


Legal 
Research 
on the 
Internet 

virtual cocktail party, 
socially obligated to dis 

pense free advice. They 
got in with a question, out 

with an answer, and away 
without a fee - a "hit" & run to 

the infobahn law firm, and if they 
kept doing it, our venture into cyber 

space would soon be over 'cause we 
would be out of business. 

So there we sat in our real office, looking through the 
window of my computer terminal onto the streets of our vir 
tual world, listening to the sirens of the search engines as 
they passed us by - hoping one of them would hit home. 
My partner paced back and forth before that window, 

staring out at the road. "Why aren't they comin' in?" he 
muttered. 
"It'll happen," I assured him. "It just takes time." 
He wore a canal in my carpet with his crepe-soled shoes, 

Authors' Note: To illustrate legal research on the Internet, fretting and grumbling, while I sat with my legs propped up 
we have constructed a narrative, a detective story for cyber- on my rolltop, confidently at ease. In the six months since 
space, where our mean streets are the dead ends and alleys we had opened, he had grown disgusted with the Internet, 
of the Information Superhighway, where our while I had grown enamored of it. He had no 
femme fatale of a client comes into the _ patience with the Web, surfing, or 
office as a digitized damsel in ~is- -!~It'_ ~ophers, and called WAIS. "a waste of 
tress, and where our hard-boiled ~.,_..~ I •• ~ time." Yet the more he pointed out the 
detective is no mere electronic law librar- 'Net's failings, the more I admired its 
ian but a cybersleuth. In brief, with all due apologies virtues. I found myself spending increasing amounts of 
to Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and Mickey time lost in space, wandering for hours through the worm 
Spillane, we have concocted a 'Net noir to explain the basics holes of parallel universes, amazed by the diversity of sight 
of Internet research. and sound that exists in cyberspace. Maybe I had gotten 

hat day start 
ed like any 
other - bad- 
and it promised 
to end no better. 
and I had opened our 

new.acoress in cyberspace, hang 
ing out a shingle on the Information 
Superhighway, and had expected to draw 
business like a neon sign draws moths. 
Unfortunately, after six months we had nothing. Ten 
hits a day on our home page did not count since none of 
them paid. They just represented the door-to-door salespeo 
ple, pyramid scheme solicitors, and religious zealots of 
cyberspace, who electronically hawked their wares or else 
the late-night travelers of an unmarked road who saw our 
neon sign and only stopped for directions. The few who had 
dropped in with a legal question treated us like lawyers at a 
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hooked on it. Maybe I had become an addict. I could not tell, 
but I spent more of my time online, and he spent more of his 
off. I started to believe that the 'Net could do everything, as 
he concluded it could do nothing. It took a woman to teach 
us both a lesson in humility. 

When the hit finally came, he stopped pacing. The e-mail 
program announced "You have new mail," and my partner 
sneered "Another 'hit' & run probably." But when I opened 
it, it said in provocative and Spartan words, "Widowed lady. 
Needs help. Will' pay." I saw the word "lady," and my part 
ner saw "pay," so we both found reason enough to reply to 
the message. As he returned to his office, I did the honors 
and sent her a reply. I proposed a virtual consultation via a 
private Internet Relay Chat, and in an e-mail response, she 
suggested a time. When the time arrived, she "came" into the 
office electronically for our initial interview. 
Internet Relay Chat (IRC) is essentially simultaneous e 

mail, allowing correspondents to carryon a conversation by 
typing it. So, when the mysterious "widowed lady" logged 
on to the private line we created, typed a greeting, and trans 
mitted it, it instantly appeared on my screen. 

She had preferred an after hours appointment, so her mes 
sage began "Good evening. Are you there?" 
I like punctuality in clients but rarely get it. They miss 

meetings and payments, so this one surprised me and started 
out on my good side just by being there when she said she 
would be. 

