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Imagine a site that requires a password to enter—but that password can be only one character long! You would have fewer than a hundred possible passwords: the upper and lower-case versions of each letter in the English alphabet, ten numbers, and various punctuation marks.

But now imagine that you had hundreds of other characters available. Of course, any recently-built computer could still break the password, but it be a trifle more difficult to do so.

My credit union’s password can contain a maximum of 10 characters. That always disturbed me. My insurance company’s Web site can use passwords as long as thirty-four characters. One day, in an idle moment, I went to the credit union’s site and tried to type a foreign character.

What is a foreign character? It can be an accented “e,” such as the French word, élite, an accented “n”, as in the Spanish cañon (our “canyon”), an accented “o,” as in the German Österreich (Austria), or any other accented characters. As a test, I tried typing an accented character as an answer to one of the security questions most sites use in addition to a password. A common security question is: “What was your mother’s maiden name?” I used my late mother-in-law’s maiden name, Suárez.
It worked! The Web site accepted the accented “a” in the answer to the security question.

Of course, the next step was to include accented characters and other symbols not usually found on the typical American keyboard (such as £, for the British pound) in my main password.

The next question is: How to access these characters? Various word-processing programs use different methods. Unfortunately, you can’t use word processors to type passwords on Web sites. You could open Microsoft Word or Open Office Writer, type in the accented character, then cut-and-paste it into the Web site, but this is awkward and cumbersome.

The solution is to use the Alt key, coupled with the numbers on your numeric keypad, at the right-hand side of your keyboard. (The numbers across the top won’t work.) You get é by typing Alt and 130. The euro symbol (€ ) is Alt 128. Alt 172 yields ¼. The Japanese yen symbol (¥) is Alt 165. Æ (as in Mount Ætna, the volcano in Sicily) is Alt 146.

A few final notes:

· All this is for PCs running Windows, not Apple or Linux machines.

· Don’t confuse the Alt with the Ctrl key.

· If you don’t get what you want with the keystroke sequences given in the main article above, try typing a zero (0) before the numbers. For example, if you can’t get the cents symbol (¢) by typing Alt 155, try typing Alt 0155.

· Few laptop and no netbook keyboards have separate numeric keypads. Each manufacturer (Asus, Dell, H-P, Lenovo, Toshiba, etc.) has its own method of emulating a numeric keypad.  Most use a key labeled “Fn.” Consult your User’s Manual.

· Web sites almost never advertise that they accept foreign characters in passwords. “Special characters” are not the same as foreign characters. Your best bet is trial-and-error.

· Be careful about using too many foreign characters. My credit union’s site locks up if I use more than three of them.

· I would be interested in hearing from readers who tried Unicode characters in passwords. Unicode allows you to use alphabets such as Arabic, Chinese, Cyrillic, Greek, or Hebrew.

· Though she was from South America and it does contain an accented character, my late mother-in-law’s maiden name is not Suárez, nor is the £ symbol in my password! However, I change my credit union password every three months. Make another attempt later.
