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Electronic mail programs are called mail user agents since they work on behalf of the user and are a go-between for the user and computer systems.  The systems handle the details of delivering and receiving mail.

Email travels the Internet like other forms of information – in small packets that are reassembled at the destination and then delivered to the addressee specified by the user.  Even if one of the parts is lost or has data missing, that part can be retrieved at the destination by a simple message from the destination mail server.

When you send an email it first goes to the mail server, which is hardware AND a software system that determines what route the email will take.  Each server determines the next leg of the e-mail’s trip until it finally arrives at its destination.

Sending email uses a number of different protocols.

SMTP
Simple Mail Transfer Protocol decides which route the message will take.  It deals with outgoing messages.

POP Post Office Protocol takes care of incoming messages.  It is a widely used set of rules that is part of the many protocols recognized by the Internet.

IMAP Internet Message Access Protocol is a set of rules for retrieving messages from mail servers.

MIME Multipurpose Internet Mail Extensions specifies how to encode non-text data.  This includes pictures, sound and video.

When email is received at a mail server for a specific client, the mail is held on the server until the recipient asks for it via an email program, also called mail client software.  The two most popular programs today are Outlook Express by Microsoft and Netscape Mail.

There are several other email programs available, many of them free.  Pegasus, EudoraLite and Juno are only a few.  By doing some research on the Internet, you can find a number of such programs, free for the download.  You can also get free email addresses at such locations as HotMail and Yahoo.
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