What is the Internet, and how do I know if I want it?





	First, the definition of the Internet, or the “Net”!  The Internet is the longest wire in the world, and it connects millions of computers together through networks.  This may be a little hard to understand at first but, try to imagine first the pieces.  A network can be as little as two computers connected together or many hundreds of computers, sharing information.  Now, connect these computers to an other group of computers which are also “networked”.  Keep connecting more and more together, until you have millions of them all connected together.


	When you connect two “networks” together, you are “bridging” them.  So the device which connects two networks together is called a bridge.  When two networks only pass information across the connection, it is called “routing”.  The devices which route information are called “routers” or more commonly “switches”.  These devices are what takes the information from point A to point B on the Internet.


	I know this all sounds very interesting, and you’re probably asking yourself, “So what does this have to do with me, I only want to know how I can use it”.  Well, now that you know what the internet is, we can go on to how this can change your life forever.  If you are now using, on a regular basis, the telephone, the postal service, newspapers, magazines, watching TV or getting together once a week with your friends to discuss the latest square dance steps, you can use the internet to your advantage.  Access to the internet is available from every home in the world which has a phone.  So, in effect, the internet as defined, is every mile of phone wire in the world.  Children in the fourth grade are speaking live with technicians at NASA about the latest experiments aboard the shuttle, AA meetings are going on 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, Grandma is checking out the missed episode of General Hospital, and little Suzy is video conferencing with her Auntie Kate in Belgium, all from the convenience of their homes.  And you can too!  (Not that you need to attend AA meetings).  But, you get the idea, you can do almost anything.  From finding a great recipe for Bouillabaisse to planning the vacation of a lifetime in Europe for you and your better half.





What do I need to access the Internet?





To access the internet you need, at least, a computer with a modem and software, a phone line and an Internet Access Provider.  The computer, as a minimum, must be at least an IBM compatible 386SX33 running Windows 3.1 with 4 Mb of RAM memory (I will not be discussing the Macintosh requirements here as most users already own, or will be purchasing, IBM compatible equipment).  Additionally, your computer must have a modem at least 9,600 baud (pronounced “bod”), preferably 14,400 or faster.  If you’re asking yourself “What is RAM and how do I know I have 4 Mb?” or “What is a modem and what does it look like?”, please contact your local computer Geek and be prepared for a half hour session on how to count in binary!  And last but not least, this is “Minimum” requirements... meaning, you will quickly outgrow this system.  Minimum requirements to get a load of groceries home is a wire basket on wheels and a good pair of sneakers, but most of us drive our groceries home in a car.


	Most people today are looking to purchase their first computer, and are asking “What do I need!”.  You do not need a dual-Pentium 166mhz server system with 256 megabytes of memory and an 8 pack 6.5 gig hard drive nest.  If you know what this is, you will also know you don’t need it!  Also, no one is selling the 386 systems anymore.  If you can find one, it probably is being sold by someone who found that they needed more power.  (Tim Allen grunt here).  If you are buying a first system, don’t buy one which you will outgrow within the first year.  This is going to be a big ticket item, don’t be cheap and buy only what you need right now.  You will want one which will last you a few years and allow you some room for growth.


	My recommendation is to purchase a low end Pentium (75 or 100 MHz), 16 Mb RAM, 1.2 GB hard drive and equipped for multimedia, include a good modem (28.8 kbaud), color printer (I prefer the HP Deskjet 660c), and 15” SVGA monitor.  While you’re at it, don’t forget you need a place to put it and use it, make sure that you have a computer desk with the necessary space for the printer, keyboard and mouse, that the desk is near an accessible phone jack and a good clean power supply (if you have problems with power outages, you may wish to purchase an uninteruptable power supply system), and that you have a comfortable chair (you may be spending lots of time there so don’t forget your own comfort).


	Last but not least, when you buy your new system, get it from a reputable dealer.  One which you know is not going to close their doors next week and leave you before the warranty is up.  This is even more important for those who do not have the skills to effect repairs themselves.  A hint for those who purchase from department stores and warehouse outlets, you don’t have to buy the software bundle which is offered.  You can negotiate for other software of equal price which you feel is more appropriate to your needs (i.e. if you are going to use it for your children’s education, you may not want to include Boulevard Basher IV the blood bath, and may be able to trade for Compton’s Interactive Encyclopedia and Webster’s On-line Dictionary).�
How do I find an Internet Service Provider?





Internet Service Providers (ISP’s) have become more and more common, with 1000 new providers per month registering on the internet.  The best way to find a really good provider is through word of mouth, find someone who is satisfied with their provider and then check them out.  Most people will not have any prior knowledge of the internet and its capabilities, therefore I suggest the “newbie” first subscribe with an Internet Service (i.e. America On-Line, Compuserve, Prodigy, or any one of many internet services).  This will help you to become familiar with the information available on the internet, without requiring you know how to get this information and you have easy to access help (most have an 800 number) from both on-line and phone in.


	This is the difference between an ISP and an Internet Service.  The ISP gives you the access to the internet which includes space for a home page, a browser, e-mail, news groups, FTP, IRC and all other direct internet capabilities, but none of the prepared internet information, you have to get that yourself using the direct access.  An Internet Service gives you prepared information like stock quotes, weather information, on-line shopping, airline reservations and local services prepared and presented to you for your examiniation, as well as all the access to the internet that an ISP provides.


