T "T\part from the large, general databases,

ESTHER in Esterase Land

“Have you heard—there’s a new
product against Alzheimer’s availa-
ble.”—*“You’re right. It’s an acetylcholi-
nesterase inhibitor called tacrine. The
product name is Cognex, I think.”—“Ok,
could you please find more information
about this?!”

Now, you could go the long way
through literature through Medline
(yields 16127 unsorted entries for actyl-
cholinesterase). Or maybe SwissProt or
via the substance? You may prefer the
easy way: Let ESTHER take you by the
hand and lead you to esterase land.

there are also specialized servers, where
you get pre-selected, carefully prepared
food—for example at ESTHER’s.['?
The acronym means “ESTerases, a/f3-
Hydrolase Enzymes and Relatives”. An
inhibitor for one of these is the only legal
medicament for Alzheimer patients.
Which brings us back to the initial
question.

ESTHER enables you to rapidly col-
lect a large amount of information. On
the start page, there is an overview and a
search form, which leads you to a whole
set of useful information about the
particular substance (Figure 1). In addi-
tion, we can learn more about the class
of compounds, acridines in our case. A
list of further acridine inhibitors is just
one click away. Kinetic parameters may
also be listed. Test conditions and results
for a large number of mutated enzymes
are also available. References provide
hyperlinks to abstracts (called “long
text”) and Medline entries. Through
the list of authors, you can find out what
else a particular scientist has published
in this area and sometimes even get
contact information. The way to three-
dimensional structures is fairly quick.

To cut a long story short: ESTHER is
extremely useful. This is documented by
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Figure 1. Sample entry in ESTHER
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more than 1000 daily accesses. Around
500 people do their searches on the site
on a regular basis. They enjoy a wealth of
information that is intensively cross-
linked thanks to the efforts of Jean-
Thierry Mieg (CNRS Montpellier) and
Richard Durbin (Sanger Center, Cam-
bridge), who originally developed the
system for a genome project. Today, it
has become a standard for almost 100
specialized databases.’)’ ESTHER also
has its roots in molecular biology, but
due to the use of hyperlinks the user will
not see this. The only drawbacks I see is
that the user will not easily understand
the advantages of all the different for-
matting possibilities and that the full
range of possibilities will only unfold if
you work with multiple browser win-
dows at a time. On the other hand, this
makes things very interesting for the
expert user. Those who would like to
get information quicker or in a more
discrete way may download the full
database to their own computers
(ftp://ftp.toulouse.inra.fr/pub/esther/).

I like ESTHER, because it looks so
modest. The layout may not meet to-
day’s expectations, but it lets you see
that the authors want to set up a server
that just serves: made by scientists for
scientists. Arnaud Chatonnet who runs
the site at INRA Montpellier together
with Xavier Cousin says, he is happy
that ESTHER is up and running and has
a lot of visitors. There are no blinking
banners or rotating logos. The visitor is
received with a quote from French
writer Jean Racine instead. That’s the
way ESTHER is. Click on in!
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For further information visit

http://www.ensam.inra.fr

Icholinesterase/
or contact
chatonne@ensam.inra.fr
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