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Internet Story — Making Web Pages the Easy Way

The World Wide Web -- W3 -- and the Internet as a whole, was the surprise centerpiece of New York’s PC Expo.  More than Win95, more than the (fairly uninteresting) new hardware offerings, the dominant technology was communications.  The Web is emerging as a graphics communications environment, and Corel Draw users are well placed to play in a major way.  Since the communication taking place is increasingly commercial, there is a serious opportunity to turn graphics and design capability to good account.

Three things make good Web pages:  First, you need an interesting subject -- the Web is about information, and the more interesting the information, the more people will want to visit.  Second, you want lots of links to other places of interest -- “surfing the Web” is an exercise in following up connections.  Finally, you have to have pictures -- without them, all you have is text and that is booorrrring!.  

The “picture” element is the new wrinkle.  The advent of high-speed modems at fairly modest prices is making this viable.  The Internet is a busy place, and with slower modems, the amount of data transferred in your slices of connection time to a given site is too small for nice looking pictures.  Even a 14.4kpbs modem can be painfully slow, when pictures are 100kb and several have to be sent in between timeouts.  But 28.8 modems make things move at an almost acceptable pace (i. e., no time for a coffee break...).

Folks familiar with graphics software such as Micrografx Designer, Arts & Letters Express and Corel Draw have special advantages when it comes to designing the latest and greatest in Web pages.  Spectacular clipart collections -- as is or with mods -- can quickly supply just the right image to highlight a particular message.  An output filter (either supplied with the graphics software, or managed with Hijaak) easily converts these images into GIF format, the most widely supported graphics format on the Internet.  Touch up the images in your favorite bitmap editor -- to clean up any jaggies or other infelicities, and bingo! images perfect for the Internet.

Of course, there’s more to it than that.  But a host of tools are commonly available to help would-be Web-page builders.  No need to hand-code and hope for the best; Web-building software commonly includes on- and off-line testing capabilities.  The best way to show this is with an example.

Among other things, I am creating a “miniweb” for the college in which I teach business (marketing communications, what else...?).  Considering the really ugly brochures the college printed, I had to do something; on the other hand, I didn’t have time to do much.

I knew I wanted pictures, and I had just the one I wanted in Corel Draw.  When our -- very modest, lower division -- college took the number-one honors in Western Hemisphere chess (beating far more prestigious colleges in the process), I had done some PR materials, including a college mascot.



PICTURE CUT FOR SIZE REASONS

My Panthers mascot (based on a modified COUGAR.CMX) as originally set up, and the woman construction worker clip I used for unfinished pages.

I took the mascot -- originally a very nice tawny cougar, from the Corel clipart library, taken apart and recolored to make it vaguely panther-like -- and dropped the Chess Team specific elements.  This left me with a better college-mascot image than the college had in its own collection.  As they say in New England: “Boola Boola.”

After adding appropriate text in New York City colors (also the colors of the college), I had to put this out in a form that would work on the Web.  Most Web browsers come with graphics viewers for GIFs; some can also manage JPEG files.  JPEG pix are neater, but GIFs seem more universal; I had Corel Draw export the files in the latter format.  I specified low resolution (75dpi); displays over 120dpi are vanishingly few.  I specified 8-bit (256 shades) color; that is a commonplace minimum these days.  I made the picture fairly small.  My goal was to keep images small enough that folks could bring them across, without incurring large Internet connection charges in the process.

I chose a few other clipart items (a cash register, a rolodex, a briefcase -- and the woman construction worker to prove I was no sexist) to go with linked pages I planned for each of my department’s major areas.  I esported them the same way.

To make sure these images looked the way I wanted them to, I opened each of them in Picture Publisher (I find PP easier to use than PhotoPaint -- a matter of habit as much as anything).  I checked for pattern and aliasing and and all the things that can make a bitmap image unpleasant, cleaning things up as needed.

Images done, I switched to a Web-page coder.  Some people think hand-coding in a standard programming editor (e. g., Notepad) is a better way to design pages; they are not wrong, but it’s nice to see the design as it develops, and the basic pages can always be tweaked later.

I have been using Navipress, from Navisoft, as a coder, because the price is right (in its current beta form, the company makes it available free) and the result is elegant.  This coder not only makes pages, but the working environment is also a Web browser.  It is a sufficiently well-designed Web browser that it works as well with my principle Internet access provider (Compuserve) as that company’s “native” software.  This means I can check links to other sites and form designs as I go along.



PICTURE CUT FOR SIZE REASONS

The Navipress Web-page maker; Navipress manages the HTML stuff, and I manage the graphics and the design and the text.  In short, I think and the machine works.

