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(57) ABSTRACT 

A user can access a common database from a remote 

communications port, at any quali?ed location, to generate 
a map or other positional information Which locates selected 
items of interest, e.g., businesses, stores, architectural sites, 
and the like. The database contains information representing 
the items of interest, including, for each of the items of 
interest, positional coordinates, a geographic vicinity, and a 
selected category. The positional coordinates discretely 
locate the vicinity, While the vicinity speci?es the exact 
locations of the items of interest in the selected category. For 
example, a user in NeW York can select the display of 
sporting shops in the area surrounding Chicago O’Hara 
International Airport selectively. A user can also access a 
port and display locations of items of interest Within the 
same vicinity as the user and relative to the user’s position. 
The database can be modi?ed from quali?ed remote loca 
tions to change, or add to, the information therein. An 
advertisement can be tagged to the display or print out as an 
association With the selected items of interest. 
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FIGURE 3A 
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SYSTEM AND METHODS FOR REMOTELY 
ACCESSING A SELECTED GROUP OF ITEMS OF 

INTEREST FROM A DATABASE 

[0001] Aportion of the disclosure of this patent document 
contains material Which is subject to copyright protection. 
The copyright oWner has no objection to the facsimile 
reproduction by anyone of the patent document or the patent 
disclosure, as it appears in the Patent and Trademark Of?ce 
patent ?le or records, but otherWise reserves all copyright 
rights Whatsoever. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] Electronic directories for identifying selected sub 
scribers Within a city are knoWn in the prior art. For 
example, US. Pat. No. 4,974,170 describes one system 
Which includes a ?xed kiosk With an internal memory for 
storing locations such as businesses and historical sites 
Within a predetermined distance from the kiosk. An input 
panel on the kiosk provides access to the data Within the 
memory, and a map is generated by the system thereby 
locating the selected information from the kiosk. 

[0003] HoWever, such a system is in?exible. The map 
generated by the system is prede?ned; and thus the user 
cannot access or select information about businesses and 
historical sites outside of the prede?ned map. Auser of the 
system must also knoW the exact location of the kiosk in 
order to use the system. Tourists and business travelers to the 
city are unlikely to knoW of the kiosk; and thus the kiosk 
system is of little use to such users. Further, a user must be 
physically present at the kiosk in order to access the infor 
mation about the businesses and/or sites in the surrounding 
area. 

[0004] In addition, the information stored Within the 
kiosk’s memory must be manually updated. This requires a 
series of cumbersome steps—including the physical acts of 
loading and doWnloading to the memory at the kiosk—to 
update the system in the event that information about a 
selected business changes, e.g., the business closes. 

[0005] It is, accordingly, an object of the invention to 
provide systems and methods Which reduce or remove the 
aforementioned dif?culties. 

[0006] It is yet another object of the invention to provide 
a system for remotely accessing selective items of interest 
from a database; and for displaying a geographic vicinity of 
the items of interest to the user selectively and at the remote 
location. 

[0007] Still another object of the invention is to provide a 
system for remotely providing information identifying loca 
tions of selected items of interest at a selected destination 
location. 

[0008] These and other objects Will be apparent in the 
speci?cation Which folloWs. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] As used herein, “items of interest” means services, 
products, geographic sites, architectural sites, stores, restau 
rants, public services, and other items Which a user of the 
invention may Wish to locate. “Port,”“remote access port, 
”“terminal,” or “remote access terminal” are used inter 
changeably to denote a terminal, e.g., a personal computer 
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With modem, from Which a user of the invention can access 
the database storing the information about the items of 
interest. “Remote database” or “database” are used herein to 
denote a database, e.g., a client server, Which stores infor 
mation for access by a user of the invention from a port. 
“Communication link” is used to denote means, including 
for example a telephone line, for communicating betWeen 
the database and the port. “Geographic vicinity,” and “map” 
are used to denote a geographic region Which includes and 
surrounds selected items of interest. 

