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Chapter 1This is the Title of the Book CHAPTER 1

Overview of HTTP

The world’s web browsers, servers, and related web applications all talk to each
other through HTTP, the Hypertext Transfer Protocol. HTTP is the common lan-
guage of the modern global Internet.

This chapter is a concise overview of HTTP. You’ll see how web applications use
HTTP to communicate, and you’ll get a rough idea of how HTTP does its job. In
particular, we talk about:

• How web clients and servers communicate

• Where resources (web content) come from

• How web transactions work

• The format of the messages used for HTTP communication

• The underlying TCP network transport

• The different variations of the HTTP protocol

• Some of the many HTTP architectural components installed around the Internet

We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, so let’s get started on our tour of HTTP.

HTTP: The Internet’s Multimedia Courier
Billions of JPEG images, HTML pages, text files, MPEG movies, WAV audio files,
Java applets, and more cruise through the Internet each and every day. HTTP moves
the bulk of this information quickly, conveniently, and reliably from web servers all
around the world to web browsers on people’s desktops.

Because HTTP uses reliable data-transmission protocols, it guarantees that your data
will not be damaged or scrambled in transit, even when it comes from the other side of
the globe. This is good for you as a user, because you can access information without
worrying about its integrity. Reliable transmission is also good for you as an Internet
application developer, because you don’t have to worry about HTTP communications
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being destroyed, duplicated, or distorted in transit. You can focus on programming
the distinguishing details of your application, without worrying about the flaws and
foibles of the Internet.

Let’s look more closely at how HTTP transports the Web’s traffic.

Web Clients and Servers
Web content lives on web servers. Web servers speak the HTTP protocol, so they are
often called HTTP servers. These HTTP servers store the Internet’s data and provide
the data when it is requested by HTTP clients. The clients send HTTP requests to
servers, and servers return the requested data in HTTP responses, as sketched in
Figure 1-1. Together, HTTP clients and HTTP servers make up the basic compo-
nents of the World Wide Web.

You probably use HTTP clients every day. The most common client is a web
browser, such as Microsoft Internet Explorer or Netscape Navigator. Web browsers
request HTTP objects from servers and display the objects on your screen.

When you browse to a page, such as “http://www.oreilly.com/index.html,” your
browser sends an HTTP request to the server www.oreilly.com (see Figure 1-1). The
server tries to find the desired object (in this case, “/index.html”) and, if successful,
sends the object to the client in an HTTP response, along with the type of the object,
the length of the object, and other information.

Resources
Web servers host web resources. A web resource is the source of web content. The
simplest kind of web resource is a static file on the web server’s filesystem. These
files can contain anything: they might be text files, HTML files, Microsoft Word
files, Adobe Acrobat files, JPEG image files, AVI movie files, or any other format you
can think of.

However, resources don’t have to be static files. Resources can also be software pro-
grams that generate content on demand. These dynamic content resources can gen-
erate content based on your identity, on what information you’ve requested, or on

Figure 1-1. Web clients and servers

HTTP request
“Get me the document called /index.html.”

Client Server

www.oreilly.com

HTTP response
“Okay, here it is, it’s in HTML format and is 3,150 characters long.”
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the time of day. They can show you a live image from a camera, or let you trade
stocks, search real estate databases, or buy gifts from online stores (see Figure 1-2).

In summary, a resource is any kind of content source. A file containing your com-
pany’s sales forecast spreadsheet is a resource. A web gateway to scan your local
public library’s shelves is a resource. An Internet search engine is a resource.

Media Types
Because the Internet hosts many thousands of different data types, HTTP carefully
tags each object being transported through the Web with a data format label called a
MIME type. MIME (Multipurpose Internet Mail Extensions) was originally designed
to solve problems encountered in moving messages between different electronic mail
systems. MIME worked so well for email that HTTP adopted it to describe and label
its own multimedia content.

Web servers attach a MIME type to all HTTP object data (see Figure 1-3). When a
web browser gets an object back from a server, it looks at the associated MIME type
to see if it knows how to handle the object. Most browsers can handle hundreds of
popular object types: displaying image files, parsing and formatting HTML files,
playing audio files through the computer’s speakers, or launching external plug-in
software to handle special formats.

