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...no amount o f  
indexing, application o f 
Dublin Core metadata, 
nor development o f 
third-generation <iearch 
oof iware will bridge the 
gap between the 
available data and the 
required data.
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‘The wreck of matter 
and the crush of worlds’
I t a ll began w ith  a request to  f in d  som e in ­

fo rm a tio n  on the in te rn e t by m y e igh t-year- 
o ld  daugh te r. This cam e hot on the heels o f 

a s im ila r request from  m y s lig h tly  o ld e r son 
o n ly  a fe w  days ea rlie r, w h ic h  resulted in an 
e n t ire ly  d if fe re n t fa th e r -c h ild  d iscuss ion . 
N e ithe r request was unreasonable, but in the 
lig h t o f  som e in te re s tin g  'd is c u s s io n s ' at a 
recen t Senate Select C o m m itte e  h ea ring  in 
Parliam ent House, I was m ore  fine ly -a ttu n e d  
to  w h a t was at stake.

L ike  m ost o th e r 've te ra n ' in te rn e t users 
(re fe rrin g  to  the  n u m b e r o f URLs o r e -m a ils  
c lo c k e d , and n o t m y age), I use the in te rn e t 
d a ily  to  re trieve  in fo rm a tio n , and rare ly th in k  
tw ic e  a b o u t the  to o ls  at m y  d isp o sa l. N o r 
have I been g re a tly  co n c e rn e d  a b o u t the  
c o n te n t o r m a ke -u p  o f  the  'n e t. But p lease 
a llo w  m e to  re turn  to  m y c h ild re n 's  e xp e ri­
ences, to  h ig h lig h t the  p ro b le m  at hand.

As part o f an A u s tra lia n  h is to ry  p ro je c t, 
m y  d a u g h te r's  class w as asked to d is co ve r 
m o re  a b o u t ce r ta in  m e m be rs  o f the  First 
F leet —  v ia  the  in te rn e t. I am aw a re  o f a 
n u m b e r o f w ebsites tha t focus on such m a­
te r ia l ( it  seems tha t e n tire  sch o o l c u r r ic u la  
are devoted to  th is segm ent o f A ustra lian  his­
to ry), and I am  sure tha t the re  are sites w ith  
usefu l and p e rt in e n t b a c k g ro u n d  m a te ria l 
w h ic h  w o u ld  re in fo rc e  useful strategies fo r 
f in d in g  in fo rm a tio n  v ia  the in te rnet. The tact 
th a t b e tte r in fo rm a tio n  m ay be fo u n d  in 
bou nd  vo lu m es  w ith in  the w a lls  o f m ost p r i­
m ary schoo l lib ra ries  is a no th e r issue w h ic h  
i m ay e xp lo re  at g reater leng th  in a la te r is­
sue o f in C ite . But I d ig ress. ! w as a b o u t to 
describe  w h y  I am lo o k in g  fo r a better search 
to o l, and w h y  I th in k  tha t u lt im a te ly  w e  w il l  
never fin d  one.

M y  hesita tion  and concern  cam e through  
m y son 's recen t in te rn e t exp e rien ce  o f a few  
days e arlie r. He had asked to  search fo r in ­
fo rm a tio n  (cheats, p ro b a b ly ) on  a p o p u la r 
and e n tire ly  w h o le s o m e  c o m p u te r s im u la ­
t io n  gam e, S im C ity 2 0 0 0 . K n o w in g  th a t m y 
son w-as p ro f ic ie n t and  a de p t in the  use o f 
com pute rs , I sat back and let h im  loose on a 
useful search to o l tha t I use a ll o f the tim e , 
Sherlock. S herlock is w h a t I w o u ld  de fine  as 
an aggrega ting  search to o l —  a too l tha t a l­
low s  the  user to  search n um e ro us  search 
eng ines across the  w e b  a ll at o nce  and rank 
o r rate the results in a s ing le  w in d o w . It is an 
im m ense  tim e-save r, and requ ires  l it t le  e x ­
pertise to  use w e ll. A nd  aw ay he w en t —  but 
w ith  a sm all typ o g ra p h ica l e rro r w h ich  w en t 
u n n o tice d  u n til a fte r the  search results w ere  
d ra w n  on the screen.
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The search results p roved  to  be the focus 
o f some interesting discussions fo r some tim e  
afterwards. O n e  s lip  o f the keyboard  and my 
son was be ing  exposed to  m a te ria l w h ic h  I 
had not co m e  across be fo re , and w h ic h  I 
hope  to  a vo id  in fu tu re . I w i l l  no go in to  de ­
ta ils  here, b u t needless to  say the language 
used gave no d o u b t as to  the  co n te n t o f the 
m ate ria l at the  end o f the  h yp e rlin k .