I typed my answer and sent it: "Yes, I'm here. What can I 
do for you?" 
For the next half hour, we typed to each other - a com 

mon stream of consciousness punctuated by hard returns. 
She explained her problem or her understanding of it, and I 
expounded my understanding of the law. 
I had a handle on her problem - a dispute over the insur 

ance policy left by her recently deceased husband - and I had 
just started to explain our retainer policy when she suddenly 
ended our session, transmitting curtly "The door. Must go." 
Uncertain she had terminated our connection, I typed a 

few more unanswered lines. Eventually I gave up, and as I 
scrolled through the record of our conversation, wondered if 
she had not been another "hit" & run after all. 

I changed my mind the next morning when I dragged 
myself into the office and logged on. I had six e-mail mes 
sages from her and one from the bank. I checked the bank 
first. She had sent $10,000 in digital cash to our IOLTA 
account, and that in itself was enough reason to read the rest 
of my mail. 
When she had signed off the night before, it was because 

she had company - police Lt. Somethin' or other, flatfoot. 
His visit had rattled her, and she had e-mailed me to 'fess up. 
Turns out her old man had not died of natural causes, and 
she needed someone to prove that she had not had anything 
to do with it. 

I called the bank to confirm the transfer of funds, then 
called my partner into my office. 
"Here's the gig," I started. "Widow, you know that. 

Young, you don't. Probably foreign." 
"How can you tell?" he inquired. 
"The way she writes. To continue: Husband was a lawyer, 

until recently." 

"Yeah?" he asked, waiting for me to explain. 
"Unnatural causes. Lots of enemies of course, but proba- 

bly none that desperate." 
"Except her," he surmised. 
"Cops think so." 
Before he started lecturing me about my "ethical obliga 

tions,"! I handed him a printout of my e-mail message from 
the bank. 
"Look at this," I demanded, and he slumped back into a 

winged-back in disbelief. 
"So here's the gig," I said, "We're gonna get her off." 
I could feel his doubt wrestling with his greed, so I took 

advantage of his indecision. "And the way we're gonna do it 
is this: You'll research her problem in the real world, and I'll 
see what I can find online." 
"But..." he stammered. 
"That's what I have decided," I countered, "unless you 

think we should return her money." 
"I didn't say that," he answered, tacitly admitting his priorities. 
"Good, then. Let's take 24 hours. You use traditional 

methods, and I will use the 'Net." 
He agreed, and sat down while I explained her problem 

and framed the issues to be researched. As he stood up, I 
turned back to my machine, and before he had pulled on his 
overcoat and slouch hat, dressing to drive to the law library, 
I had already delved into the stacks of a virtual one. 
The Internet's core function is the transfer of information, 

whether communications or data that can be searched and 
retrieved. I had already used one aspect of the communica 
tions function by sending and receiving e-mail messages, but 
there were other aspects if I needed them. If I needed a peer 
group or mentoring or free advice, I could have posted a 
message to a LISTSERV discussion group, and received 
feedback on my reading of the law or my particular strategy. 
If my problem had involved a changing and newsworthy 
area of law, I could have subscribed to the postings of a 
UseNet news group and received daily updates. Fortunately, 
my client's problem was well within my competence, so I 
only needed the Internet for searching and retrieving data. 

Information on the 'Net can be accessed via Telnet, File 
Transfer Protocol (FTP), or various browsers. Telnet lets a 
user log in to remote computers, while FTP makes it possi 
ble to transfer files between computers, and 
the new-fangled GUI (graphical user inter 
face) Web Browsers, if properly config 
ured, allow the user to surf 
the 'Net and access Telnet 
databases and FTP sites as 
well as the World Wide 
Web using just one applica 
tion. Through the use of 
hypertext links between 
various programs on the 
'Net, a browser lets users 
explore library catalogues, 
searchable databases, FTP, 
and Web sites without 

knowing any of the ,~~~~~~~~;f~Ei~~ arcana of computer • 
programming. So 
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without even having to know the difference between bits 
and bytes, I could put the 'Net to work for me. I started my 
research for our client by running down what I could on her 
deceased husband. 