Figure 1-2. A web resource is anything that provides web content

Client Server

Internet

E-commerce
gateway

Real estate search
gateway

Stock trading
gateway

Web cam
gateway

11000101101

Image file

Text file

Filesystem Resources
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A MIME type is a textual label, represented as a primary object type and a specific
subtype, separated by a slash. For example:

• An HTML-formatted text document would be labeled with type text/html.

• A plain ASCII text document would be labeled with type text/plain.

• A JPEG version of an image would be image/jpeg.

• A GIF-format image would be image/gif.

• An Apple QuickTime movie would be video/quicktime.

• A Microsoft PowerPoint presentation would be application/vnd.ms-powerpoint.

There are hundreds of popular MIME types, and many more experimental or limited-
use types. A very thorough MIME type list is provided in Appendix D.

URIs
Each web server resource has a name, so clients can point out what resources they
are interested in. The server resource name is called a uniform resource identifier, or
URI. URIs are like the postal addresses of the Internet, uniquely identifying and
locating information resources around the world.

Here’s a URI for an image resource on Joe’s Hardware store’s web server:

http://www.joes-hardware.com/specials/saw-blade.gif

Figure 1-4 shows how the URI specifies the HTTP protocol to access the saw-blade
GIF resource on Joe’s store’s server. Given the URI, HTTP can retrieve the object.
URIs come in two flavors, called URLs and URNs. Let’s take a peek at each of these
types of resource identifiers now.

URLs
The uniform resource locator (URL) is the most common form of resource identifier.
URLs describe the specific location of a resource on a particular server. They tell you
exactly how to fetch a resource from a precise, fixed location. Figure 1-4 shows how
a URL tells precisely where a resource is located and how to access it. Table 1-1
shows a few examples of URLs.

Figure 1-3. MIME types are sent back with the data content

Client Server

Content-type: image/jpeg
Content-length: 12984

MIME type
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Most URLs follow a standardized format of three main parts:

• The first part of the URL is called the scheme, and it describes the protocol used
to access the resource. This is usually the HTTP protocol (http://).

• The second part gives the server Internet address (e.g., www.joes-hardware.com).

• The rest names a resource on the web server (e.g., /specials/saw-blade.gif ).

Today, almost every URI is a URL.

URNs
The second flavor of URI is the uniform resource name, or URN. A URN serves as a
unique name for a particular piece of content, independent of where the resource
currently resides. These location-independent URNs allow resources to move from
place to place. URNs also allow resources to be accessed by multiple network access
protocols while maintaining the same name.

For example, the following URN might be used to name the Internet standards docu-
ment “RFC 2141” regardless of where it resides (it may even be copied in several
places):

urn:ietf:rfc:2141

Figure 1-4. URLs specify protocol, server, and local resource

Table 1-1. Example URLs

URL Description

http://www.oreilly.com/index.html The home URL for O’Reilly & Associates, Inc.

http://www.yahoo.com/images/logo.gif The URL for the Yahoo! web site’s logo

http://www.joes-hardware.com/inventory-check.
cgi?item=12731

The URL for a program that checks if inventory item
#12731 is in stock

ftp://joe:tools4u@ftp.joes-hardware.com/locking-
pliers.gif

The URL for the locking-pliers.gif image file, using
password-protected FTP as the access protocol

Client www.joes-hardware.com

Content-type: image/gif
Content-length: 8572

http://www.joes-hardware.com/specials/saw-blade.gif

Use HTTP protocol Go to www.joes-hardware.com Grab the resource called /specials/saw-blade.gif
1 2 3
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URNs are still experimental and not yet widely adopted. To work effectively, URNs
need a supporting infrastructure to resolve resource locations; the lack of such an
infrastructure has also slowed their adoption. But URNs do hold some exciting
promise for the future. We’ll discuss URNs in a bit more detail in Chapter 2, but
most of the remainder of this book focuses almost exclusively on URLs.

Unless stated otherwise, we adopt the conventional terminology and use URI and
URL interchangeably for the remainder of this book.

Transactions
Let’s look in more detail how clients use HTTP to transact with web servers and
their resources. An HTTP transaction consists of a request command (sent from cli-
ent to server), and a response result (sent from the server back to the client). This
communication happens with formatted blocks of data called HTTP messages, as
illustrated in Figure 1-5.