Navipress manages the basics, and sticks to fairly conservative design elements.  Text comes in a few well-defined flavors and you do well to stick to those generally accepted values.  After all, what you design may display very differently on someone else’s system, depending on the kind of Web browser available to the end-reader and so on.  Among other things, for backward compatibility with older browsers, I avoided using graphical hot-spots; some browsers ignore graphics altogether.

A Web home page commonly links to several related pages with additional information, in a species of hierarchy.  Since page links are a kind of hypertext, a degree of ad lib. jumping around can be set up.  Alternatively, you can specify a fairly rigid reading order.  It is all in the links.  In a coder such as Navipress, adding a link to another page is as simple as marking the text (or graphic, or both) and using a menu Link command to specify the connected page or remote Website or fill-in form location.



PICTURE CUT FOR SIZE REASONS

Navipress is designed to build “miniwebs” -- sets of Web pages.  This is the set I built, displayed in the Navipress miniweb viewer, which shows the various files and how they link together.

The final file set fitted handily on a disk.  I passed it along to the college’s dean responsible for the college Website.  His system administrator had the relatively simple chore of copying the files, making sure the links were properly adjusted to the new location and so on.

This project -- including learning time for some new software -- took hours, not days.  This means, in short, that a Corel Draw user can quickly extend that set of skills to a whole new and very exciting area of computer graphics technology.  This makes the venture not only a lot of fun, but commercially viable.  Not a bad combination, at all.  [For the record, a Navipress technical support engineer said kindly things about the design; you be the judge: http://public.navipress.com/pub/bmccmw1/biz1.htm is the URL.]

Sidebar on Web page coders

There are two obvious code-writing choices for Corel Draw users bent on Web-page construction.  Both have the advantage of being free -- at least for the time being.  

Microsoft offers its Internet Assistant for Microsoft Word 6.0a or higher.  It comes in a self-extracting archive file -- on the large side at 1.1mb -- and can be downloaded from either ftp.microsoft.com or www.microsoft.com over the Internet.  Extract the files and run the enclosed setup; the program identifies your copy of Word and modifies it with a browser and code-writer.  

Microsoft Word with its Internet Assistant is not too shabby.  It includes a judicious amount of on-line information, and comes with a solid sample of the kinds of things it can do in the DEFAULT.DOC file.  Not surprisingly, Word and Internet Assistant are set up “out of the box” to work with the mailing capabilities of Microsoft Net.  As MSN gets closer to completion, and adds W3 capability, we can expect the Internet Assistant to improve correspondingly.  There are some tantalizing hints about Word7, now in preview.

[The key issue in the U. S. on MSN is, will our Justice Department enjoin Microsoft from shipping the net access capability in Win95?  The current guess is, if Microsoft is enjoined, it will simply leave the code in place (taking it out would be a major reprogramming chore, according to Microsoft sources; a quick look at the way Win95 pieces are designed suggests this is true) and disable the access controls.  Some sources believe that this would not apply to Win95 sold outside the U. S., and that in any case it would be a simple enough hack to re-activate the access controls.

[As to the other big question -- will Uncle Billy ship Win95 before the end of August? -- all I can say is, the June beta sent out to Preview subscribers (build 490) is sufficiently stable that I have put it up on a couple production machines, including the one I use for writing.  I think things are close to “gold.”] 

The great advantage to Word as a Web-page coder is, obviously, that it is a wordprocessor.  Web pages are, mostly, text with HTML (hypertext markup language) codes stuck in here and there.  More advanced HTML programmers swear that really elegant Web pages are necessarily hand-coded -- there is something of the flavor of the old Assembly Language vs. C debate in that.  Word will do some of the work for you, then let you go in and hand-tweak things.  This makes it an advanced tool, but with some nice assists for those of us just getting into things.

Microsoft is not a communications company -- yet.  It is just twiddling its toes in those very swift waters.  On the other hand, America OnLine has taken the on-line communications world by storm.  One of that company’s subsidiaries, Navisoft, has produced a Web-browser and page-coder, called Navipress, and it is my personal favorite.  

Clearly, this is an arena in which America Online wants to play big.  They have made the beta test product generally available; you can also secure the matching Naviserver product (needed only if you are setting up your own Website -- or setting one up for a client) in the same way.  Surf across to www.navisoft.com and fill in the beta registration form (they expect to see folks from everywhere, as their request for country data indicates).  Then follow the instructions for logging on to ftp.aol.com to download the software over the Internet.

Un-zip the files and pop them into a directory and you are in business.  I have run both b11 and b12 at this point; I have run them under Win3.1 and Win95 build 490 and aside from a trivial dialogue box problem, I have had no problems.