[0010] In one aspect, the invention provides a system for 
remotely determining the position of a selected category of 
items of interest in a selected geographic vicinity from a 
database. A database stores information about a plurality of 
items of interest, including, for each of the items of interest, 
positional coordinates, a geographic vicinity, and at least one 
associated category. A communications link facilitates com 
munications betWeen a user of the system and the database. 
The system also provides for transmitting a portion of the 
information in the database to a user via the link upon receipt 
of a request signal representative of a selected category and 
geographic vicinity. Preferably, that transmitted portion of 
the information includes identi?cation of a position for the 
items of interest Within the selected category and geographic 
vicinity. The system further provides a port for remotely 
accessing the portion of information via the link. Speci? 
cally, the port generates the request signal in response to 
inputs by a user of the system; that signal being represen 
tative of the selected category and geographic vicinity. A 
user interface at the port accepts the inputs and communi 
cates the position of each of the items of interest in the 
selected category and geographic vicinity to the user. 

[0011] In accord With other aspects of the invention, the 
communications link can include several technologies, 
including a telephone link, satellite link, radio-frequency 
link, infra-red link, internet link, facsimile link, ?ber-optic 
link, coaxial cable link and television link. The database is, 
typically, a personal computer, mainframe, Workstation, 
mini-computer, or digital data processor. To communicate 
the information to a user, the user interface can include a 

television, telephone, facsimile, audible speaker, and/or per 
sonal computer display. To accept user inputs at the port, the 
user interface can further include a television interface, 
telephone interface, facsimile interface, and/or a personal 
computer interface. 

[0012] Preferably, the geographic vicinity includes certain 
spatial detail of the items of interest. For example, the 
geographic vicinity can include a map of the items of interest 
in the selected category, as Well as street and landmark 
information displayed relative to the user’s position at the 
remote port. As such, the set of positional coordinates 
generally identi?es either a location of a user of the 
system, or (ii) a destination location Within the geographic 
vicinity. 

[0013] In certain aspects of the invention, the information 
Within the database further includes additional detail about 
at least one of the items of interest. Such a feature is 
advantageous in that, once the port displays the geographic 
vicinity With the items of interest, a user can thereafter select 
further additional detail about one or more of the items of 
interest. In this manner, for example, an item of interest such 
as a restaurant can display a picture of the interior of the 
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restaurant to the user. The additional detail can include other 
multimedia information, such as video, prerecorded music, 
and digital pictures. 

[0014] In still another aspect, the invention also commu 
nicates at least one advertisement associated With at least 
one of the items of interest to the user. As such, certain 
advertisers that are connected With the selected category of 
items of interest can promote a name or business. 

[0015] In one aspect of the invention, the information 
Within the database is arranged hierarchically. In this aspect, 
there are a plurality of discrete geographic vicinities (each 
set of positional coordinates corresponding to one discrete 
location Within the geographic vicinity). The system thus 
provides for hierarchically selecting any of the discrete 
vicinities from the port in a hierarchical manner. 

[0016] In still another aspect of the invention, database 
apparatus is provided for storing information about a plu 
rality of items of interest. As above, that information 
includes, for each of the items of interest, positional coor 
dinates, a geographic vicinity, and at least one associated 
category. A communications link provides for communicat 
ing betWeen a user of the database apparatus and a remote 
port. The database apparatus further provides for transmit 
ting a portion of the information to a user via the link upon 
receipt of a request signal representative of a geographic 
vicinity and a selected category of the items of interest. That 
transmitted portion of the information includes an identi? 
cation of a position for the items of interest Within the 
selected category and geographic vicinity. 

[0017] The invention also provides, in another aspect, a 
remote access port for remotely accessing a selected cat 
egory of items of interest in a selected geographic vicinity 
from a database such as described above. The port includes 
means for generating a request signal representative of a 
selected category and a selected geographic vicinity of the 
items of interest in response to inputs by a user of the port. 
Auser interface accepts the inputs and indicates the position 
of each of the items of interest Within the selected category 
and geographic vicinity. 