It was a sa lu ta ry  e xp e rie n ce , and one 
w h ic h  gave me the  o p p o r tu n ity  to  d iscuss 
w ith  m y son som e issues w h ic h  w e  w ere  
b o th  g lad  to  be ab le  to  ta lk  th ro u g h . But 
again, I digress, and m ay re turn  to  th is  e le ­
m ent o f search ing  at a no th e r tim e .

Across the  in te rne t, search too ls  are o n ly  
as good as the  opera to r. In the  heady days o f 
the early  1990s, w he n  you co u ld  co u n t the 
n u m b e r o f w o rd s  to  be fo u n d  in a ll o f the  
w o r ld 's  w ebpages using a 6 -d ig it ca lcu la to r, 
searching was not o n ly  fast and fun , but also 
fru it fu l.  W ith  so lit t le  to  w ad e  th ro u g h , the 
task o f f in d in g  in fo rm a tio n  was re la tiv e ly  
easy. Today, one  w o u ld  need an 8 -d ig it c a l­
cu la to r jus t to  m easure the n um b er o f hosts 
a lone, no t w e b  pages [43 2 30  0 00  recorded 
hosts in January 1999 h ttp ://w w w .n w .c o m /]. 
The end re su lt in 1999  is a c a c o p h o n y  o f 
data, w ith  lit t le  con s id e ra tio n  by the  creators 
o f h o w  to  a lio w  users to  f in d  tha t data 
q u ic k ly ,  a cc u ra te ly , and e ffe c tiv e ly . A nd  i 
specula te  that no a m o u n t o f ind e xin g , a p p li­
ca tio n  o f D u b lin  Core m etadata, nor d e ve l­
o p m e n t o f th ird -g e n e ra tio n  search so ftw are  
w i l l  b rid g e  th e  gap b e tw e e n  the  a va ila b le  
data and the  re qu ire d  data

S pec ia lis t search sites and engines o n ly  
c o n tr ib u te  to  the  ch o ice s  a va ila b le . M a n y  
websites (and websites are not the o n ly  p lace 
to  f in d  data) are o ffe r in g  sp e c ia lis t search 
engines o f th e ir  o w n  sites, b u t tha t in itse lf 
im p lie s  th a t the  sea rche r kno w s th a t they  
have a reaso na b le  ch a n ce  o f f in d in g  w h a t 
they  w a n t in the  firs t p lace. Unless a fu n d a ­
m enta l change takes p lace  to  the d iso rdered  
and ana rch is tic  nature o f the inte rnet, w e are 
d o o m e d  in the  m ire  o f 'in fo rm a tio n  g lu t '.  
A nd  yet, the lib ra ry  and in fo rm a tion  sector is 
id e a lly -su ite d  to  stand ta ll above th is  w re ck  
o f m a tte r and the  crush o f w o rld s . G enera l 
searches can be left to  those w h o  e n jo y  ser­
e n d ip ity , w h ils t  those w h o  p la ce  va lu e  on 
th e ir tim e  and on the a ccu racy  o f the  in fo r­
m ation  w il l seek out professional in fo rm a tion  
managers (I am s till u na b le  to  a ckn o w le d g e  
the  p re d ile c t io n  o f o thers  to  use the  te rm , 
'kn o w le d g e  m anager').

G o to  it! Search and ye shall f in d ! h
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