Methods
HTTP supports several different request commands, called HTTP methods. Every
HTTP request message has a method. The method tells the server what action to per-
form (fetch a web page, run a gateway program, delete a file, etc.). Table 1-2 lists five
common HTTP methods.

Figure 1-5. HTTP transactions consist of request and response messages

Table 1-2. Some common HTTP methods

HTTP method Description

GET Send named resource from the server to the client.

PUT Store data from client into a named server resource.

Internet

HTTP request message contains
the command and the URI

GET /specials/saw-blade.gif HTTP/1.0
Host: www.joes-hardware.com

Client www.joes-hardware.comHTTP/1.0 200 OK
Content-type: image/gif
Content-length: 8572 HTTP response message contains

the result of the transaction
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We’ll discuss HTTP methods in detail in Chapter 3.

Status Codes
Every HTTP response message comes back with a status code. The status code is a
three-digit numeric code that tells the client if the request succeeded, or if other
actions are required. A few common status codes are shown in Table 1-3.

HTTP also sends an explanatory textual “reason phrase” with each numeric status
code (see the response message in Figure 1-5). The textual phrase is included only for
descriptive purposes; the numeric code is used for all processing.

The following status codes and reason phrases are treated identically by HTTP soft-
ware:

200 OK
200 Document attached
200 Success
200 All’s cool, dude

HTTP status codes are explained in detail in Chapter 3.

Web Pages Can Consist of Multiple Objects
An application often issues multiple HTTP transactions to accomplish a task. For
example, a web browser issues a cascade of HTTP transactions to fetch and display a
graphics-rich web page. The browser performs one transaction to fetch the HTML
“skeleton” that describes the page layout, then issues additional HTTP transactions
for each embedded image, graphics pane, Java applet, etc. These embedded
resources might even reside on different servers, as shown in Figure 1-6. Thus, a
“web page” often is a collection of resources, not a single resource.

DELETE Delete the named resource from a server.

POST Send client data into a server gateway application.

HEAD Send just the HTTP headers from the response for the named resource.

Table 1-3. Some common HTTP status codes

HTTP status code Description

200 OK. Document returned correctly.

302 Redirect. Go someplace else to get the resource.

404 Not Found. Can’t find this resource.

Table 1-2. Some common HTTP methods (continued)

HTTP method Description
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Messages
Now let’s take a quick look at the structure of HTTP request and response mes-
sages. We’ll study HTTP messages in exquisite detail in Chapter 3.

HTTP messages are simple, line-oriented sequences of characters. Because they are
plain text, not binary, they are easy for humans to read and write.* Figure 1-7 shows
the HTTP messages for a simple transaction.

HTTP messages sent from web clients to web servers are called request messages.
Messages from servers to clients are called response messages. There are no other
kinds of HTTP messages. The formats of HTTP request and response messages are
very similar.

Figure 1-6. Composite web pages require separate HTTP transactions for each embedded resource

* Some programmers complain about the difficulty of HTTP parsing, which can be tricky and error-prone,
especially when designing high-speed software. A binary format or a more restricted text format might have
been simpler to process, but most HTTP programmers appreciate HTTP’s extensibility and debuggability.

Figure 1-7. HTTP messages have a simple, line-oriented text structure

Client

Server 1

Server 2

Internet

GET /test/hi-there.txt HTTP/1.0

Accept: text/*
Accept-Language: en,fr

HTTP/1.0 200 OK

Content-type: text/plain
Content-length: 19

Hi! I’m a message!

Start line

Headers

Body

(a) Request message (b) Response message
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HTTP messages consist of three parts:

Start line
The first line of the message is the start line, indicating what to do for a request
or what happened for a response.

Header fields
Zero or more header fields follow the start line. Each header field consists of a
name and a value, separated by a colon (:) for easy parsing. The headers end
with a blank line. Adding a header field is as easy as adding another line.

Body
After the blank line is an optional message body containing any kind of data.
Request bodies carry data to the web server; response bodies carry data back to
the client. Unlike the start lines and headers, which are textual and structured,
the body can contain arbitrary binary data (e.g., images, videos, audio tracks,
software applications). Of course, the body can also contain text.