[0018] In another aspect, the information includes addi 
tional detail for at least one of the items of interest, and the 
port further includes means for generating a signal 
representative of a selection of at least one of the items of 
interest, and (ii) communicating the additional detail to the 
user. 

[0019] The invention also provides a method for remotely 
determining the position of a selected category of items of 
interest in a selected geographic vicinity from a database, 
comprising the steps of: storing information about a 
plurality of items of interest in the database, the information 
including, for each of the items of interest, positional 
coordinates, a geographic vicinity, and at least one associ 
ated category; (ii) accessing the database from a remote 
location and over a communication link; (iii) communicat 
ing, from the remote location, information representative of 
a selected category and a selected geographic vicinity to the 
database; and (iv) transmitting a portion of the information 
from the database and to the user over the link, the infor 
mation including, at least, identi?cation of a position for the 
items of interest Within the selected category and geographic 
vicinity. 
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[0020] The invention is neXt described further in connec 
tion With preferred embodiments, and it Will be apparent that 
various additions, subtractions, and modi?cations can be 
made by those skilled in the art Without departing from the 
scope of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE ILLUSTRATED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0021] A more complete understanding of the invention 
may be obtained by reference to the draWings, in Which: 

[0022] FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a system con 
structed according to the invention; 

[0023] FIG. 2 shoWs a typical graphical illustration locat 
ing items of interest and Which can be displayed to a user of 
the system of FIG. 1; 

[0024] FIG. 3 shoWs a user interface display of various 
World-Wide countries providing selectable locations accord 
ing to the invention and Which can be displayed to a user of 
the system of FIG. 1; 

[0025] FIG. 3A shoWs a user interface display of a map of 
the United States providing selectable locations according to 
the invention and Which can be displayed to a user of the 
system of FIG. 1; 

[0026] FIG. 3B shoWs a user interface display of a map of 
California providing selectable locations according to the 
invention and Which can be displayed to a user of the system 
of FIG. 1; 

[0027] FIG. 3C shoWs a user interface display of various 
selectable locations Within greater Los Angeles according to 
the invention and Which can be displayed to a user of the 
system of FIG. 1; 

[0028] FIG. 4 illustrates a top level process ?oW, accord 
ing to the invention, for providing information to a user at 
the remote port of FIG. 1; 

[0029] FIG. 4A shoWs a hierarchical structure of geo 
graphical vacinities, according to the invention; 

[0030] FIG. 5 shoWs a typical menu of categories of items 
of interest Which are selectable by a user of the system of 
FIG. 1; 

[0031] FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate various components 
and methods, according to the invention, for constructing a 
communications link suitable for use in the system of FIG. 
1; 

[0032] FIGS. 7A and 7B illustrate various remote port 
display technologies, according to the invention, Which are 
suitable for use Within the remote port of the system of FIG. 
1; 

[0033] FIG. 8 illustrates a system constructed according 
to the invention and Which includes a mobile remote port for 
accessing the locations of the selected items of interest; 

[0034] FIG. 9 schematically illustrates system architec 
ture, constructed according to the invention, Which forms a 
database suitable for use as the database of FIG. 1, and 
Which services both phone and faX information and internal 
administrative data; 
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[0035] FIG. 10 shows one system architecture according 
to the invention, and Which includes a host database and a 
remote port; 

[0036] FIG. 11 illustrates process How and system archi 
tecture for interfacing betWeen user inputs and the database, 
in accord With the invention; and 

[0037] FIG. 12 shoWs one representative display or print 
out, according to the invention, Which includes an advertis 
ing ?eld associated With the items of interest. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0038] FIG. 1 illustrates a system 10 constructed accord 
ing to the invention. A database 12 stores information about 
the items of interest, including information about locating 
the items of interest. The database 12 includes an informa 
tion controller 14 Which communicates With a remote access 
port 16 via a communications link 18 and Which controls the 
access and How of information into and out of the database 
12. The information Within the database 12 is accessible by 
the remote access port 16 upon request by a user of the port 
16. Accordingly, the port 16 preferably includes a user 
interface section 20 Which provides a graphical display 22, 
keyboard 24, and mouse tracker 25 (for pointing and click 
ing on selected display items Within the display 22). 

