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Nearly a decade after the Internet entered my life it continues to amaze me. I remain astonished at the sheer volume of information it contains and the ease with which that information can be accessed.

I am an information junky. I am constantly seeking information about all sorts of things. As a freelance computer journalist I need all sorts of stuff – news, technical data, background information, financial data – the list seems endless. I’m also writing a book that has little to do with IT, and I have a lot of other interests that I need or want information about.

It has got to the stage where I cannot imagine life without the Web. I can’t remember the last time I read a computer magazine – indeed, most of them have folded in recent years. I still read a daily newspaper (this one, of course), and a couple of news and business weeklies, but even these I access online when I need the information quickly. Paper will never die, as it is a superior medium in many situations, but nothing matches the immediacy of the Internet.
People sometimes email me and ask me where they can find out information on various things. I invariably tell them just top do an Internet search, usually with Google (www.google.com), which is the best of the search engines, but there are lots of others too.

My second favourite is Anzwers (www.anzwers.com.au), because I often need to know specifically Australian things. Those engines that aggregate the results of other engines, such as Dogpile (www.dogpile.com) are also useful. You want to know what search engines there are? Simple – go to www.searchenginewatch.com. How did I find this out? I typed in “search engine list” on Google.

We all have our favourite websites. Because of the nature of my work, my very favourite is AnalystViews (www.analystviews.com). This site is amazing. It is run by a fellow in Connecticut called Jim Zimmerman, and it has only been going a few months. It aggregates and provides pointers to all the free content from over a hundred IT analyst groups around the world.

All of these companies give away a bit of their information in the hope that it will entice you to buy some of the stuff they charge for. Much of the free stuff is very useful, and when you add it all together it’s invaluable. Zimmerman’s site is an amazing resource for anyone interested in trends in the IT industry. He sends out a weekly free newsletter to tell you what’s on the site this week – recently he devoted a whole issue to analyst’s comments on the IBM – PriceWaterhouse deal.
Another good site that has an astounding amount of free IT information is ITpapers (www.itpapers.com), which was recently purchased by CNet (www.cnet.com – another group of great resources). ITpapers is a portal to so-called “white papers”, which are semi-technical documents published by computer suppliers to explain the background to their products. White papers are of course marketing tools, but they are usually written in a style that is meant to be objective, and they often contain material on a technology or a marketplace that is extremely useful.

I get quite a few emailed newsletters about various aspects of the IT industry, because I need to keep up. Some are free, some I pay for. But I also get some outside of IT. I devour my daily cricket news from Cric Info (www.cricinfo.com). I get my word a day (www.wordsmith.org), which I strongly recommend if you have even a passing interest in the English language.
Because I am such a surfer I get spammed relentlessly, but this is now so commonplace I barely notice it, and deleting the crap takes barely no time at all. It is a small price to pay for the benefits of email, truly the Web’s killer application. Email suits my way of working to a tee. I work from home and venture into the city only occasionally, and it is the main way I keep in touch with clients and associates around the world. I have really noticed in the last year or two how the telephone has dropped off in importance for many business functions.

Email is fabulous for collaboration with people, and for setting up meetings, and for simply staying in touch. I’ve been submitting my columns and articles by email for 12 years now. I get a lot of emails as author of this column – back before email was common I was lucky to get one letter a week. I got a note they other day from reader suggesting that the benefits of the Internet age were overrated – I asked him why he had emailed his letter, instead of posting it.
The amazing thing about all this is that we have barely scratched the surface. We are still at the very early stage of the Internet. We will look back in ten years and thing how primitive all this was. High bandwidth will introduce many new applications. So will the Semantic Web. And web services. And wireless.
The future has barely begun.
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