She said he had been a lawyer, so I looked up his name. In 
a paper and published world, I would have flipped through 
the Texas Legal Directory (blue book) or Martindale 
Hubbell. But this was research online, so I went directly to 
an automated dir~ctory. 
West Publishing maintains a site on the World Wide 

Web, which includes promotional material, information 
about the company, and a fully searchable version of its 
Legal Directory. 2 

Since different databases are set up differently, no stan 
dard exists, and searches in cyberspace are often idiosyn 
cratic and unique, at times as chaotic as jail call on a 
Monday morning after the New Year's Eve weekend. West 
fortunately employs Boolean logic, however, permitting 
delimited searches of its data. So I typed in my client's 
distinctive last name, followed by "AND" and the city 
where he had practiced. Within seconds his name popped 
up in a list linked to his biography: I found out when he 
was born, where he went to law school, before what courts 
he was admitted, his areas of practice, successes, honors, 
and professional associations. 
Next, knowing never to fully trust a client, I wanted to 

know when he died and under what circumstances. His 
biography said he had been a member of the ABA and the 
State Bar of Texas, but the ABA, although it maintains a 
Web site,' does not make a database of members available, 
nor does the ABA Journal publish obituaries. Likewise, 
though the Texas Bar Journal does include obituaries, it is 
not on BarLink, the State Bar's online service. So that 
made newspapers my only electronic alternative. 
While Lexis-Nexis morgues back issues of most major 

papers, it costs more than a bad night in Vegas 'cause you 
can roll all night and still crap out. But I only needed con 
firmation of a recent event. I did not need to search the 
archives of half a dozen old papers. I only needed one ref 
erence in one newspaper to know she was not lying. 

Of the major dailies in Texas, only the Dallas Morning 
News, Houston Chronicle, and Austin American-Statesman 
offer access to their papers on the Web, and of these, only 
the Chronicle makes the full text of its paper available." 

At the Chronicle's Web site, I took my client's story at 
face value and looked for stories on her husband. Since I 
use Netscape as my Web Browser, and it contains a non 
Boolean search tool simply called "Find," my electronic 
perusal of the Houston Chronicle differed from the 
approach I would take in Lexis or Westlaw, for while 
Lexis permits searches of keywords of all the articles in an 
entire library, Netscape's "Find" only permits a search of 
the loaded page. 
_Opening up the "Local and State" section of the paper, I 
scanned the headlines for something that might be about 
the deceased. I clicked on a title that looked promising, 
and ran a "find" for his odd name. Nothing. His aggrieved 
widow said he had been a big shot, so I turned to the 
"Business" section of the paper, selected a headline, again 
ran "find," and again found nothing. Frustrated, I jumped 

back to the home page, where I realized that in newspaper 
logic, death belonged in life, and opened the "Lifestyle 
and Features" section to look for his obituary. 
Unfortunately, the Chronicle does not publish obits, so I 
quit the session, frustrated and unsure about the veracity of 
her story. I needed to go on and get to work on the law. 
If I had started my research like my tree-killin' partner, I 

would have gone to a treatise or a hornbook first to get a 
better understanding of my problem. Once I understood 
what was going on, I would have looked at any statutes or 
rules involved, then cases, and Shepardized any that 
seemed favorable. But I could do all of that online, so I ral 
lied myself. My partner might have bested me if he had 
thumbed through the newspapers, but I could do everything 
else he could faster and without getting my fingers dirty. 

Numerous virtual law libraries exist on the' Net. Within 
Texas, the Tarlton Law Library at The University of Texas 
School of Law ' and the University of Houston Law 
Library" each maintain sites, and out-of-state institutions 
with extensive research facilities online include the law 
schools of the University of Southern California/ Indiana 
University," and Cornell." Also, each library connects with 
many others in the seamless web of the law. 

So I bounded through cyberspace with the same method 
ology I would use in the real world, and rather than merely 
explore the stacks and shelves of a single library, I virtual 
ly toured Texas and California, visited New York and 
Washington, D.C., chasing a definitive answer for my elu 
sive client, working all through the day and into the night 
- hours after the real libraries had closed. 

