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Electronic mail or e‑mail is the most widely used tool on the Internet.  It is the universal medium.  Practically everyone on the Information Highway has a private mailbox and the ability to send and receive electronic mail.  Regardless of the type of account you have, such as shell, SLIP/PPP
, a direct hookup via a Local Area Network (LAN) or a commercial account on America Online, you surely have and probably use e-mail on a regular basis. 


One of the few things that haven’t changed much in recent years (and probably won't change in the very soon) is the simplicity of e‑mail.  Sending a message to someone down the hall or on the other side of the world is one of the easiest things you can do on the Internet.  Replying to e-mail is also a simple chore.


Electronic mail is an amazing thing.  The speed at which messages flash from your keyboard to distant parts of the world is astonishing.  You can send a message to a friend in England or China and within a few minutes, it will arrive in their mailbox.  If they happen to be online when your mail arrives, you may get a reply before you have finished reading the next message in your mailbox! 

But how does it all work?

When you send e-mail to someone, certain things must happen on the client side (that is, your personal computer) and certain things happen on the server side (the machine, that handles e-mail to your part of the network.) On larger corporate and commercial networks, e-mail services are handled on a dedicated machine known as the mail server. All this machine does, 24 hours a day, is sit there waiting for local users to compose messages and click SEND, or for a remote machine to “knock on the door,” so to speak, with incoming mail.  Smaller networks sometimes run mail services on a shared machine that may also provide World Wide Web hosting and various other things.


Either way, the mail server continuously runs a software program that acts like an electronic post office.  This program is known as the Mail Transport Agent (MTA). Essentially these programs all work the same and are compatible with one another.


When a user on a remote system writes a message to you and clicks SEND, the Mail Transport Agent on their network scans the message headers for routing and address information, looks up the IP address
 of your machine (every network on the Internet has a unique IP address), and tries to contact your mail server. If successful, it delivers the message and then goes away.  Your mail server closes the door, examines the message headers, adds a few headers of its own for identification purposes, and drops the message in your mailbox.  This same thing happens in reverse every time you send a message to someone.


Mail servers actually talk back and forth when delivering mail, just like their human counterparts at the post office.  Such conversations are possible (even between totally different kinds of computers), because they are all using standard protocols.


So, your machine calls up xyz.com and says, "Hey, I've got mail for one of your people." The other machine replies, "OK, what do you have?"  Your machine answers, "I've got 1,206 bytes for Bill Smith. You ready for it?"  And the remote server answers, "Yeah, sure, go ahead and send..."


Every day, a vast army of invisible postal workers inhabiting silicon chips converse back and forth in just this way, sending millions of electronic messages to the far corners of the globe. Occasionally, something goes wrong and a message drops into a black hole, or so it seems.  Of course, there is really nothing mysterious about it and a logical reason always comes to light. Unfortunately, human error is the number one culprit. These suggestions will help reduce problems:

· Address e-mail exactly.  A single mistyped letter or dot can send a message sailing off into oblivion!

· Your e-mail program and other Internet software must be configured properly. Errors can be hard to detect and can cause frustrating problems with e-mail.

· System administrators must have their mail and DNS
 servers configured properly on your end AND on the remote system. If anything is wrong on either end (or in between) incoming and/or outgoing mail may bounce or simply vanish.

When a message cannot be delivered, your mail server will usually bounce it back to your mailbox with an error report.  If you examine this closely, you will often see that you mistyped the address. You'll marvel at how you could have made such a dumb mistake!  Regrettably, many users don't read these reports or don't understand them and mistakenly assume that their mail has been returned for some far more sinister reason.


Figuring out why mail bounces, once you've eliminated the obvious (a bad e-mail address), can be frustrating and difficult to track down.  You must first consider whether you have messed up your e-mail software or setup files on your own computer. Sometimes this will solve the problem, but sometimes e-mail problems won't have a thing to do with you.  Hard drives on large networks can crash. System administrators sometimes make dumb typo errors in configuration files. Minor things, simple human errors, and hardware glitches happen all too often and can affect service to thousands of people over a wide geographical area.  These are just a part of life on the Internet!


How serious is the problem of bouncing e-mail? With millions of new users flooding onto the Internet each month, as traffic increases and existing network hardware is pushed to the limit, we can expect that reliability of e-mail will remain a nagging concern
.


Never assume that a message will be delivered just because you've clicked the SEND button.  And don't get angry at other companies or individuals if they don't reply as promptly as you think they should.  It's possible that they never received your message! Yes, e-mail is much faster than land mail or snail mail, but not as dependable.


Always keep electronic copies of everything you send so that you can resend it, if necessary.  Keep track of your important correspondence. If you don't get a reply in a reasonable time, it's OK to send a follow-up inquiry just to verify that your initial message was received.