	The difference is in costs and are in direct relation to how much of the “service” you use (i.e. an ISP has no additional costs because they provide no additional services, a Service Provider may charge you by the minute for some of its “services” and limit your time on-line).  So, the bottom line is, even though all the information available from the Service Provider is available directly from the internet, if you don’t know how or where to get the information you may be better off subscribing to a Service Provider until you become more familiar with those aspects of the internet.  Ultimately, you will want to cut the apron strings and go will the Internet Service Provider and gather the info yourself, resulting in much less expense for “services”.


	Most ISP’s charge a nominal fee (between $15 and $25 per month, with a 3 month minimum) plus an initial startup fee (usually around $25).  The Internet Service will be much more expensive charging approx. $25 - $35 per month with a max. 10 - 40 hours per month, plus per minute charges for services, which can run you into the hundreds of dollars per month.  I’ve heard of people having $300+ per month charges on America On-Line, although this may be dropping rapidly due to the increasing competition.  However, Internet Service’s do allow you “Free” time to try out their service and is well worth the effort to look them over.





Now that you’re connected.





	Now that you’ve decided the method to your madness, let’s see if we can help you to understand what is happening when you connect.  For those using Windows 95, the connection process may be a little less visible (Windows 95 uses an internal program to make those connections) but is very much the same as for non-95 users.  Windows uses a program called Trumpet Winsock, or for the 95 users an internal winsock process, which performs the dialing of the phone and connecting with your Provider.  Winsock is the Windows Sockets process, which passes the information from your computer through the phone lines to the provider and vice versa.  It is capable of passing many different “conversations” at one time, for example, you may be using a browser to search for the best price for airline tickets so Mom can come visit this summer, your e-mail program becomes active and checks to see if you have new mail and if so gathers it for your review, and at the same time, you could be receiving live feeds from a weather satellite to let you know if you need to bring an umbrella with you on your outing tomorrow.  All this is happening at one time, from different programs on your computer, but it all comes and goes through the Windows sockets process.  Now, just like we cannot “hear” more than one conversation exactly at the same time, neither can sockets.  It must swap around between them by breaking them up into “packets”, and passing pieces of the conversations over the phone lines, to be reassembled on the other end, this is also what is being done from the other end too.  So, Windows sockets, by keeping track of which program is using which socket, can send and receive bits of conversations for many programs and still keep them separate, making it look like it can communicate with many different programs at once.  Whew!�
	The various programs available for use on the internet, come in different “flavors”.  This is because the internet has many different types of devices hooked up to it.  Not physically different but different in the way they communicate.  Much like people are pretty much the same, but we speak many different languages, the internet speaks different languages.  As in the example above, we were using “browsers”, “e-mail” and “FTP”, there are also “IRC”, “Newsgroups”, and net search engines like “Archie”, “Gopher” and “Veronica”.  These different programs talk to similar devices, or hosts, on the internet.  Using the analogy of speech again, they all speak different languages, but they all use their voices to do so, the programs all speak different languages, but they all “speak” with the voice of the internet (i.e. TCP/IP) through the Winsock program to the hosts they are connected to.  In order for a program to connect to a host, the internet uses an addressing scheme call IP Addresses.  The device associated with that address has been configured to speak a certain language and in order to talk to it you must be using the program which speaks its language.


	An IP address is a group of four numbers, for example 143.113.120.9.  The address, like a phone number with area code, prefix and number, is split into two sections, the Network number and the Host number.  The network number is defined by the first number and its value determines whether the network number consists of the first (143), first and second (143.113) or first, second and third (143.113.120) numbers.  This determines the size and class of the network.  If an address starts with 1 through 126, then this is a class A network and the network number is only the first number (which means that there are a possibility for 16,387,064 Hosts on this network).  If the first number is 128 through 191, the network number consists of the first two numbers and is a class B network. and the possible number of Hosts are 64,516.  If the first number is 192 through 223, the first three numbers are the network number and there are a possible 254 Hosts in this class C network.


	This is all fine and dandy but who, other than a machine, could remember all the numbers for all the Host systems they regularly connect with, let alone their own host and e-mail addresses.  Fear not!  They (the proverbial geniuses thinking up all this neat stuff) have come up with a way for people to remember Host addresses.  The key to all this is the Domain Name Server or DNS.  The DNS allows us to call Hosts by “name” rather than by a cryptic number (i.e. smtpgate.mugu.navy.mil).  The DNS relates the name with the number, gives the number to the program doing the calling and the program then calls using the number.  This then takes us into the discussion of Domains.  A domain is to the host name what the network number is to the IP address.  It tells you where and what this host device is.  For example, the domain name smtpgate.mugu.navy.mil consists of (from the right) the “zone” mil, meaning Military sites, and the (second and third from the right) network mugu.navy, and finally the host system smtpgate.  This host happens to be the e-mail server for internet mail for the NAWS Point Mugu military base.  Other zones are com, edu, gov, net, int and org, which respectively mean commercial, educational, government, networking organizations, international organizations and org for anything which doesn’t fit in the other categories.  These three letter zones are used inside the United States and in some international organizations but, there are two letter zones used e