Since my client's problem involved an insurance compa 
ny, the cops, the D.A., and a dead body, it sent me out 
after issues of contract, substantive and procedural crimi 
nal law, and judicial visions and revisions of the Fourth 
Amendment. Had I needed to review the basic elements of 
any of these areas, I could have looked for treatises and 
hornbooks in an online catalog such as TALLONS, the 
Tarlton Law Library Online Service;'? or LOCIS, the 
Library of Congress Information Service. II Each is a 
Telnet site, accessible from the Web, but each is merely a 
computerized card catalog, giving the virtual library 
patron only the call number, author, title, and brief 
description of books in their collections. The actual text of 
the books is not available. So I had to rely on my bar 
review memories of the substance of the law as I launched 
into my search of statutes. 

In general, less state than federal law appears on the 
'Net, but numerous uniform and model acts exist as rough 
guides. For instance, Cornell puts up a generic UCC with 
state-by-state emendations, but it does not yet include 
Texas.12 For real state law, I had to connect to 
CompuServe and access BarLink,13 the State Bar's online 
service that includes the Civil and Criminal Digests, 
downloadable CLE materials, and State Bar section and 
committee news. Bat'Link also has "libraries" of briefs, 
articles, updates, and other documents on several areas of 
the law. 
For other state aspects of my problem, I returned to the 

Web. The State of Texas maintains a home page, linked to 
various branches of state government." Jumping between 
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links I consulted a copy of the state constitution," searched 
through bills debated in the last session of the state legisla 
ture, 16 and perused administrative rules affecting the cops, 
the courts, and the sellers of insurance. 17 It took some time, 
but not much, since very few Texas government sites include 
any more information than names and addresses. For 
instance, if I had wanted to know anything more from the 
Court of Criminal Appeals than where to mail my motions, I 
would have been out of luck." Its decisions are not available 
on the 'Net, but the Texas Rules of Civil & Criminal 
Evidence are, and I anticipated trial by reviewing them." 

I fared much better with the federal law. The U.S. House 
of Representatives Internet Law Library maintains a com 
plete, searchable but unannotated copy of the U.S. Code," 
and the House of Representatives maintains a searchable 
version of the entire Code of Federal Regulations." In 
addition, Cornell keeps a copy of the U.S. Constitution 
and the Bill of Rights" while Indiana provides a copy of 
the Declaration of Independence'? for attorneys in desper 
ate need of some ringing language. And through its online 
service "Thomas," the Library of Congress lets the people 
keep an eye on the people's representatives by tracking 
legislation through committee." 
As for federal courts, Indiana maintains a searchable 

archive of U.S. Supreme Court opinions decided since 
1975, and it releases new opinions, majority or plurality, 
concurrences and dissents, the same day they are 
rendered." Down a notch, Fifth Circuit opinions are avail 
able from the U.T. Tarlton Law Library. In addition to 
being searchable by keyword, Tarlton's database can be 
browsed by docket number, date of opinion, month or 
year, or by the parties' names." 
Having found some good cases, I needed to Shepardize 

them. On a trial basis, McGraw-Hill, the publisher of 
Shepard's Citations, is offering downloadable slip opin 
ions from the federal courts of appeal, the appellate courts 
of California, and other states as they become available." 
They cannot be accessed directly from the 'Net, however, 
but only via modem with some form of communications 
software, such as ProComm by DataStorm Technologies 
or WinComm by Delrina. Shepard's requires all users to 
register, but access to the system is otherwise free, except 
for the long distance phone charges. In this case I could 
not wait a day while they processed my registration, and 
being accustomed to traveling long distances on the 'Net 
cost free, I certainly did not want to pay. So I made an end 
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run around the system, and adequately "shepardized" my 
federal cases without using Shepard's. I just searched for 
my authorities by name to discover whether they had been 
cited, distinguished, or overruled. 
Confident that what I had found remained good law, I 

summarized the results of my research in a memo, padded 
with $10 words from the online thesaurus at The 
University of Texas," and rendered in perfect cite form by 
reference to Cornell's online citation guide." I had been up 
all night, but I did not feel it. I printed my memo and wait 
ed for my partner to slink into the office in defeat. I 
poured out the sludge that had been coffee and brewed a 
fresh pot, imagining him needing it to wash down the crow 
I expected he would be eating. Wilen he walked in, how 
ever, cleaned, shaved, and pressed, he smiled an irritating, 
self-satisfied grin of good morning. 

