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Getting Started

When you connect to the URL of someone’s home page—say the notional btip://
www.butterthlies.com/ we shall meet later on—vou send a message across the
Internet to the machine at that address. That machine, you hope, is up and run-
ning, its Internet connection is working, and it is ready to receive and act on your
message.

URL stands for Universal Resource Locator. A URL such as btip://wuww.butter-thlies.
com/ comes in three parts:

<method>://<host>/<aksolute path URL (aplRL)>

So, in our example, <method> is http, meaning that the browser should use
HTTP (Hypertext Transfer Protocol); <host> is www.butterthlies.com; and
<apURL> is “/", meaning the top directory of the host. Using HTTP/1.1, your
browser might send the following request:

GET / HITP/1.1

Host: www.butterthlies.cem
The request arrives at port 8C (the default HTTP port) on the host wwuw.
butterthlies.com. The message is again in three parts: a method (an HTTP method,
not 4 URL method), that in this case is GET, but could equally be PUT, POST,
DELETE, or CONNECT; the Uniform Resource Identifier (URD “/”; and the version of
the protocol we are using. It is then up to the web server running on that host to
make something of this message.

It is worth saying here—and we will say it again—that the whole business of a
web server is to translate a URL either into a filename, and then send that file back
over the Internet, or into a program name, and then run that program and send its
output back. That is the meat of what it does: all the rest is trimming.



2 Chapter I: Getting Started

The host machine may be a whole cluster of hypercomputers costing an oil sheik's
ransom, or a humble PC. In either case, it had better be running a web server, a
program that listens to the network and accepts and acts on this sort of message.

What do we want a web server to do? It should:
* Run fast, so it can cope with a lot of inquiries using a minimum of hardware.
*  Be multitasking, so it can deal with more than one inquiry at once.

*  Be muliitasking, so that the person running it can maintain the data it hands
out without having to shut the service down. Multitasking is hard to arrange
within a program: the only way to do it properly is to run the server on a mul-
titasking operating system. In Apache’s case, this is some flavor of Unix (or
Unix-like system), Win32, or OS/2.

* Authenticate inquirers: some may be entitled to more services than others.
When we come to virtual cash, this feature (see Chapter 13, Security) becomes
essential.

* Respond to errors in the messages it gets with answers that make sense in the
context of what is going on. For instance, if a client requests a page that the
server cannot find, the server should respond with a “404” error, which is
defined by the HTTP specification to mean “page does not exist.”

* Negotiate a style and language of response with the inquirer. For instance, it
should—if the people running the server can rise to 1he challenge—be able 1o
respond in the language of the inquirer's choice. This ability, of course, can
open up your site to a lot mare action. And there are parts of the world where
a response in the wrong language can be a bad thing. If you were operating
in Canada, where the English/French divide arouses bitter feelings, or in Bel-
gium, where the French/Flemish split is as bad, this feature could make or
break your business.

* Offer different formats. On a more technica! level, a user might want JPEG
image files rather than GIF, or TIFF rather than either of the former. He or she
might want text in vdi format rather than PostScript.

¢ Run as a proxy server. A proxy server accepts requests for clients, forwards
them to the real servers, and then sends the real servers’ responses back to the
clients. There are two reasons why you might want a proxy server:

— The proxy might be running on the far side of a firewall (see Chapter 13),
giving its users access to the Internet.

— The proxy might cache popular pages to save reaccessing them.