Simple Message Example
Figure 1-8 shows the HTTP messages that might be sent as part of a simple transac-
tion. The browser requests the resource http://www.joes-hardware.com/tools.html.

In Figure 1-8, the browser sends an HTTP request message. The request has a GET
method in the start line, and the local resource is /tools.html. The request indicates it
is speaking Version 1.0 of the HTTP protocol. The request message has no body,
because no request data is needed to GET a simple document from a server.

The server sends back an HTTP response message. The response contains the HTTP
version number (HTTP/1.0), a success status code (200), a descriptive reason phrase
(OK), and a block of response header fields, all followed by the response body con-
taining the requested document. The response body length is noted in the Content-
Length header, and the document’s MIME type is noted in the Content-Type
header.

Connections
Now that we’ve sketched what HTTP’s messages look like, let’s talk for a moment
about how messages move from place to place, across Transmission Control Protocol
(TCP) connections.

TCP/IP
HTTP is an application layer protocol. HTTP doesn’t worry about the nitty-gritty
details of network communication; instead, it leaves the details of networking to
TCP/IP, the popular reliable Internet transport protocol.
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TCP provides:

• Error-free data transportation

• In-order delivery (data will always arrive in the order in which it was sent)

• Unsegmented data stream (can dribble out data in any size at any time)

The Internet itself is based on TCP/IP, a popular layered set of packet-switched net-
work protocols spoken by computers and network devices around the world. TCP/IP
hides the peculiarities and foibles of individual networks and hardware, letting com-
puters and networks of any type talk together reliably.

Once a TCP connection is established, messages exchanged between the client and
server computers will never be lost, damaged, or received out of order.

In networking terms, the HTTP protocol is layered over TCP. HTTP uses TCP to
transport its message data. Likewise, TCP is layered over IP (see Figure 1-9).

Figure 1-8. Example GET transaction for http://www.joes-hardware.com/tools.html

GET /tools.html HTTP/1.0
User-agent: Mozilla/4.75 [en] (Win98; U)
Host: www.joes-hardware.com
Accept: text/html, image/gif, image/jpeg
Accept-language: en

HTTP/1.0 200 OK
Date: Sun, o1 Oct 2000 23:25:17 GMT
Server: Apache/1.3.11 BSafe-SSL/1.38 (Unix)
Last-modified: Tue, 04 Jul 2000 09:46:21 GMT
Content-length: 403
Content-type: text/html

<HTML>

<HEAD><TITLE>Joe’s Tools</TITLE></HEAD>

<BODY>

<H1>Tools Page</H1>

<H2>Hammers</H2>

<P>Joe’s Hardware Online has the largest selection of
hammers on the earth.</P>

<H2><A NAME=drills></A>Drills</H2>

<P>Joe’s Hardware has a complete line of cordless
and corded drills, as well as the latest in
plutonium-powered atomic drills, for those big
around the house jobs./<P>...

</BODY>

</HTML>

Client www.joes-hardware.com

(a) Request message

(b) Response message

Request start line (command)

Request headers

No request body

Response start line
(status)

Response headers

Response body
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Connections, IP Addresses, and Port Numbers
Before an HTTP client can send a message to a server, it needs to establish a TCP/IP
connection between the client and server using Internet protocol (IP) addresses and
port numbers.

Setting up a TCP connection is sort of like calling someone at a corporate office.
First, you dial the company’s phone number. This gets you to the right organization.
Then, you dial the specific extension of the person you’re trying to reach.

In TCP, you need the IP address of the server computer and the TCP port number
associated with the specific software program running on the server.

This is all well and good, but how do you get the IP address and port number of the
HTTP server in the first place? Why, the URL, of course! We mentioned before that
URLs are the addresses for resources, so naturally enough they can provide us with
the IP address for the machine that has the resource. Let’s take a look at a few URLs:

http://207.200.83.29:80/index.html
http://www.netscape.com:80/index.html
http://www.netscape.com/index.html

The first URL has the machine’s IP address, “207.200.83.29”, and port number,
“80”.

The second URL doesn’t have a numeric IP address; it has a textual domain name, or
hostname (“www.netscape.com”). The hostname is just a human-friendly alias for an
IP address. Hostnames can easily be converted into IP addresses through a facility
called the Domain Name Service (DNS), so we’re all set here, too. We will talk much
more about DNS and URLs in Chapter 2.