"So," he smirked, "d'you find the answer?" 
"You go first," I said, but he declined. 
"Y ou' re the one with all the skills," he patronized. 

"You're the 'Web master.' I'm just a paper pusher who 
couldn't even find the 'on' switch to his computer. Go 
ahead, enlighten me." 
I always hated his sarcasm, and it overcame my pride. I 

furiously detailed my memo, getting angrier all the time 
because the more I said, the wider he grinned. When I 
reached the U.S. Supreme Court discussion regarding the 
exclusionary rule in Wilson v. Arkansas, he burst. 

"I can't believe it," he interrupted. "You did all that 
work, when it was me." 

I didn't understand what he meant at first, and when he 
quit laughing, he continued. 

"It was me all the time, and you fell for it." 
I was incredulous, and swore it could not be true. 
"All your rich, young, foreign widow's e-mail messages 

were anonymous, right? With a machine address but no 
user identified?" he asked. "They came from me." 

"You couldn't have," I denied. 
'''Cause I don't have the skills?" he scoffed. "Hah! I 

sent you the first message from Maelstrom before I came 
into your office, then went back to mine while you 
responded and set the appointment for our Internet Relay 
Chat. Why do you think 'she' set it after hours? Not 'cause 
she didn't want her servants to 'overhear.' It was so I 
could use my computer terminal at home and so you 
wouldn't hear me laughing." 
He was right. I could have checked the source of "her" 

e-mail messages by running a program like Whois or 
Finger or the Knowbot Information Service." I had been 
too eager, and I blew it. I knew better. I knew anyone can 
be anything in cyberspace, and that there were more lies 
told on chat lines than in singles' bars. Even the e-mail 
message from the bank was a hoax. But I had wanted to 
prove what the 'Net could do so badly, I did not think. I 
fell for it, and even as I distrusted her story, I trusted 
"her." Even though I thought to check out the old man, it 
never occurred to me to investigate the old lady. 

I admitted this to my partner the next afternoon when I 
visited him in the hospital. As he lay convalescing from 
the concussion and multiple contusions he incurred 
falling through the window of my very real office, we 



agreed that the watchword of legal research in cyber 
space was still caveat actor - let the doer beware - but 
that the watchword of those who belittle the growing 
importance of Internet legal research is caveat criticus - 
let the critic beware. 

1. Cornell maintains the Rules of Professional Conduct of the state of 
Idaho as an example of professional ethics standards: 
http://www.law.comell.edu:80Illawyers/ruletable.html 

2. West's Legal Directory: http://www.westpub.comlWLDInfoIWLD.htm 
[no "I"] 

3. The American Bar Association: http://www/abanet.org 
4. For a complete list of Texas newspapers available online, see: 

http://www.mediainfo.com/edpub/e-papers.links.htmland for the 
Houston Chronicle, see: http://www.chron.com/ 

5. The Tarlton Law Library of The University of Texas School of Law: 
http://www.law.utexas.edu 

6. The University of Houston Law Center World Wide Web Reference 
Desk: http://www.lawlib.uh.edu/ReferencelDesk.htInl 

7. The University of Southern California Law School: 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/law.lib/legallst/titlelst.html 

8. Indiana University School of Law: http://www.law.indiana.edu 
9. Cornell University School of Law: http://www.law.comell.edu 
10. The Tarlton Law Library Online Service (TALLONS) is a text only 

Telnet site, open to the public. To log on, go to the site 
(http://www.law.utexas.edu/libraryllibrary.html) and type in "tarlton" at 
the prompt. 

II. The Library of Congress Online Systems (LOCIS) is accessible from 
the Web at: http://www.lcweb.loc.gov/homepage/online.html. and no 
password is necessary to log on. 

