How do you
successfully
tap into the
vast information resources
available on the Internet? With a
few practical examples, Terry
Pinnell illustrates how to pursue
your on-line targets methodically

sing the numerous powerful Net search facilities that |
outlined recently in After Hours On Line takes some
practice. There are no golden rules to guarantee suc-
cess, as the best approach depends heavily on the nature of
your query. But there are some useful techniques and guide-
lines, especially covering the all important aspect of entering
optimum search criteria.
How do you even define ‘success’ in this context, though?
I'd say it was finding enough relevant information considerably
faster and at much lower cost than by conventional means.
The qualifier ‘enough’ is significant, because sometimes you
need quantity as well as quality. Suppose you're looking for
Birmingham-based solicitors who have e-mail addresses, so that
you could send an urgent request for advice in the morning, hop-
ing to study answers at home that evening. Finding five address-
es would be more of a success than finding one — other things
being equal. If all five prove to be in Birmingham, Alabama, then
your search entry was poorly constructed.

It's a hit, Jim, but not as
we know it ...

Take the very simple case of seeking information that you know
exists on the Web; you've seen it recently but just can’t remem-
ber where. In my case, during the course of writing a piece last
week, | wanted to check a page I'd previously visited, but I'd
wiped its details from my hard disk. I'd even written about this
site briefly in What PC?, but had lent that issue to a friend. The
only things | could remember were that it contained a list of
what its author bravely called ‘cool’ sites, and that one of these
was something about Star Trek Captain Kirk’s ‘Sing-along-
page’.

Entering ‘Star Trek’, ‘Kirk’, or ‘cool” in the keyword field of
any of the major search engines would generate an over-
whelming number of totally irrelevant hits. Even a Boolean
search using ‘Kirk” AND ‘cool’, which some of the engines can
handle in their advanced syntax modes, would be unprofitable;
on Trekkies' pages those two words are as tightly coupled as
Games and Olympics are to the rest of us. Clearly, the entry
would have to focus on the ‘sing-along’ fragment. | fired up
Microsoft Internet Explorer, staying off-line for a while to min-
imise phone costs, opened Yahoo's home page from the files
stored on my local HD, and entered my guess of ‘Sing-along’,
as shown in Fig 1. | then dialled my Internet connection and
clicked on Yahoo's search button. Thirty seconds later (this was
at 7am, while the Americans were asleep, so traffic was rela-
tively light), | had my results — including a direct hit. However,
as you can see from Fig 2, Yahoo ignored the hyphen, and
produced 16 results with either ‘sing * or ‘long’ or both, in either
the title or the content. Of these, three were identical, just list-
ed under different Yahoo categories.

| repeated the same simple search with other engines.
Yahoo's database is based on vetted submissions, mainly from
commercial sites, so not surprisingly you get far more hits when
you search the larger databases of other less selective tools. But
I was surprised by the sheer scale of the difference; Alta Vista,
for example, reported about 6,000 hits, as shown in Fig 3.
The first screen of the Alta Vista results also illustrates another
obvious but important point: being on the Web doesn’t mean
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that a page is accurate or properly updated, so results can be
misleading. At the time of writing, that ‘coming attraction’ in
the first hit is already eight months gone.
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Simple search for keyword "Posters"
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rerpeni= lor -'p.uﬂlln " wri ™

C o edi e I slllgrnrs O b dppaar el @duam il

By e Ty
i - il e ot Bl

"'uh..l!‘l.-lul.ul.
KTE A T R T, S8 IX

EITROGERARHACE
T e '-\..l.-ur..: ¢11'..."I..1.-c Ia..tl: 'I.-c I.nrr...-:n.!..l {lriler Corslag ol

ARSI Biele Pl andl Fire At . Thili et b i ol with Notmpa Maigie
o il Y ki i Crevamload Fascags Mon! | Speaskeng Oe . Slesiom-Shap | Ser 2z
Pag {5 14) S3G00 e Fagi

HOREFAGE (2%

Arthd Vabsele {raven. Slailer Falsier of fhie Seisdonei
.| F

[Urkmtinb ks Dty | | At Vikiaw Graees, , Pasbngs OF Tha
Souilasdsl . Pk, 0, Liweraghi, Edelings n Fistirs , Ol Tan