The final URL has no port number. When the port number is missing from an HTTP
URL, you can assume the default value of port 80.

With the IP address and port number, a client can easily communicate via TCP/IP.
Figure 1-10 shows how a browser uses HTTP to display a simple HTML resource
that resides on a distant server.

Figure 1-9. HTTP network protocol stack

HTTP Application layer

TCP Transport layer

IP Network layer

Network-specific link interface Data link layer

Physical network hardware Physical layer
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Here are the steps:

(a) The browser extracts the server’s hostname from the URL.

(b) The browser converts the server’s hostname into the server’s IP address.

(c) The browser extracts the port number (if any) from the URL.

(d) The browser establishes a TCP connection with the web server.

(e) The browser sends an HTTP request message to the server.

(f) The server sends an HTTP response back to the browser.

(g) The connection is closed, and the browser displays the document.

Figure 1-10. Basic browser connection process

Client Server

Internet

(d) Connect to 161.58.228.45 port 80

Client Server

Internet

(e) Send an HTTP GET request

Client Server

Internet

(f) Read HTTP response from server

Client Server

Internet

(g) Close the connection

Screen shot needed

User types in URL

http://www.joes-hardware.com:80/tools.html

(c) Get the port number (80)

www.joes-hardware.com
(a) Get the hostname

(b) DNS

Browser showing page
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Caching

Web caches are HTTP devices that automatically keep copies of popular docu-
ments. When a web request arrives at a cache, if a local “cached” copy is available,
the document is served from the local storage instead of from the origin server.
Caches have the following benefits:

• Caches reduce redundant data transfers, saving you money in network charges.

• Caches reduce network bottlenecks. Pages load faster without more bandwidth.

• Caches reduce demand on origin servers. Servers reply faster and avoid overload.

• Caches reduce distance delays, because pages load slower from farther away.

In this chapter, we explain how caches improve performance and reduce cost, how
to measure their effectiveness, and where to place caches to maximize impact. We
also explain how HTTP keeps cached copies fresh and how caches interact with
other caches and servers.

Redundant Data Transfers
When multiple clients access a popular origin server page, the server transmits the
same document multiple times, once to each client. The same bytes travel across the
network over and over again. These redundant data transfers eat up expensive net-
work bandwidth, slow down transfers, and overload web servers. With caches, the
cache keeps a copy of the first server response. Subsequent requests can be fulfilled
from the cached copy, reducing wasteful, duplicate traffic to and from origin servers.

Bandwidth Bottlenecks
Caches also can reduce network bottlenecks. Many networks provide more band-
width to local network clients than to remote servers (Figure 7-1). Clients access serv-
ers at the speed of the slowest network on the way. If a client gets a copy from a cache
on a fast LAN, caching can boost performance—especially for larger documents.
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In Figure 7-1, it might take 30 seconds for a user in the San Francisco branch of Joe’s
Hardware, Inc. to download a 5-MB inventory file from the Atlanta headquarters,
across the 1.4-Mbps T1 Internet connection. If the document was cached in the San
Francisco office, a local user might be able to get the same document in less than a
second across the Ethernet connection.

Table 7-1 shows how bandwidth affects transfer time for a few different network
speeds and a few different sizes of documents. Bandwidth causes noticeable delays
for larger documents, and the speed difference between different network types is
dramatic.* A 56-Kbps modem would take 749 seconds (over 12 minutes) to transfer a
5-MB file that could be transported in under a second across a fast Ethernet LAN.

Figure 7-1. Limited wide area bandwidth creates a bottleneck that caches can improve

* This table shows just the effect of network bandwidth on transfer time. It assumes 100% network efficiency
and no network or application processing latencies. In this way, the delay is a lower bound. Real delays will
be larger, and the delays for small objects will be dominated by non-bandwidth overheads.

