunkdrawer

Download Manager

Show Download hManager when a download beging

[] Close the Download Manager when all downloads are complete

Download Actions

Firefox can automatically download or open files of certain types.

Wiew & Edit Actions...

[ 0K ll Cancel ][ Help ]

Figure 3-10 The Firefox Downloads dialog box set to save to the junkdrawer directory.
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'Path to the root directory that you're cleaning up
PathToClean = "D:\data\gina\junkdrawer"

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

'ENTER THE NUMBER OF DAYS SINCE THE FILE WAS LAST MODIFIED

'ANY FILE WITH A DATE LAST MODIFIED THAT IS GREATER OR EQUAL TO
'THIS NUMBER WILL BE DELETED.

'Specify the how many days old a file must be in order to be deleted.
numberOfDays = 7

TAAAAAAAAAAAANAAAAAAANAAAAAAANAAAAAAANAANAAAAANAAAAAAANAANAAAAAAANAAAAAAANAAAN

In the line that begins PathToClean, replace D: \data\gina\junkdrawer
with the path to your junk drawer folder. Also, change the line numberOfDays
to your preferred time frame. I'm happy deleting stuff 7 days old, but you might
want to start with a month (30) or two weeks (14).

m This script deletes files from your hard drive, from any directory
that you specify. If you enter C: \Windows\system32, for example, you could
do irreparable damage to your computer. So make absolutely sure the
PathToClean is set to a directory with files Windows does not need to
function and files you don’t care about losing.

Also, this script deletes files x days older than the files’s Last Modified date. It
is possible that a file’s Last Modified date is already older than the number of
days you specify, even if you've just downloaded the file. Keep this in mind
when you're saving files to your junk drawer. Only save stuff in your junk
drawer that are OK to lose.

When your junk drawer is set up and the script is configured, double-click
janitor.vbs to run it. It will check your junk drawer and all its subdirecto-
ries for old files and delete any it finds. Empty subdirectories will be deleted as
well. If all goes well, you see a pop-up box that reads, “The directory has been
cleaned up!” as shown in Figure 3-11.
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Cleanup Complete

The directory has been cleaned up!

Figure 3-11 Janitor completion pop-up.

.]ma If you get a message along the lines of “no script engine for file
extension .vbs,” download the Windows XP Scripting Host from http: //
microsoft.com/downloads/details.aspx?FamilyID=C717D943-7E4B-
4622-86EB-95A22B832CAA&displayLang=en. This installation requires a
restart.

When your script is pointed to the right place and you’ve run it and are
happy with the results, you want to schedule your virtual janitor to sweep
through every day.

Select Control Panel — Scheduled Tasks and then File — New. Name your
new task Clean out junk drawer. Double-click the task, and set the Run: line
to where your script lives, as shown in Figure 3-12.

Click the Set Password button and enter your Windows password. This
authorizes Windows to run the script on its own.

On the Schedule tab, set the job to run each day at a convenient time. On a
computer that stays on all night, you can run the script in the wee hours of the
morning. To test the new job, right-click Clean Out Junk Drawer in Scheduled
Tasks and choose Run. You should get the “The directory has been cleaned
up!” message again.

Clean out junk drawer B[]

Task | Schedule | Settings

ﬁ CAWINDOWSAT asks\Clean out junk drawe job

Bur: D:\datahginahsciptsh anitor, vb#

Start in: D:\datahginahscriptsh,

Lomments:

i il

[ Run only if logged on
Enabled [scheduled task runs at specified time]

Figure 3-12 Make the Janitor script a scheduled task.
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ABOUT VISUAL BASIC

Many viruses and spyware use Visual Basic, the language this script is written
in, to do bad things like spam your friends and steal your credit card number.
This doesn’t mean Visual Basic is inherently bad, it means it's oft been used for
evil. As a result, many spyware scanners and virus protection programs will
sound off all sorts of alarms and even disable Visual Basic scripts entirely in the
name of protecting you. This script is benign. It does nothing harmful except
delete files from a directory you specify. Whitelist and allow it to execute no
matter what your virus protection and spyware cleaner says; it's kosher.

Now your virtual janitor is set to clean up after you. Remember, the key to
this system is to move files out of your junk drawer if you’ll need them long term.
Otherwise, they will be irrecoverably lost.

.m Danny O’Brien developed the concept of the janitor script, and
programming help was generously provided by Brian Plexico. Variations on
this script with extra features are available at http: //1ifehackerbook
.com/ch3/.

