Philipson column for 9 November 2004 
There has been a lot of talk recently about search engines. Google has gone public, and its successful float and soaring share price have brought back memories of the irrational exuberance of the dot.com boom.

Last month Google released a beta version of its desktop search engine. Because the company is so well known, that announcement received a lot of publicity. There’s been much comment about how Google has beaten Microsoft to the punch, and about how clever it is.

Well, I’ve had a bit of a play with Google Desktop Search, and I’m not overly impressed. It’s not that it’s no good – it works quite well – but it’s nothing special. Desktop search has been around for some time, and a lot of products do it better than Google.

For the last couple of months I’ve been using a very impressive piece of software called Copernic, a desktop search engine that you can download from www.copernic.com. Copernic doesn’t search the web, but it does a superb job at finding files, or fragments of text within files, on your hard disk. It don’t know what Copernic’s business model is, but the software’s free, which is good enough for me.
Microsoft should have sorted out desktop search years ago. The search function in Windows Explorer is a disgrace, but fortunately I never have to use it again. Like all good search engines, Copernic indexes all your files (a one-time process that takes an hour or so), enabling it to find information lightning fast.
I keep everything I have ever written, and a lot of other stuff besides, in text files on my hard disk. Copernic will find a string of text in any file in less than the time it takes to type the string in – you can see the search results change as you type. Now that’s quick.

Microsoft is trying to do this, and no doubt will eventually. Just recently it acquired a small company called Lookout, which does a good job of finding information within emails. But Copernic already does that, and even searches through email attachments and PDF files and just about any other type of file.
Copernic opens a little search window on the tool bar that is not at all intrusive. I use Copernic several times a day, and it’s fabulous. It also looks good - by comparison Google Desktop is cumbersome and unattractive. Looking for things on your hard disk is different than searching the Internet, and Google tries to pretend they are the same.

There are also major security concerns with Google. By combining desktop and web searching, Google Desktop links your searches back to Google’s database. You can opt out of this, but if you don’t Google knows what MP3 and JPG files you have on your PC. CEO Eric Schmidt has announced his desire for “a Google that knows you.” No thanks.

There’s plenty of other desktop search engines out there, too. Some people like Blinkx, and some like HotBot. Most of them are free, though there’s a commercial product called X1 which has had some success. Lotus (which is part of IBM) also has a product called Domino Extended Search for PC, and Australia’s own Isys has done well over the years.

Lotus and Isys have gone for the corporate market, selling server-based licenses for multiple users. Isys has been a real Australian software success story, and deserves to be much better known. It is now nearly 20 years old, and it was doing sophisticated indexed searches back before anybody was using Windows. Isys also offers a cheap email search program.
Searching is definitely hot, but it irritates me that Google has got so much publicity lately. Don’t get me wrong – I like Google and I probably use it more than any other application. But that’s for web searching. I use Copernic for desktop search, and I use a great product called Neo (Nelson Email Organiser: www.caelo.com) to manage my emails (again, Microsoft is hopeless).
I also use a useful piece of software called Gurunet (www.gurunet.com) for searching for specific things. It is a subscription service, though very cheap. It includes a couple of dictionaries and encyclopedias, plus a large range of specialist reference books. It has a built-in language translator, and you just have to double-click any word on your screen to get a succinct definition.
I use it a lot to get the proper meaning of acronyms and technical terms. You can do this with Google, of course, but you usually have to sift through pages of garbage. With Gurunet, it’s right there. It lists heads of state, wine terms, the periodic table – hundreds of little things that come in handy. I’m a writer and an information junky, and I probably need it more than most, but it saves a lot of time.
It has become a truism to say that we are drowning in information and starved for knowledge. The tools of the modern era have put more information than ever before at out fingertips – the challenge now is to structure it, make some sense of it, and benefit from it.
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