Table 7-1. Bandwidth-imposed transfer time delays, idealized (time in seconds)

Large HTML (15 KB) JPEG (40 KB) Large JPEG (150 KB) Large file (5 MB)

Dialup modem (56 Kbit/sec) 2.19 5.85 21.94 748.98

DSL (256 Kbit/sec) .48 1.28 4.80 163.84

T1 (1.4 Mbit/sec) .09 .23 .85 29.13

Slow Ethernet (10 Mbit/sec) .01 .03 .12 4.19

DS3 (45 Mbit/sec) .00 .01 .03 .93

Fast Ethernet (100 Mbit/sec) .00 .00 .01 .42

Atlanta corporate headquarters

San Francisco branch office

Client

Server

Cache
Fast connection to cache
(100 Mbit/sec ethernet)

Slow WAN connection to server
(1.4 Mbit/sec T1)
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Flash Crowds
Caching is especially important to break up flash crowds. Flash crowds occur when a
sudden event (such as breaking news, a bulk email announcement, or a celebrity
event) causes many people to access a web document at nearly the same time
(Figure 7-2). The resulting redundant traffic spike can cause a catastrophic collapse
of networks and web servers.

When the “Starr Report” detailing Kenneth Starr’s investigation of U.S. President
Clinton was released to the Internet on September 11, 1998, the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives web servers received over 3 million requests per hour, 50 times the aver-
age server load. One news web site, CNN.com, reported an average of over 50,000
requests every second to its servers.

Distance Delays
Even if bandwidth isn’t a problem, distance might be. Every network router adds
delays to Internet traffic. And even if there are not many routers between client and
server, the speed of light alone can cause a significant delay.

The direct distance from Boston to San Francisco is about 2,700 miles. In the very best
case, at the speed of light (186,000 miles/sec), a signal could travel from Boston to San
Francisco in about 15 milliseconds and complete a round trip in 30 milliseconds.*

Figure 7-2. Flash crowds can overload web servers

* In reality, signals travel at somewhat less than the speed of light, so distance delays are even worse.

Atlanta

San
Francisco

Los Angeles

Boston

Chicago

Flash crowd
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Say a web page contains 20 small images, all located on a server in San Francisco. If a
client in Boston opens four parallel connections to the server, and keeps the connec-
tions alive, the speed of light alone contributes almost 1/4 second (240 msec) to the
download time (Figure 7-3). If the server is in Tokyo (6,700 miles from Boston), the
delay grows to 600 msec. Moderately complicated web pages can incur several sec-
onds of speed-of-light delays.

Placing caches in nearby machine rooms can shrink document travel distance from
thousands of miles to tens of yards.

Hits and Misses
So caches can help. But a cache doesn’t store a copy of every document in the
world.*

Figure 7-3. Speed of light can cause significant delays, even with parallel, keep-alive connections

* Few folks can afford to buy a cache big enough to hold all the Web’s documents. And even if you could afford
gigantic “whole-Web caches,” some documents change so frequently that they won’t be fresh in many caches.
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Some requests that arrive at a cache can be served from an available copy. This is
called a cache hit (Figure 7-4a). Other requests arrive at a cache only to be forwarded
to the origin server, because no copy is available. This is called a cache miss
(Figure 7-4b).

Revalidations
Because the origin server content can change, caches have to check every now and
then that their copies are still up-to-date with the server. These “freshness checks”
are called HTTP revalidations (Figure 7-4c). To make revalidations efficient, HTTP
defines special requests that can quickly check if content is still fresh, without fetch-
ing the entire object from the server.

A cache can revalidate a copy any time it wants, and as often as it wants. But because
caches often contain millions of documents, and because network bandwidth is
scarce, most caches revalidate a copy only when it is requested by a client and when
the copy is old enough to warrant a check. We’ll explain the HTTP rules for fresh-
ness checking later in the chapter.

When a cache needs to revalidate a cached copy, it sends a small revalidation request
to the origin server. If the content hasn’t changed, the server responds with a tiny
304 Not Modified response. As soon as the cache learns the copy is still valid, it
marks the copy temporarily fresh again and serves the copy to the client
(Figure 7-5a). This is called a revalidate hit or a slow hit. It’s slower than a pure cache
hit, because it does need to check with the origin server, but it’s faster than a cache
miss, because no object data is retrieved from the server.

Figure 7-4. Cache hits, misses, and revalidations

(a ) Cache hit

Client ServerCache

Cache
object

(b ) Cache miss

Client ServerCache

(c ) Cache revalidate hit
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