Hack 21: Automatically Download
Music, Movies, and More

Advanced
All
Free

Your web browser does a good job of fetching web documents and displaying
them, but there are times when you need an extra-strength program to get
those tougher download jobs done.

A versatile, old school Unix program called wget is handy tool that makes
downloading tasks very configurable. Whether you want to mirror an entire web
site, automatically download music or movies from a set of favorite weblogs, or
transfer huge files painlessly on a slow or intermittent network connection, the
wget program — the non-interactive network retriever — is for you.

Install and Run Wget

Download the Mac or Windows version of wget from http://
lifehackerbook.com/links/wget. After downloading, extract the files
to C: \wget on Windows or /Applications/wget on the Mac.
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To run wget, launch a command line (the Mac Terminal, or Windows Com-
mand Prompt). At the command line prompt, switch to the directory where
wget is installed by typing

cd c:\wget\

on Windows, or

cd /Applications/wget/

on the Mac. Then type the wget command you want from the following
examples and press Enter.
The format of wget commands is:

wget [option]... [URL]...

URL is the address of the file(s) you want wget to download. The magic in
this little tool is the long menu of options available that make some highly cus-
tomized and scriptable downloading tasks possible. This hack covers some
examples of what you can do with wget and a few dashes and letters in the
[option] part of the command.

.m For the full take on all of the wget program’s secret options sauce, type
wget --help at the command line or check out the complete wget manual
online, available at http://gnu.org/software/wget /manual.

Mirror an Entire Web Site

Say you want to back up your blog or create a local copy of an entire directory
of a web site for archiving or reading later. The following command saves all
the pages that exist at the example.com web site in a folder named
example.com on your computer:

wget -m http://example.com

The -m switch in the command stands for mirror this site.
Say you want to retrieve all the pages in a site and the pages to which that
site links, you’d go with the following command:

wget -H -r --level=1 -k -p http://example.com

In plain English, this translates into: Download all the pages (-r, recursive)
onhttp://example.com plus one level (--1level=1) into any other sites it
links to (-H, span hosts), and convert the links in the downloaded version to
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point to the other sites” downloaded version (-k). Also, get all the components
like images that make up each page (-p).

m Those with small hard drives, beware! This command downloads
a lot of data from large sites that link a lot more (like blogs). Don't try to back
up the internet, because you'll run out of disk space!

Resume Partial Downloads on an Intermittent Connection

Say you're using the wireless connection at the airport, and it’s time to board
the plane — with just a minute left on that download you started half an hour
ago. When you make it back home and reconnect to the network, you can use
the -c (continue) option to direct wget to resume a partial download where it
left off.

Say you want to download the 89 MB installer file for free office suite soft-
ware, OpenOffice.org (http://openoffice.org). Use the following wget
command:

wget http://ftp.ussg.iu.edu/openoffice/stable/2.0.2/000_2.0.2_Win32Intel_
install.exe

Mid-download, you get the boarding call and have to close your laptop and
get on the plane. When you reopen it back home, you can add a -c to your
wget command, and resume fetching the partially downloaded file, like this:

wget -c http://ftp.ussg.iu.edu/openoffice/stable/2.0.2/000_2.0.2_
Win32Intel_install.exe

This feature comes in handy when you're sharing bandwidth with others or
need to pause a download while you work on another bandwidth-intensive
task. For example, if that movie download is affecting the quality of your inter-
net phone call, stop it and resume after you've hung up the phone using the
wget —c switch.

.m Most — but not all — servers on the Internet support resuming partial
downloads.

Also, if the URL of the file you're downloading contains ampersand (&)
characters, be sure to enclose it in quotes in the command, like this:

wget —-c "http://example.com/?pl=y&p2=n"
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Automatically Download New Music from the Web

These days there are tons of directories, aggregators, filters, and weblogs that
point off to interesting types of media. You can use wget to create a text file list
of your favorite sites that, say, link to MP3 music files, and schedule it to auto-
matically download any newly added MP3s from those sites each day to your
computer.?

Here’s how:

1. Create a text file called mp3_sites. txt, and list URLs of your favorite
sources of music online (1ike http://del.icio.us/tag/
system: filetype:mp3 or http://stereogum.com), one per line.

