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Reading from a file in Perl gives us a way to create "flat text file" databases. 
These can be useful, and are fairly easy to set up. The downside is if you 
need to deal with file permissions, and the possibility of data being 
overwritten. However, as we get into it further we will discuss those issues in 
more detail. First, let's take a look at how to get started. 

To Begin: Create a File 

Our first step is to create a file so we have something to read. Suppose we 
want to store a few pro wrestler's names and some other data about them, 
like their crowd reaction and favorite moves. For this, we could put each 
wrestler on a line, and separate the wrestler's information using a separator 
character (delimeter). One that is often used for separation is the pipe 
symbol ( | ). We will use it here to separate our data. Here is what we want to 
store: 

Wrestler 
Name

Crowd 
Reaction

Favorite 
Move

The Rock Cheer Rock 
Bottom

Triple H Boo Pedigree

Stone 
Cold Cheer

Stone 
Cold 
Stunner

Now, we can take this data and put it in a file in a similar way. We won't use 
the headings, just the wrestlers and their information: 

  

http://www.pageresource.com/cgirec/ptut14.htm (1 of 4)10/4/2005 3:22:19 PM

http://a.tribalfusion.com/h.click/OSCKMPGOJOTGMLRHPYNTKOWQBGITELVQQRQGKJCHONGMGKGBEPURCQUKNFWNLDIFOJLIPPHRMVNCKW/http://www.rewardtv.com/joino.do?join=videogame3&refID=1710010002
http://www.pageresource.com/
http://www.pageresource.com/cgirec/index.html
http://www.pageresource.com/cgirec/index2.htm
http://www.pageresource.com/
http://www.pageresource.com/cgirec/index.html
http://www.pageresource.com/cgirec/index2.htm


Perl: Reading from a File

The Rock|Cheer|Rock Bottom
Triple H|Boo|Pedigree
Stone Cold|Cheer|Stone Cold Stunner

Each wrestler has a new line for his information, and the information on each 
line is separated with the pipe symbol. Remember to be sure the new line is 
started after the last entry (hit "enter" right after the last character but don't 
put anything on the new line). This is so Perl sees a "\n" character at the end 
of each line. When we chop the lines after reading them in, this will keep the 
last character from being chopped instead. Just be sure there is no new data 
(even a space) on the new line though, or it will read it as a new line of 
information. 

Once it is ready, we can save it as some type of text file. We can use lots of 
extensions, such as .txt, .dat, or other things. However, if someone stumbles 
onto the file in their browser, they can easily read the contents. One thing 
that helps a little is to give it the same extension as your executable cgi 
scripts. This way, the server tries to execute the file if it is called from a 
browser, and should return a permission error or an internal server error. If 
your server executes files with the .cgi extension (ask your host, some use .
pl or others instead), then save the file with that extension, like: 

wrestledata.cgi

Once it is saved, be sure the file has the permissions set so it is readable 
(755 should be OK here, if you plan to write to it you may want to use 777, 
see the CHMOD page for more). Once that is done, we need to make a 
script which will use it. For ease of writing and of having the right location for 
the file, we will assume the data file and script will be in the same directory. If 
you choose to use separate directories, be sure to make those changes. 

Opening the File 

Within our script, we will want to read the data into our script. In order to do 
so, we must first open the file. We do this with a command like this: 

open(HANDLE, "FileName/Location");

The HANDLE above is something you will use to reference the file when you 
read from it and when you close it. The FileName/Location is the actual 
location of the file. Since we will have them in the same directory, we can just 
use the filename. If you have it in another directory, use the server path to 
the file. Here is how we can open our file: 
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open(DAT, "wrestledata.cgi");

Of course, you may want to assign the filename to a variable, so you could 
change it later more easily if you need to: 

$data_file="wrestledata.cgi";
open(DAT, $data_file);

One last bit on the opening of the file. You may want to have an option to 
show an error if the file cannot be opened. So, we can add the "die" option to 
print the error to standard output. What we will do is use the open command, 
give the "or" option (two pipe symbols) and use the "die" routine as the 
option: 

$data_file="wrestledata.cgi";
open(DAT, $data_file) || die("Could not open file!");

Reading the File 

Now we are able to read from the open file. The easiest way to do this is to 
just assign the contents of the file to an array: 

$data_file="wrestledata.cgi";
open(DAT, $data_file) || die("Could not open file!");
@raw_data=<DAT>;

This will take everything from the file and toss it into the @raw_data array. 
Notice the use of the DAT handle for reading, with the < and > around it. We 
can then use the array to grab the information later, so that we can go ahead 
and close the file. 

Close the File! 

We have to be sure to remember to close the file when we are done with it, 
so we close it with the close command: 

close(DAT);

Again, the DAT handle is used to reference the file and close it. So now we 
have: 

$data_file="wrestledata.cgi";
open(DAT, $data_file) || die("Could not open file!");
@raw_data=<DAT>;
close(DAT);
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This is enough to read in the data, but if we want to make use of it we will 
want to pull it out of the array and do something with it. For that, we should 
head on to the second part of this tutorial. 

Well, let's go on to: Reading Files 2: Using the Data. 
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