###



The Archistrat — Architecture Does Make A Difference

As I am writing this, we are just coming off PCExpo, a show that has become seriously world-class, and like others of that ilk, rather too much for one person.  This year's show was interesting in several ways, not least of which was a dearth of sexy new systems.  The sole exception to that comes from Boca Raton, but not from IBM (which high-tailed it out of there).  Produced by a firm with the improbable name of The Panda Project, and called the Archistrat 4, this is one hot momma of a system.  What is interesting is where the heat comes from.

First, I have to be honest:  I started drooling when I saw these machines -- before I had the foggiest notion of what was inside 'em.  They are really gorgeous.  The company's own feature list says it all; item number one is "any color but beige."  The available color schemes feature a hot orange, a dazzling royal blue and a truly devilish red.  The dull color -- sort of an oyster-white for the conservatives in the house, sports the company logo -- a panda in silhouette, playing with a globe.  These colors are used in a housing that I can only call "sculpted."

Why is this important?  Two reasons:  First, many of us spend a lot of time at the computer desk; more-attractive is better than less-attractive in that case.  Second, many of us have clients who come to visit; epscially where design is part of what one sells, it is important that the look of everything in the office convey a sense of taste.  This certainly applies to an architect's office, and might well apply in the case of some engineering office.  A modern office with an elegantly functional computer tells the story better.  [If your office-furnishing tastes run to antques and good reproductions and dark hardwoods -- well, you might want another solution -- chacun a son gout.]

The case is not only a looker, it is functional.  It houses lots of fans (keeping a cool computer is an interesting exercise) and ostensibly should help air to move well.  The peripheral interconnection points are designed to be easily accessible, and the back panel of the system is intended to help manage cables; they are brought from the top of the machine to the bottom, then out a slot at the back, where they can be neatly fed into a channel -- not perfect, but lots better than anything else I have seen or been able to create myself.

There are some interesting goodies inside the box, of course.  

Archistrat systems represent a variant on the passive-backplane design.  That is, instead of a motherboard, the foundation circuit board carries only input/output bus and power connectors.  Everything else is a module plugging into the bus.  The common argument is, when a new processor comes along, simply replace the card that carries it.  The idea is attractive, but has always failed because the backplane bus bandwidth became obsolete about as fast as did the processors themselves.  Witness the sorry fate of the AT-bus (aka "ISA," by the folks who didn't want to acknowledge they'd violated IBM patents in the process of using the spec.), doomed to live so long beyond its time.

Archistrat addresses this by building in a connection scheme that the company claims will support enough bandwidth and speed across the backplane to survive for several (processor) generations.  To do this, the parent company actually reinvented the connection scheme -- which is not surprising, since one of the company founders has long-standing connections to AMP, a principal industry source for connectors.

The connectors we all know either use pins, one line to a pin, or “teeth” on a PC-board edge, with one row of connections on each side of the PC-board tongue matching up with a clip in the slot-like socket.  This has worked well for 16-bit-wide bus designs; it seems to hold up for 32-bit-wide designs.  But a long slot for a 64-bit-wide bus, not to mention a 128-bit-wide bus -- well, the idea is faintly absurd, in an age of decreasing components and increasing integration.

Archistrat solves this by using pins, each of which has four discreet connector surfaces.  Ganged together in 40-pin packages, these new connectors are half the size of some edge connectors, but provide four times the connectivity capacity.  Archistrat system boards snap onto these enhanced connectors.  Compatibility with the larger world of add-in boards is accommodated by combination ISA and PCI slots on the same backplane.  The desktop “workstation” model (available ’95Q4), which has most system elements built in, offers only two PCI slots; this could prove troublesome.  The deskside “server” model (available ’95Q3), which is more elegantly configured for graphics right out of the box, sports two (primary) PCI slots and four (secondary) PCI/ISA shared slots.  Roll-out models are set up for PC-family compatibility with an Intel processor; Archistrat’s 64-bit buss makes this a natural for symetrical multiprocessor and DEC Alpha implementations.

The Panda Project, with its Archistrat division, is a new company, but has already garnered serious attention in the financial markets.  The company has attracted serious talent from the computer industry and from the management world.  Around US$10,000. delivers a nicely set up system for the kinds of intensive stuff graphics users do.  That is a premium for a top-end Pentium box; the company promises a longer life, and easier local IS support (important in larger shops) for that premium.  With a bus design that is scalable, and the ability to produce new processor and I/O controllers, while still using industry-standard parts as well, Archistrat systems should prove comparable in annualized cost to more convenional systems — if the company delivers on the promised of upgrade boards, and if those boards prove cheaper than buying a new commodity PC with the latest-and-greatest bus.  

On the other hand, perhaps a clone-case maker will start building neat new cases....

###
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