2. Use the following wget command to go out and fetch those MP3s:
wget -r -11 -H -tl -nd -N -np -A.mp3 -erobots=off -1 mp3_sites.txt

That wget recipe recursively (-r) downloads only MP3 files (-2 .mp3)
linked from the sites (-H) 1 level out (-11) listed inmp3_sites. txt
(-imp3_sites.txt) that are newer (-N) than any you've already
downloaded. There are a few other specifications in there — like to not
create a new directory for every music (-nd) file, to ignore

robots. txt (-erobots=0ff), and to not crawl up to the parent
directory of a link (-np).

When this command is scheduled with the list of sites you specify, you get
an ever-refreshed folder of new music files wget fetches for you. With a good
set of trusted sources, you'll never have to go looking for new music again —
wget will do all the work for you.

m Use this technique to download all your favorite bookmarks for offline
usage as well. If you keep your bookmarks online in del.icio.us, use wget to
download the contents of your favorite pages to your hard drive. Then, using
Google Desktop Search, you can search the contents of your bookmarks even
when you're offline.

Automate wget Downloads on Windows

To schedule a wget download task to run at a certain time, open a new docu-
ment in a plain text editor like Notepad. Type the wget command you want to
schedule, and save the file with a . bat extension, such as getnewmusic.bat.

In Windows Task Scheduler, browse to getnewmusic.bat in the Programs
section and set the schedule as usual.

.m See Hack 19, “Automatically Defragment Your Hard Drive,” for more
details on setting up a recurring job in Windows Task Scheduler.
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Hack 22: Automatically Email Yourself File Backups

Advanced
Windows XP and Vista
Free

When my sister-in-law asked me how she could back up her master’s thesis
without any special equipment or software, I had to think for a minute.

“Email it to yourself,” I finally told her.

Emailing yourself important documents that change often is a quick and
dirty — yet very effective — form of backup, especially if you're using a web-
based email solution such as Gmail (http://gmail.google.com) or
Yahoo! Mail (http://mail.yahoo.com).

By regularly emailing yourself a copy of a file you've been slaving over for
months — or hours — you're storing it off-site on your mail server, where it’ll
be safe in case of drive failure, theft, fire, or flood. Plus, you build up a direc-
tory of document versions over time, all in your inbox. Even using the more
complex and thorough backup system detailed earlier in Hack 18, a few copies
of that key document in your email inbox can give you an extra sense of secu-
rity and accessibility.

Of course, you don’t want to go through the work of attaching a document
to a new email and sending it manually four times a day. In this hack you’ll use
a scriptable Windows program to do it for you. Schedule this program to run
daily or hourly, or however often you need for quick and easy, versioned, off-
site backup of your most important working documents.

Set up the Email Script

The main act in this emailing show is a small, free utility called Blat, available
for download at http: //blat.net. Blat sends email with attachments from
the command line. Unzip Blat into the C: \Blat250\ directory.

Using Notepad or another text editor, make a list of all the files you want to
email yourself, separated by commas. Save that file as C:\Blat250\
full\files-to-backup.txt. A sample files-to-backup.txt might
look like this:

d:\data\Important Document0l.doc, d:\data\Career-changing-Presentation.ppt

List as many files as you like — just make sure there are commas between
them.

Now you have to set your email SMTP server and From: address. To do so,
from the Windows command line (in Windows XP, Start — Run, cmd), switch
to the Blat directory (cd c:\blat250\full\). Then run the following
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command, substituting your SMTP server and your address for smtp
.example.comand yourname@example.com:

Blat -install smtp.example.com you@example.com

That tells Blat how to send the message and from whom.
m Check with your Internet service provider for your SMTP server settings.

Now, create your auto-email backup script by entering the following into a
new text document:

c:
cd \
cd Blat250\full\

Blat -body "Just in case." -s "[backup] Important files" -to
you@example.com -af files-to-backup.txt

Replace you@example.com with the email address where you will store
your backups.

(Remember, O indicates that the code line continues on the next line. It
should all be on one line in your editor.)

Finally, save this new file as C:\Blat250\full\email-file-
backups .bat. (Make sure this file has the .bat extension and that it’s not a
. txt file.)

You're ready to test the email script. In Windows Explorer, browse to the
C:\Blat250\full\ directory. Double-click your new script, email-file-
backups .bat (see Figure 3-13).

 full S]]
File Edit View Favorites Tools Help o
O Back ~ > ? 7~ Search Falders m =4
address |3 CriBlatzs0iful =

blat
A Win32 cormmand line eMai tool
hktpe: [, blat netj
blat
LIE File
3KEB
blat,dl

'h 2.5.0.0

W& | 4 iwinaz DL eMail todl

email-file-backups <€ Double-click
@ MS DOS Eatch File

e

files-to-backup
J Text Document
1KE

1 [

Figure 3-13 The contents of the C:\Blat250\full\ directory.
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A command window pop ups, with Blat doing its thing. Within a few sec-
onds, all the files you listed in files-to-backup.txt should appear in
your email inbox.

