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Shortly before the birth of Christ the great library at Alexandria burnt down. With it went the only copies of many of the great writings of antiquity. We will never know just what was lost, and even evidence of the destruction and who or what caused it is uncertain. But we do know that 400,000 scrolls, containing virtually the entire body of knowledge of the Greek and Roman worlds, were destroyed forever.

It took mankind thousands of years to recover. No library of this size was built again until modern times, and because Europe descended into the dark ages after the Huns and Visigoths sacked Rome, the only copies we have of many ancient manuscripts have come to us second-hand, often through the Arabic world.

The destruction of the Alexandrine library is undoubtedly one of the great tragedies of history. There is nothing that so defines a civilisation as its records and its thoughts.

So what of the vast expanse of knowledge existing in the world today? Most countries have national libraries, but in the last ten short years much of the world’s knowledge exists only in digital form. The primary source of information, and the primary repository of much of that information, now resides in cyberspace, and can be erased with the click of a mouse.

What happens to old web pages when they die? What happens to past issues of electronic newsletters and magazines? Sure, they are usually archived, but that archiving is itself electronic. What happens when the magazine folds or the company goes out of business, or the company simply decides that the disk space can be better used by other data? Already many early TV shows have disappeared, simply because nobody could be bothered to store them safely and methodically.

We are in danger, through the ephemeral nature of the media we use, of repeating the tragedy of Alexandria all over again. As Donald Heath, president of the Internet Society, says: “We don’t know where this Internet is going, and once we get there it will be very instructive to look back.”

We ought to do something about it, I hear you say, and I echo your sentiments. Well, fortunately someone is doing something about it. There is a man in San Francisco called Brewster Kahle who has started a thing called the Internet Archive (www.archive.org). This is the most amazing thing I have seen in a long time. The aim of the Internet Archive is, simply, to capture every single page published on the Internet and archive it for all time.

Consider what this means. You will be able to take a snapshot of the Internet as it existed on any day in the past. A hundred years from now historians, or your descendants, or anyone else, will be able to see exactly the same news you are seeing today, visit exactly the same web sites, and recreate exactly the same cyberworld.

Needless to say, this is an ambitious program, but it is happening. Already the database contains 10 billion (that’s right – TEN BILLION) web pages. Storage capacity is over 100 Terabytes. That is five times as much information as is stored in the Library of Congress, which can no longer claim to be the world’s largest library. And it’s growing by more than 12 Terabytes a month, which is to say a new Library of Congress is being added every six weeks or so. The data is stored on 300 computers, and is based in the Presidio area of San Franscisco (the old military base under the southern end of the Golden Gate bridge).

These statistics are so staggering they are difficult to comprehend. The scale of the Internet Archive is phenomenal. So is its potential, if it is not first destroyed by the latter-day Vandals and Huns that go under the name of copyright protectionists. The Internet Archive removes any pages that people say are copyrighted, and will no doubt soon attract the attention of the same lawyers who are in the process of destroying new Internet models like Napster and mp3.com. But much that is good is being preserved.

The Internet Archive can be searched by an engine called The Wayback Machine, available at the site, and named after a device in an old Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoon. Launched just last October, the Wayback Machine allows the general public to use the Internet Archive for the first time. The Archive contains the entire web (or those parts of it the copyright Nazis haven’t removed) since 1996, and also a number of specialist collections, such as a 5 Terabyte archive of reportage on the September 11 terrorist attacks.

There is also a collection of 5000 pages on the development of ARPAnet, the precursor to the Internet, and a collection of hundreds of digitised old movies and documentaries– restricted to those released before 1964, again for copyright reasons.

By any estimation, the Internet Archive is a remarkable idea, and an even more remarkable achievement. The media have evolved over the years, from tablets to scrolls to printed books to television to the Internet, but the idea of the preservation of the output of the human mind remains the same. Let’s not burn it down this time.
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