[0039] Speci?cally, the information Within the database 12 
includes, for each of the items of interest, positional coor 
dinates, a geographic vicinity, and at least one associated 
category. Preferably, this information includes a graphical 
representation so that a user can easily interpret the infor 
mation. FIG. 2 shoWs one exemplary display 30 of infor 
mation locating computer products in doWntoWn Boston, 
Mass. Accordingly, the associated category in this eXample 
is “computer products,” and, in the illustrated display 30, the 
geographic vicinity includes the selected items of interest, 
including the tWo computer stores 32, 34 at, respectively, 
52 Congress Street and 101 Federal Street; and (ii) that area 
Which is displayed Within the display 30 and Which sur 
rounds the items of interest, such as that area displayed 
betWeen the streets of High Street and State Street. 

[0040] The positional coordinates, as part of the selected 
information, operate to locate the geographic vicinity. 
Brie?y, the positional coordinates locate one location Within 
the geographic vicinity—such as the center of the 
vicinity—so that items of interest can be determined relative 
to the positional coordinates and Within the geographic 
vicinity. In addition, the geographic vicinity is preferably a 
rectangle of information, With North situated upWards. 

[0041] In one preferred aspect of the invention, the display 
30 is centered relative to the location of the user (as such, the 
positional coordinates of the information are set to the user’s 
present position). For eXample, if the hotel 36 at 25 Franklin 

Street has a port 16 therein, a user of the invention can access that particular port and hence the information Within 

the database 12, and (ii) display the items of interest relative 
to the user’s current location, i.e., at the hotel 36. Accord 
ingly, in this embodiment, the display 30 is generated With 
the hotel 36 at the center of the display—corresponding to 
the positional coordinates of 25 Franklin Street—and the 
selected items of interest in the associated category are 
displayed on streets relative to the hotel 36. In this fashion, 
a user can easily Walk or drive to the items of interest after 
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leaving the hotel 36. Such a feature also gives the “appear 
ance” to the user that the hotel 36 is at the center of activity, 
a desirable marketing feature for the invention. 

[0042] With further reference to FIG. 1, the controller 14 
preferably includes a display 40 and a keyboard 42 so that 
an operator of the system 10 can add and modify the 
information Within the database 12. This is especially useful 
because information about the items of interest changes 
regularly; and thus the information Within the database 12 is 
preferably updated on a regular basis so that users of the 
system 12 receive accurate information. For eXample, in a 
typical commercial location such as illustrated in FIG. 2, 
neW retail stores open and eXisting retail stores close 
throughout the year. The invention thus provides for updat 
ing information Within the database 12, such as through the 
control of a system operator typing commands at the key 
board 42. 

[0043] Alternatively, the system 10 provides for remotely 
updating the database 12 With neW information via any of 
the ports 16 or via a remote computer With a modem, 
described in more detail in connection With FIG. 6A. 
Speci?cally, the controller 14 provides access security 
Which alloWs only authoriZed access for modi?cation of the 
database 12. As such, a system administrator at a remote port 
16 can doWnload information to the database, or modify 
eXisting information Within the database, as needed and 
Without physically operating the keyboard 42. 