What's in a message?

Many e-mail messages that cross the Internet consist of simple text or ASCII
 characters.  However, it is also possible to send other kinds of files by electronic mail including graphic images, sound bytes, and binary files (software programs).  These non-text files require special handling. They are usually attached to a text message.  Many (but not all) e-mail programs allow you to send file attachments to others and view attachments that others send to you.


Regardless of whether you are sending a few words of text or very large attachments, every e-mail message consists of two, possibly three parts:

· header

· body

· signature (optional)

The header is at the top of the message.  If you examine a raw message, you'll find some cryptic lines of text and symbols here. Some of these lines such as To and From are self-explanatory. Others are more difficult for novice users to decipher.


Mail transport programs. Deliver mail across the global computer network use message headers.  Without these headers, mail servers would not be able to keep track of the hundreds of thousands of messages streaming across cyberspace at any given moment.  Also, your own e-mail software can help you sort, file, and otherwise manage your messages uses some headers.


Even a blank message with no text in the body and no signature at the end has a header.  Your e-mail software initially creates the header with pertinent addressing information.  Various e-mail servers add additional header lines to the message as your message travels over the vast worldwide computer network toward its intended destination.  A message might pass through a number of different networks and each hop is recorded in the header. If, after all of this, your message bounces, your postmaster or network administrator can often see why it bounced and what must be done to fix the problem from a quick glance at the headers.

Sound mind, healthy body

The body of an e-mail message follows the header.  A single blank line that your mail program will add automatically separates the header and body.  The body contains the actual text of the message.


What you type in your message is not necessarily what the person on the receiving end will see. For example, if your mail software is set to automatic word wrap at 68 characters per line and your recipient has word wrap set at 74 characters (or turned off), all the hard work that you put into creating a tidy right margin will be for naught -- the other person will see something different.


Similarly, screen fonts can cause headaches.  If your e-mail program uses a fixed pitch font such as Courier and the person you are writing prefers a proportional font where each letter has a different width, everything will be spaced differently. The same is true if you write your message using a 10-point font in your viewer, and your recipient reads it in a 12-point font. 


This is a simple fact of life on the Net.  Don't lose sleep over it ... there's not a thing you can do about it.


Nearly all mail servers and commercial ISP's can handle messages up to 64K in length (1K = 1024 bytes so 64K = 65,536 bytes), and attachments can be virtually any length (as long as the e-mail software on the receiving end allows the reader to unpack and decode such attachments.)  A 64K message gives you plenty of room to say what you have to say.

Your signature

On the Internet, a signature has nothing to do with handwriting analysis. Signatures are a custom dating back to the beginning of letter writing. Obviously, you can't sign a text-based e-mail message with an ink pen, but you can include a typed block of text at the end of your message with your name, company, telephone and/or fax number, the URL of your home page on the World Wide Web or perhaps some quote from your favorite philosophy text or novel.


Here's a brief note with a e-mail signature at the end:


Joe, Thanks for writing. I'm glad you think my Web page is cool! I've put a lot of work into it!  Are we still on for bowling Saturday night?

Jack

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"The future is now!”

 jackmann@anywhere.com

ABC Computer Sales & Repair  (800) 999-9999

Fax (800) 555-1212

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

As you may know, commercial advertising on the Net is one sure way to evoke loads of hate mail, but it's quite OK to include your company info and phone number, and even a brief slogan in your signature (as long as you keep it short).  Signatures should be no more than 4 lines, separated from the body of your message by a horizontal rule such as shown above (total of 6 lines). Remember, some people pay for e-mail by the byte or incur toll charges for phone calls to their service provider.  These folks won't appreciate rambling signatures that waste their time and money. Aside from that, long rambling signatures are regarded by experienced Net citizens as childish and wasteful of bandwidth.


Consider how other people may react to slogans in your signature. You will hear a lot of talk on the Internet about Free Speech; but those who shout the loudest are often the first to flame or criticize folks who exercise that freedom and step over the line of good taste or indulge in crass commercialism.


Remember, your signature is a reflection of who you are.  It is your electronic business card.  When you toss your signature out into cyberspace, up to 30 million people around the globe will judge you accordingly.  If you yearn to be despised as hateful or crazy, your signature is one sure way to get the word out!


Most e-mail programs store your signature in a unique file (often located in the same directory as the program itself).  You should be able to change your signature as desired simply by editing the this file with any text editor or your favorite word processor. Likewise, some e-mail programs allow you to suppress or turn off the signature on selected messages, or you may be able to switch between several alternate signatures.  Refer to your software documentation for details.

What's in a name?