Why Not Just Save Files to Flash Drives or a CD?

The key here is that the files become available from anywhere you can get your
mail. In the case of web-based mail like Gmail or Hotmail, that’s any Internet-
connected computer with a web browser. If your laptop is stolen, thumb drive
is lost, CD goes bad — you have your files up in the cloud. This works espe-
cially well for work files you've edited at home.

More on Emailing Yourself Backups

Here are some more tips and notes that will help you make the most of this hack.

Email Backup Filtering

You'll notice that the subject line of your email is “[backup] Important files”
(that’s set by the -s switch in the blat command in your . bat file). Use mes-
sage filters and the word [backup] in the subject line to dispatch these
messages from your Inbox to a Backups folder automatically, so they don’t get
in your way.

.m See Hack 12, “Filter Low-Priority E-mail Messages” for more on using
email filters.

Scheduling

Finally, you can use Windows Task Scheduler to set your script to run at cer-
tain times. If you're rapidly changing a set of documents throughout the day,
once an hour might be an appropriate recurring schedule; otherwise, once a
day could work. Other considerations include your email provider’s storage
capacity and how many versions of your documents you want to store.

File Size and Type Limitations

Keep in mind that this method is not meant for use with very large files. Your
email host only provides so much disk space, and some SMTP servers limit the
size and number of attachments you can send at a time. Limitations depend on
your provider. (For example, if you're a Gmail user, .exe file attachments
don’t make it through the Gmail spam filters.)
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The bottom line is that this hack is not for backing up more than just a hand-
ful of smallish files, like Office documents.

Troubleshooting

If your script doesn’t work, from the command line, change directories with
this command: cd c:\Blat250\full. Then run the script from there (just
type email-file-backups.bat)and watch the output. If there’s a problem
connecting to your SMTP server, it'll be listed there. There are tons of switches
and options for Blat — if you need to specify a non-default mail port, or user-
name and password to log onto your SMTP server, for instance. Run Blat -h
to see the full rundown.

Also, the Blat Yahoo! Group (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/blat)
is active and the archives contain a lot of helpful troubleshooting information
and tips.

Hack 23: Automatically Reboot
and Launch Applications

Easy
Windows XP and Vista
Free

Windows PC users know that every once in awhile, your computer can slow
down or run into problems that are magically resolved when you restart. A PC
that’s on continuously 24 hours a day — especially when it’s hard at work at
night, running automated tasks outlined in this chapter — can benefit from a
regular reboot to clear out memory and end any hanging software processes.
Furthermore, chances are you start your work day with a set number of soft-
ware applications, like Microsoft Outlook and your morning paper web sites.

In this hack, you'll schedule an early morning reboot and launch the soft-
ware you need to get to work before you even sit down at your desk.

Automatically Reboot Your Computer

It’s the middle of the night. Your computer has backed itself up, degfragged
the hard drives, and fetched you new music from all over the Web. Now it’s
time to begin the new day with a fresh start.

Select Start — Control Panel — Scheduled Tasks. In the Scheduled Tasks
window, choose File - New — Scheduled Task. Name the new job Reboot.
Right-click the task and choose Properties. In the Run text box, enter the fol-
lowing, as shown in Figure 3-14.

C:\WINDOWS\system32\shutdown.exe -r -t 01.
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Reboot B[]

Task | Schedule | Settings

Efﬁ CAWINDOWSAT askshFisbonl job

Rur: CAWIND OWS b apstem32hshutdawn. exe - - 01]

Stark i CAWINDDWShsystem32

Comments

] Run only if lngged on
Enabled [scheduled task runs at specified time]

[ 0k ][ Cancel ][ Apply ]

Figure 3-14 The Reboot scheduled task.

You don’t want your PC to reboot if it’s in the middle of something else, so
on the Settings tab, select the Only Start This Task If The Computer Has Been
Idle For At Least option, and enter a time frame, like 10 minutes. If your Win-
dows login has a password, you'll have to enter it to authorize Windows to run
the task as you.

Set the task schedule to Daily, one hour before you usually sit down at your
computer. If the Reboot job doesn’t run because the computer is busy at that
time, it shouldn’t try again after you start working, so on the Settings Tab,
make sure the Retry Up To option is set to 60 minutes.