[0044] The communications link 18 of the invention can 
take many forms. It is generally impractical to “hard-Wire” 
each remote access port 16 to the database 12; so the form 
of the communications link 18 generally includes eXisting 
communication netWorks, such as one or more of the fol 
loWing: telephone lines, ?ber-optic cabling, satellite com 
munications, cellular communications, radio and micro 
Wave-frequency communicators, infra-red communicators, 
the facsimile mechanism, airphones, modems, the internet, 
co-aXial cabling, television including interactive TV com 
munications, and the like. These communication netWorks 
and subsystems are readily knoWn to those skilled in the art 
Without further reference hereto. Nevertheless, FIGS. 6A-6B 
illustrate representative communication links, according to 
the invention, Which comprise one or more of these com 
munication netWorks. 

[0045] The displays 22 and 40 of FIG. 1 include those 
displays knoWn to those skilled in the art, including the 
cathode-ray-tube (CRT), Liquid Crystal Display (LCD), and 
an array of Light Emitting Diodes (LEDs). HoWever, the 
display 22 can also take the form of a paper or voice 
communication port, such as a facsimile output (hard-copy), 
printer, a voice communication synthesiZer With automated 
digitiZed voice responses, a voice-driven menu systems, or 
as other devices capable of rendering digitiZed or analogue 
output signals. FIGS. 7A and 7B beloW illustrate some of 
these alternative forms of the display 22. 

[0046] The remote access port 16 is generally provided at 
locations of public access in a city. Accordingly, the inven 
tion supports a nearly unlimited number of ports 16 that are 
connected for communication With the database 12, each of 
the ports being connected to the database 12 such as shoWn 
in FIG. 1 and such as described in more detail beloW. For 
eXample, the port 16 of the invention is appropriately placed 
in one or more hotels, restaurants, and public facilities (such 
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as a train station) in the city. In Boston, Massachusetts, 
therefore, the port 16 of the invention Would ideally be 
accessible at several different locations, particularly at busy 
locations, such as at North and South Stations, (ii) Logan 
Airport and at each of the several airport terminals, (iii) 
Within several (or many, if not all) of Boston’s hotels and 
restaurants, and (iv) at car rental locations. 

[0047] The invention provides, generally, tWo modes of 
operation for a user accessing the port 16. In the ?rst mode 
of operation, the user Within the desired geographic vicinity 
accesses the database through the port 16 for information 
about the items of interest located near-by. This mode Was 
described in connection With FIG. 2. That is, When the user 
is located Within the geographic vicinity, e.g., at the hotel 36, 
a user can locate any of the items of interest relative to the 
hotel 36 and display items of interest in the associated 
category, e.g., computer products, through a street map 
connecting streets to and from the hotel 36. In this manner, 
as described above, a user can easily locate the items of 
interest from his or her present location, Which determines 
the positional coordinates of the geographic vicinity. 

[0048] In one embodiment of the invention, a user 
accesses this ?rst mode of operation by selecting the 
“LOCAL INFO” key 44 on the keyboard 42, FIG. 1. Upon 
selection, the system 10 provides information, such as a 
graphical display shoWn in FIG. 2, at the port 16 to locate 
items of interest Within the geographic vicinity of the user 
and relative to the user’s current location. The scope of the 
geographic vicinity is generally Within Walking distance. 

[0049] In the second mode of operation, a user is noWhere 
near the desired geographic vicinity but nevertheless desires 
information about items of interest at a destination location 
(for example, it is generally impractical to display all items 
of interest Within a one hundred mile radius; rather it is more 
convenient to display locations of items of interest in a 
format that is relative to his desired destination). In one 
embodiment of the invention, such a user selects the 
“REMOTE INFO” key 48 to access the desired set of 
destination position coordinates. For example, a user Who is 
leaving Boston Logan Airport for Los Angeles International 
Airport (LAX) can access a port 16 at Logan and display, 
selectively, items of interest in an associated category rela 
tive to LAX. For example, if a user of the invention Wishes 
to locate music stores upon arrival in Los Angeles, she can 
command the display of music stores relative to LAX so that 
they are easily located. 

