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Coyote Point Equalizer
E550si Load Balancer

Load balancers help make a Web site mission-critical. LOGAN 6. HARBAUGH

Providing fault tolerance as well as the
ability to scale beyond the capacity of a single
server, load balancers are practically a necessity
for any commercial site. Because loads on a
given Web site can fluctuate by several orders
of magnitude (five or six, in the case of sites
like Victoria's Secret or the World Cup Soccer
site), and given that thousands of dollars a
minute may be lost if the site is unavailable,
being able to spread the load across many
servers and ensure that users can still con-
nect, even if one or more physical servers fails
or stops responding, is crucial.

The latest load balancer available from
Coyote Point Systems is the Equalizer
E550si, a Tu (1.75"-high) appliance that
offers 20 10/100/1000 ports, all the load-
balancing features necessary to set up a
sophisticated Web farm or other type of
virtual cluster, and excellent perfor-
mance, at a cost of $10,995 US.

You may be asking yourself, “Why
do | need a load balancer?” Or, “Why
should | pay that much for something
| can get for free?” In its simplest
form, load balancing simply distributes
requests as they come in to one of
several back-end servers in a virtual
cluster, sharing the load equally
among all the servers in a round-robin
scheme. A DNS server can do this by
mapping several IP addresses to the
same host name, for instance:

WHW.store.com 192.168.6.18
WeW.store,com 192,168.0.11
WhW.store.com 192,.168.0.11

The problem with using a DNS server in
this fashion is that requests are distributed to
each server in turn, whether or not that server
is actually available, and regardless of how
heavily loaded each of the servers is. Also,
the first address in the list may be cached
more often across the Web, resulting in higher
loads on that server. Finally, many applica-
tions, such as e-commerce, can break unless
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Figure 1. Coyote Point
Equalizer E550si Load Balancer

a client is connected to the same server
through its session, and there’s no way to
ensure this with a DNS round-robin setup.
Apache and Tomcat also can balance
loads across a cluster of Apache and Tomcat
servers, using a specialized Tomcat Worker

A single-processor server
with two standard NICs can't

hope to match the millions of

concurrent users and the levels
of traffic that the Equalizer
can, with a carefully tuned 0S
and 20 gigabit ports available.

instance. This type of load balancing is some-
what more sophisticated, allowing for checks
to ensure that a host is available and adding
more sophisticated algorithms than simple
round-robin—for instance, allowing new
requests to be sent to the least heavily
loaded server. This type of load balancing
can enable persistent sessions, so that a
client can be directed to the same server
for the duration of the session. However,
this method will not work with other Web
servers and will take some fairly specialized

knowledge to set up and maintain,

There also are open-source load bal-
ancers, such as Ultra Monkey, which can
offer sophisticated load-balancing algorithms,
persistent sessions, health checking, failover
to a backup load balancer and more. These
can be installed on any Linux server
and simply need one or two NICs to
begin creating a virtual cluster.

So, why buy a $10,995 box
when you can set up a server for
a few hundred?

First, performance. A single-processor
server with two standard NICs can't
hope to match the millions of concur-
rent users and the levels of traffic that
the Equalizer can, with a carefully tuned
0S and 20 gigabit ports available.

Second, ease of use. The Equalizer
comes with a very simple and straight-
forward Web-based GUI that any
network admin can use to create an
enterprise-class load-balanced cluster.

Third, the Equalizer can be used with any
IP-based application, not only HTTP/HTTPS.
It supports DNS, WAP, RADIUS, SMTP, POP,
IMAP, NNTP, FTP and streaming media, as
well as most other UDP- and TCP/IP-based
protocols. It also can handle Active Server
Pages, as well as Java application servers,
and pretty much any kind of SQL back-end
database server.

The Equalizer also offers an optional SSL
acceleration card that provides SSL encod-



ing/decoding, which can reduce server loads
quite substantially, and multiple Equalizers
can be networked together to provide geo-
graphic load balancing, which allows you to
set up several geographically separate Web
sites that all serve the same URL, so that
even if an entire data center is off-line, the
others can continue to service users. The
geographic load-balancing software, Envoy,
can determine which data center will be able
to respond the fastest to any given clients
and to send those clients to the site that will
give them the best service.

Setting up the Equalizer is a simple matter
of performing the initial network configura-
tion via serial terminal, then logging in to the
system via the browser interface to configure
one or more virtual clusters. Setting up a clus-
ter is easily done by filling in the IP addresses
of the servers in the cluster and making a few
selections from drop-down boxes.

The major choices are the method of
load balancing and the type of cluster. The
load-balancing options are round-robin, static
weight (set percentages of the total number
of connections given to each server), adap-
tive, fastest response, least connections or
server agent. Adaptive should be the default
in most cases, as it combines the fastest
response and least connections to provide
very even server loads under most conditions.
The type of cluster can be HTTP, HTTPS or
any designated TCP/IP port range desired.
Once a cluster is set up, you can be as gran-
ular as you like about creating persistent ses-
sions, logging, reporting, monitoring services
and servers to ensure availability, error han-
dling or even automatically adding additional
servers to a cluster as load increases. The
default settings generally will be the optimal
ones, but your ability to customize things is
limited only by your ability to script actions.

For example, you can ping a server to
ensure hardware connectivity, but you also
can send a query via any text-based
request/response protocol—not merely
HTTP, but something like a Telnet-based
SQL command—and verify that the
response is valid. This means you can
ensure that specific services are available on
each member of a cluster, rather than just
confirming that the network interface is
operational. You can route traffic to a cluster
based on rules that are written in standard
POSIX.2 expressions. You could specify
a rule that directs all traffic coming from a
specific set of IP addresses to one cluster,

and all other traffic to another, or match IP
ranges assigned to specific countries to
localize a Web site in other languages.

The Equalizer can automatically place
cookies in the HTTP stream returned to a
client so that it can identify a specific client
and ensure that all traffic for that session
comes to the same server. In addition, you
can run scripts when a condition is met. For
instance, you could define a rule that sends
an e-mail if average loads on the cluster
exceed 70% or even add additional servers
to a cluster when loads are high.

Although there are load-balancing solu-
tions that are less expensive than the Equalizer
ES50si (and many that are more expensive),
the mix of high performance, ease of use and
programmability is hard to beat.m

Logan 6. Harbaugh is a freelance reviewer and IT consultant
located in Redding, California. He has been working in IT for
almost 20 years, and has written two books on networking, as
well as articles for most of the major computer publications.
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Coyote Point

Equalizer E550si

P Coyote Point Systems:
www.coyotepoint.com.

P Pricing starts at $10,995 US.

» Unlimited numbers of virtual clusters.
P Up to 128 servers per cluster.

» Bandwidth: 20Gby/s.

» Number of concurrent connections:
approximately 10,000,000.

b Ports: 1-10/100, 20-10/100/1000.
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For more information
email info@coyotepoint.com
or call 877.367.2696
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