There are six top-level domains on the Internet , although this may be changing soon.  You will see one of these used in every e-mail address and here's what they mean:


EDU  Education

COM  Commercial Organization

GOV  Government (non-military) site

MIL  Military

ORG  Non-profit organization

NET  Network Resource or machine


Your organization's activities or mission determines the top-level domain
 in your e-mail address.  Most Internet Service Providers (ISP's) are in either the COM or NET domain.



Get it right ... or don't bother!

If you don't address your message correctly, you might as well not send it at all!  It doesn't matter what mail program, browser or computer you are using.  Typing the right e-mail address on the To field is an absolute must.


Every week at the Forrest Hills computing center we receive dozens of messages from people who complain, "Your e-mail addresses aren’t working!"  And sometimes they're right (mail to a site can bounce for various reasons such as the network being offline, temporary hardware failure, high traffic, or other glitches which can cause e-mail bottlenecks.)  But more often, when we examine the headers of a bounced message, we find that the sender simply typed the wrong address.

Flaming

Unlike the spoken language where you can hear a person's tone of voice, e-mail is a written medium.  You may not know whether the author of a message is being funny, serious, or malicious.  Also, some people have trouble translating their thoughts into words. They "think between the lines" and don't express themselves very clearly.  They know what they mean but their meaning may elude everyone else.  Unfortunately, this can lead to misunderstandings and hard feelings.


Net citizens cherish Free Speech and privacy.  It's a long-standing tradition that goes back to the dawn of the Internet. Yet the faceless obscurity and anonymity of cyberspace has one drawback: it encourages a sort of cyber-machismo where people say what they please.  Since there are no censors on the Internet and no die-hard rules, no one is really accountable for online words or deeds and the prevailing attitude is anything goes. For this reason, the rhetoric in newsgroups and e-mail can become heated, rude, and sometimes downright offensive.


Hysterical ranting on public bulletin boards and in e-mail is a daily pastime of some lonely and immature people on the Net. This practice is called flaming.  So-called flame wars often erupt in Usenet news groups:  a few childish users dredge the depths of their minds for the harshest possible insults they can muster and hurl taunts back and forth, making life miserable for everyone else and giving new meaning to noise pollution in cyberspace.


There are nice people as well as jerks in all walks of life.  The Internet is no exception.  The fact that someone has access to a computer and is presumably intelligent enough to use it does not mean that they are nice people or that hey are mature enough to carry on a reasonable conversation.  If someone flames you in e-mail, don't lose sleep over it.  And don't waste your time or energy firing off reciprocal insults -- even though it may be very tempting.  If the other person is indeed a jerk, nothing you can do or say will change that fact.  Save your breath and click the Delete button to toss the offending message in your virtual trashcan where it belongs.

Electronic shorthand

Most people are slow typists, so it's not surprising that an informal system of electronic shorthand has evolved on the Internet.  You will see these symbols and abbreviations again and again in e-mail.  Here are a few of the more common ones:

BTW      By the way,

TIA      Thanks in advance

FWIW     For what it's worth,

IMHO     In my humble opinion,

KISS     Keep it short, stupid!

WYSIWYG  What you see is what you get

MYOB     Mind your own business!

FYI      For your information...


You may also encounter occasional emoticons in your e-mail. These are simple ASCII diagrams that help make a point or clarify the intent of a message.  They can help your recipient understand that you are really joking when you write a comment that could otherwise be construed as provocative or insulting.

For example, your friend Ann has e-mailed you bemoaning the fact that she sent a sizzling love note to her boyfriend and accidentally carbon copied her boss and the company's Vice-president.  You write back:


Ann, that was really smart! You really ought to be fired.


Are you trying to make Ann feel even worse?  Or are you joking? With e-mail, it's impossible to tell.  But if you include a mail icon known as a smiley as shown in the example below, you will clarify the intent and avoid causing hurt feelings or resentment when that is not your intent.  Here is the same message with a smiley mail icon:


Ann, that was really smart! You really ought to be fired.:-)


Those three extra keystrokes make a big difference!  Here are some other common emoticons
:

:)    Another smiley

:-(   Sad face (as in, "I sorry to hear that!")

;-)   Wink

:-|   My lips are sealed!

�  Serial Line Internet Protocol (SLIP) standard and Point to Point Protocol (PPP) standard


� Internet Protocol (IP) address, a unique number in the format of four numbers separated by dots, for example, 198.123.127.7


� Domain Name Server (DNS)


� Average U.S. consumer will receive 1,600 commercial email messages in 2005, up from 40 in 1999, while non-marketing and personal correspondence will more than double from approximately 1,750 emails per year in 1999 to almost 4,000 in 2005.


� American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII)


� Over 12,844,877 unique domain names are registered worldwide, with 428,023 new domain names registered each week.


� Combination of the words emotion and icons
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