Automatically Launch Software or Documents

Schedule the applications you normally launch by hand to start up on their
own before you sit down at your computer in the morning as well. Enter the
path to any software program in a new scheduled task’s Run text box. For
example, provided it’s been installed in the default location, Microsoft Out-
look 2003 launches with the following command:

"C:\Program Files\Microsoft Office\OFFICE11\OUTLOOK.EXE"

Additionally, you can launch specific documents instead of just programs.
For example, if you absolutely must start the day editing Chapter 3 of your
book, create a task that is simply the path of the document:

"d:/data/gina/docs/lifehacker-book/chapter3.doc"
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That will open the chapter3 . doc file in Microsoft Word automatically. Or
schedule a WinAmp or iTunes playlist to launch and begin playing first thing
in the morning for a custom alarm clock.

.Imz Set the most important thing you have to work on the next morning
automatically. Hack 61, “Set up a Morning Dash,” explains how to make the
first hour of the day the most productive.

If you schedule your Reboot task an hour before you arrive at work, have
the auto software launch job run about 15 minutes after that. That way your
computer will restart, and then launch your morning programs so you can just
walk in, coffee in hand, and get started. (However, if you have a password set
up on your PC — always a good idea security-wise — programs can’t start
automatically after reboot until you've logged in by hand.)

Automatically Start a Web Browsing Session

If you spend time browsing the Web at work, chances are you have a set of
pages that you visit to start the day, like your morning paper. Your computer
can easily fetch your favorite web pages before you reach your desk so that
your morning reads are waiting for you.

Set up a task to open the Firefox web browser the same way you did with
Outlook. Then add all the pages you’d like to load automatically, separated by
a space to the Run line. The resulting command could look something like this:

"C:\Program Files\Mozilla Firefox\firefox.exe" lifehacker.com
nytimes.com gmail.google.com

m The free Firefox web browser is available for download at http://
mozilla.org/products/firefox. Firefox is a superior web browser for many
reasons; in this case its tabbed browsing feature makes opening several web
pages in one window possible.

In this case, when you arrive at your computer, a Firefox window will be
open with all your morning sites pre-loaded.

.m Special thanks to Lifehacker.com associate editor Adam Pash for his
contributions to this hack.



Chapter 3 = Automate Repetitive Tasks

79

Hack 24: Automatically Log Your
Progress in a Spreadsheet

Medium
Windows XP or Vista with Microsoft Excel
Free

A spreadsheet is a great way to track progress on any type of undertaking that
involves numbers — like how much weight you've lost, how many widgets
you made, how many miles you ran, or how many cigarettes you smoked. But
who remembers to update his spreadsheet by hand?

Instead, use a simple scheduled script that prompts you to add data to your
spreadsheet log. For example, if you're trying to lose weight, you could use
this script to automatically remind yourself to record your current weight with
the dialog box shown in Figure 3-15.

Simply enter your current weight into the text box, click OK, and the script
automatically appends the current date and your weight to a two-column
Excel spreadsheet — without ever having to open Excel.

Schedule this script to run when you log on every morning or once a week.
With it you'll never forget to log your current weight again, and you can make
shiny line charts graphing your diet progress in Excel once you've added
enough data.

Here’s how to set it up:

1. Download the weightlogger.vbs script from http://life-
hackerbook.com/ch3/weightlogger.vbs and save it to your
computer. Here’s the complete code listing (you’ll edit the bold lines):

'TITLE: Weight Logger

'DESCRIPTION: Appends your current weight to an Excel spreadsheet
with today's date

'CREATED BY: Gina Trapani - lifehacker.com

'CREATE DATE: 07/28/2005

' INSTRUCTIONS: 1. Enter the filename you'd like to append your

weight to make sure to only change the text that
currently reads:
' "C:\Gina\logs\weight.xls". The path must be surrounded by quotes.
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Dim x1App, x1Book, x1lSht

Dim w, filename, currentRow, lastVal

filename = "C:\Gina\logs\weight.xls"

w = InputBox("Today's weight?", "Weight tracker")