12. The Uniform Commercial Code, with state emendations: 
http://www.law.comell.edu/ucc/ucc.table.html 

13. Information about BarLink can be obtained from the State Bar at 
(800)204-2222, Ext. 1584. 

14. The State of Texas Home Page: http://www/texas.gov/ 
15. The Constitution of the State of Texas: 

http://www.law.utexas.edu/library/netref/txconstlintro.htmI 

16. Texas Legislative Information: http://www.texas.govlleg/info.html 
17. The Texas Administrative Code: http://register.sos.texas.gov:80/tac/ 
18. The Texas Court of Criminal Appeals: 

http://www.texas.gov/agency/211.html 
19. The Texas Rules of Civil Evidence: 

http://www.law.utexas.edu/library/netref/rules/rcve_toc.htm [no "I"] 
The Texas Rules of Criminal Evidence: 
http://www.law.utexas.edullibrary;netref/rules/rcre_toc.htm [no "I"] 

20. The U.S. Code: http://www.pls.com:800Ilhis/usc.html 
21. The Code of Federal Regulations: http://www.pls.com:8001Ihis/cfr.html 
22. The U.S. Constitution: http://www.law.comell.edu!constitution//consti 

tution. billofrights.html 
23. The Declaration of Independence: http://www.law.indiana.edu/uslaw 

docs/declaration.html 
24. Thomas, Legislative Information on the Internet: http://thomas.loc.gov/ 
25. Decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court: 

http://www.law.comell.edu/supctl 
26. Opinions of the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals can be found at: 

http://www.law.utexas.edu/us5th.html 
27. Shepard's Citations' dialup service can be reached at (719)481-7930 

and its home page is: http://www.shepards.com 
28. Webster's Dictionary and Thesaurus, as well as numerous other search 

able reference works are available through the General Libraries at The 
University of Texas: http://www.utexas.edu/general/webster.html 

29. Cornell's Citation Manual: http://www.law.comell.edu:80/citation/cita 
tion.table.html 

30. There are numerous directories of e-mail addresses on the 'Net. CSO 
and Whois find people by institution, while Netfind and Finger find 
people by internet site, and Four II Directory Services finds people by 
name. Hypertext links to all of these e-mail search engines are main 
tained by The University of Texas: 
http://www.utexas.edu/search/email.html 

Lamrouex and Cravens, P. C. is San Antonio's first law 
firm on the World Wide Web. The firm's home page address 
is: httpc/Zwww.tddc.net/lamrouex 

(800)204-2222 
Main Switchboard - This number allows lawyers and the 

public to call the Austin offices of the State Bar (in Austin, 
dial 463-1463). 

(800)633-6630 
Barratry Hot Line - Call this number to report for investi 

gation possible unlawful solicitation by an attorney. Also pro 
vides information on barratry to attorneys and the public. 

(800 )932 -1900 
Grievance Information - Members of the public can find 

out about the grievance process and receive some direction 
in the initial steps required for filing a complaint. Calls are 
automatically directed to the appropriate regional office. 

(800)566-4616 
lawyer Advertising - lawyers and the public can receive 

information regarding Part VII of the Texas Disciplinary 
Rules of Professional Conduct which governs attorney 
advertising. Questions concerning the content of the adver 
tising rules, violations of those rules, and the filing require 
ments for advertisements and written solicitations may be 
directed to this number. 

(800)252-9690 
lawyer Referral Service - Members of the public may 

call this number to receive assistance in finding a lawyer. 
This service strives to educate the public about legal ser 
vices as well as assisting individuals in finding a lawyer 
when they need one. 

(800 )343-8527 
Texas lawyers' Assistance Program - Whether impaired 

by drug or alcohol abuse, depressed, or suffering from other 
impairment, the Texas lawyers' Assistance Program can 
provide confidential assistance to Texas lawyers and judges. 

(800)532-3947 
lawyers' Ethics Hot Line - Any practitioner who faces an 

ethical dilemma can call this number for assistance and advice. 

(800 )252 -3401 
Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation - This foun 

dation administers the Interest On lawyers' Trust Accounts 
(IOlTA) program. Callers can receive information about the 
program, how it works, and how funds are disbursed. 
Funds are granted to organizations that provide legal ser 
vices to the poor in civil matters. 
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