-,

Lo |I‘.‘| (R '|‘:-"¢

Prederridge., 017 Pl It | |, Spnaial P Aev Poossiis Avmlabibi For {5 a'e foiadai
Ierchey=egr pesic Big=id
Faaml

e Foiv dij -3 - e Sy

s e

ﬁe—urrllrarmmrﬂm shaur

T

I [ =i = werl B

Eralli

g for phrase: @t marin

Fdtimnl ] muldss

Wi

H I "||"||

T IIII|I|II'|II

L belfilb Lie { e v

Ok Bauialiogiy A Liisst & Fuiioin Coinjast Pabisi Chiign Mabsods Dinearisty Coalen ey o ot
s & Tk Ty Polbiong, Hypsivion

Fimign Frafnipana 7 5FFeiab S ek vignian
Freia

htgrt arwewe, e il e g Lsacr hipsll, T80 baviis, D1PaERE

£ s Anstryine Wi -
Ay Seusicita-Wide Ark Viclona, Vistona Al fedien. Assindne Cypial Tosiery
Mk Fiim Corrmaer, Mes Sech Wales Josimbe Pim efaie. Yicies Aovinken

P e, fopai, e s AR i ma b, 17697 e, DERA )

160 WHAT PC? OCTOBER 1996

Results
Searching for phrase: abstract art posters

Sorry-- your search yielded no results. Please try again. ..

Resulis
Searching for phrase: modern art posters

Sorry-- your search yielded no results. Please try again...

Results
Searching for phrase: abstract art

Returned 1912 matches.

Frame up

We need a few pictures for a couple of walls in our lounge — |
thought I'd try the Web. I've also been toying with an associated
idea: taking photos of the white-painted walls, including also the
suite, carpets, curtains, etc, and loading these onto my PC as
images. I've no scanner or digital camera, so this could herald my
first use of Boots’ Photo CD service. Having downloaded a wide
choice of posters, I'll then be able to drag and drop scaled ver-
sions onto the walls, until satisfied with pictures that also com-
plement the room. So | need sites with lots of fine art images.
Ideally, I'd like to place my order for pictures and framing on line,
but I'll be content to do that with a shop or mail order supplier.

It's usually a good idea to start off with a crude search, just to
get a flavour. So my first step was a simple search on ‘posters’ —
see Fig 4. Clearly, more precise criteria were necessary if | was
to avoid wading through piles of the sort of irrelevant stuff you
can see in Fig 5. However, a problem you encounter when mak-
ing these so-called ‘advanced’ searches is the inconsistent syntax
adopted by the search tools. For example, take Infoseek and Excite.
They're similar in some respects, such as both letting you use a
‘+' prefix to ensure a word is always included in the hits — the
equivalent of a Boolean AND. Yet only Excite allows the use of
proper Boolean operators AND, OR, NOT and brackets.

Using Infoseek, | next entered the criteria shown in Fig 6, to
get pages definitely containing both the word ‘posters’ and the
phrase ‘fine art’, either lower case or capitalised. There were 522
results found, in which there were several excellent hits. Prompted
by seeing the word ‘gallery’ frequently, | then tried it as part of
an even more specific phrase. Out of curiosity | used the relative-
ly new engine, Hotbot. Fig 7 illustrates how you can easily go
too far in narrowing the focus, in this case getting only two hits,
both irrelevant. Similar results are seen in Fig 8, using other nar-
row phrases, yet broadening the entry to ‘abstract art’ produced
many hits. | also tried using some of the directories and categories
that many of the search tools offer. For example, first selecting
the "Arts’ category in Yahoo eliminates much redundant materi-
al, although you unavoidably then risk missing some relevant sites.

| found many useful pages with these more selective criteria,
including Fine Art Prints and Poster Gallery. A small selection of
the resulting portfolio of possible posters is shown in Fig 9. At
some stage, drills and rawlplugs or hammers and hooks will have
to enter the picture, so to speak, but until then I'll hang a virtual
gallery in our little lounge — courtesy of the World Wide Web.