Set xlApp = CreateObject ("Excel.Application")
set x1Book = x1App.WorkBooks.Open (filename)
set x1Sht = x1App.activesheet

x1App.DisplayAlerts = False

'write data
currentRow = 2
lastval = x1Sht.Cells (2, 2)
while lastval <> ""
currentRow = currentRow + 1
lastval = x1Sht.Cells(currentRow, 2 )

wend
x1Sht.Cells (currentRow, 1) = Now
x1Sht.Cells (currentRow, 2) = w

x1Book. Save
x1Book.Close SaveChanges = True
x1App.Quit

'deallocate

set x1Sht = Nothing
Set x1Book = Nothing
Set x1App = Nothing

2. Create a new spreadsheet called weight .x1s. The Column A header is
Date and the Column B header is Weight.

3. Using your favorite text editor, open the weightlogger.vbs file you
just downloaded. Change the line that reads:

filename = "C:\Gina\logs\weight.xls"

to contain the path to where your weight . x1s spreadsheet resides
on your hard drive. Save your changes. Be sure to enclose the file path
in quotes.
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] Weight tracker
Today's weight?
Cancel

Figure 3-15 Spreadsheet log update dialog box.

m If you're using the weightlogger.vbs to track progress on something
other than weight loss, you can modify the script to reflect that. For example,
the line that reads

w = InputBox("Today's weight?", "Weight tracker")

could be changed to

w InputBox ("Miles run today?", "Running log").

4. Double-click the weightlogger.vbs script. A dialog box prompts
you for your weight. Enter a number and click OK. Your current weight
is entered into weight .x1s.

.m The free Windows XP Script Engine is required to run VBS scripts. If you
get a message along the lines of “no script engine for file extension .vbs,”
download the engine from http://microsoft.com/downloads/
details.aspx?FamilyID=C717D943-7E4B-4622-86EB-95A22B832CAAL
displayLang=en. The installation does require you to restart your computer.

5. Schedule regular weigh-in prompts using Windows Scheduled Tasks.

Set the weightlogger . vbs script task to run every day or every
week, at your discretion.

References

1. “About Disk Optimization with Mac OS X,” Apple documentation
(http://docs.info.apple.com/article.html?artnum=25668).

2. Jeffrey Veen, “MP3 Blogs and wget” (http://veen.com/jeff/
archives/000573.html).






Streamline Common Tasks

Shortcuts get you where you want to go faster, but they take some time to
learn. The difference between taking the main roads across town and taking
the back roads may be that the main roads are easier but take longer. If you
drive across town every day, however, it’s worth your time learning the back
road shortcuts.

The same principle applies to your work processes. No doubt you perform
dozens of repetitive actions every day, like typing www.google.com into
your browser’s address bar, or clicking the Start button and navigating to the
Programs menu, or typing “Let me know if you have any questions” at the end
of an email. These are opportunities for shortcuts that can add up to large sav-
ings over time. Every movement, every task, every action is a candidate for
optimization and streamlining.

Imagine that in working a few new shortcuts into your day, you save 2 sec-
onds on each of four tasks you perform 20 times a day. That amounts to about
2 and a half minutes of saved time a day, which adds up to 667 minutes or
more than 11 hours a year (taking into account weekends and two weeks of
vacation). All told, you can save more than an entire workday every year just
by learning how to search Google or sign an email taking the back roads.

The key is teaching yourself the shortcuts that will benefit you most. Iden-
tify the activities you perform most often, learn the shortcut, and then train
yourself to use it every time. At first a shortcut may be hard to remember, but
with practice it becomes second nature.
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The hacks in this chapter streamline common computer processes so you
can spend less time moving the mouse and tapping the keyboard and more
time getting things done.

Hack 25: Search the Web in Three Keystrokes

Easy
All (Firefox)
Free

If you're online at work, chances are you search for information on the Web
several times a day. There are dozens of ways to do a web search from your
desktop, but the most common method takes the longest:

1. With your web browser open, select the entire URL of the current page
in the address bar.

Replace it by typing www.google.com.
Press Enter.

Type your search term — say, lifehacker — into the search box.

A S

Click the Google Search button or press Enter.

You’'d probably follow these same steps for lots of other web searches, too,
like at Yahoo!, Amazon.com, or Wikipedia.

There is a much faster way.

The free, open-source web browser Firefox (http://mozilla.org/
products/firefox) comes equipped with a Google web search box built
into its chrome, in the upper-right corner, as shown in Figure 4-1.

You can execute a web search from this box without ever taking your hands
off the keyboard; you only need to use the key combination Ctrl+K. Here’s
how to google lifehacker using this shortcut:

1. With the Firefox web browser open, press Ctrl+K.
2. Type lifehacker.

3. Press Enter.

The Search Bar doesn’t just work for Google. It comes preloaded with
Yahoo!, Amazon.com, e