[0050] In order to command the display of items of 
interest at the destination location, and in accord With one 
embodiment of the invention, a user ?rst selects “USA” at 
the port 16 via the keyboard 24, then the user sequentially 
selects “California,”“Los Angeles,” and ?nally “Los Ange 
les International Airport.” Each of these selections are 
provided to the user in a menu format on the display 22, such 
as knoWn to those skilled in the art. 

[0051] FIGS. 3-3C schematically illustrate this display 
and selection process according to one embodiment of the 
invention. FIGS. 3-3C shoW successive displays Which are 
displayed on the display 22, FIG. 1. Speci?cally, the system 
10 of FIG. 1 ?rst provides information to the display 22 that 
represents a selection 50 of various countries Which can be 
selected by a user, such as shoWn in FIG. 3. In this example, 
a user selects the “United States” (such as shoWn by the 
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check-mark 52). The system 10 thereafter provides infor 
mation to the display 22 that represents a map 54 of the 
United States, shoWn in FIG. 3A, so that a user can point 
and select “California” With a mouse pointer 56 via the 
mouse tracker 25. Upon selection, an outline 58 of Califor 
nia is displayed, including many, if not all, of its major cities, 
as shoWn in FIG. 3B (for illustrative purposes, only Los 
Angeles and San Francisco are identi?ed). 

[0052] With the outline of California displayed, a user can 
select “Los Angeles” by again pointing the mouse pointer 56 
onto the city identi?ed as Los Angeles and clicking the 
mouse tracker 35. Thereafter, an alphabetic listing 60 of 
Well-knoWn places is provided by the system to the display 
22, as shoWn in FIG. 3C, so that a user can, appropriately, 
select a geographic vicinity Within Which to locate the items 
of interest. In this example, a user Would appropriately select 
Los Angeles International Airport, as illustrated With a 
check-mark 62. 

[0053] As should be clear to those skilled in the art, the 
successive display of information Within the display 22 can 
be accomplished in several Ways, each of Which is Within the 
scope of the invention. For example, the display of infor 
mation shoWn in FIGS. 3-3C can be done through menus 
only, and Without the map illustrations shoWn in FIG. 3A 
and 3B. That is, a menu of information can replace the maps 
of FIGS. 3A and 3B, such as for example provided in FIGS. 
3 and 3C. Amenu of the United States, for example, at least 
includes a listing of the several states; and a map of 
California at least includes a menu listing of its major cities. 

[0054] LikeWise, the display of information on the display 
22 can entirely be in graphical form. In such a case, the 

menus of FIG. 3 and 3C are replaced, respectively, With graphical representations of the World, and (ii) graphical 

locations of key items of interest Within the greater Los 
Angeles area. 

[0055] Accordingly, the default display of information to 
a user monitoring the display 22 is a mixture of graphics and 
menus, such as shoWn in FIGS. 3-3C. HoWever, a user can 
select only the display of graphic information by activating 
the “GRAPHICS” key 64, FIG. 1. LikeWise, a user can also 
select the “MENU” key 66 to display information in the 
menu (text) mode. Those skilled in the art should appreciate 
that other keys, key names, and combinations of keys can be 
used in accord With the invention to select and/or display 
other information. For example, a print key 68 provides a 
command for printing the current display of the port 16, 
Which therefore preferably includes an attached printer 70 
connected via communication line 71. 

[0056] FIG. 4 illustrates one embodiment of the invention 
shoWing a process How 73 for providing information about 
selected items of interest to a user at the remote port. The 
How 73 includes instructions at different levels of abstrac 
tion, such as at the US. level, city level, and at the speci?c 
areas of interest, Which help a user to select and locate the 
items of interest. 

[0057] Thus, it is preferred, according to the invention, 
that a user’s selected display of items of interest Within an 
associated category and geographic vicinity is accessed 
hierarchically Within the database 12. As such, each set of 
positional coordinates corresponds to a discrete remote port 
location of one geographic vicinity. 






























































