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Preface

Linux has come a long way in a short time. Computing itself is still relatively young by any 

standard; if the era of modern computing started with the invention of the microchip, it’s 

still less than 50 years old. But Linux is a youngster compared even to this; it has been 

around for only 17 of those years.

In that brief time span, a student’s personal project has grown to where it now runs many 

computers throughout the world. It has rampaged through the computing industry, providing 

an alternative to commercial solutions such as those offered by Microsoft, and toppling long-

held beliefs about the way things should be done. This is all by virtue of the fact that Linux is 

simply better than every other choice out there. Many argue that it’s more secure and faster 

than other operating systems. But here’s the kicker—Linux is free of charge. Yes, that’s right. It 

doesn’t have to cost a penny. It is one of the computing industry’s best-kept secrets.

I was bitten by the Linux bug in the mid-1990s. I was introduced to it by a friend who 

sold it to me as a kind of alternative to DOS. At that time, I typed a few commands at the 

prompt and was greeted by error messages. I must admit that I was put off. But shortly 

afterwards, I revisited Linux and quickly became hooked.

Yet getting used to Linux wasn’t easy. I read as many books as I could, but they weren’t 

very helpful to me. They were usually overly complicated or simply irrelevant. To start off, 

I didn’t want to know how to create a program that could parse text files. I just wanted to 

know how to copy and delete files. I didn’t want to set up a web server. I just wanted to know 

how to play my MP3 tracks and browse the Web.

This book is my answer to the need for a fundamental, authoritative, and down-to-

earth guide to Linux, done in the context of one of the most popular flavors of Linux in 

existence today. It’s a book that is desperately needed in our modern world, especially as 

Linux becomes more and more popular and enters homes and workplaces.

Beginning Ubuntu Linux, Third Edition purely and simply focuses on what you need to 

know to use Linux. It’s concise and to the point, aiming to re-create under Linux all the 

stuff you used to do under Windows, or even Apple Macintosh. But don’t think that this 

means Beginning Ubuntu Linux, Third Edition cuts corners. Wherever justified, this book 

spends time examining the topics you need to know in order to gain a complete and compre-

hensive understanding. For example, you’ll find a hefty chapter looking at the command-line 

prompt—arguably the heart of Linux and the element that gives Linux most of its power. 

There’s also an entire chapter discussing (and illustrating) how to initially install Ubuntu 

on your computer. Beginning Ubuntu Linux, Third Edition really is a complete guide.

Keir Thomas, June 2008
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Introduction

Linux applies an alternative philosophy to computing that revolves around the sharing of 

not only software but also knowledge. To use Linux is to become part of a huge global 

community of people who have caught on to a phenomenon that is changing the world.

Ubuntu (www.ubuntulinux.org) is the natural continuation of these goals. It’s a project 

founded by entrepreneur businessman Mark Shuttleworth with the intention of bringing 

a freely available, high-quality operating system to the world. To this end, Shuttleworth 

invested $10 million of his own money to guarantee that this will be the case for many 

years to come.

The fundamental concept is that Ubuntu is available for use by anyone in the world, no 

matter who they are or where they are. As such, many different languages are supported, 

and the operating system can also be accessed by those with disabilities, such as partial 

sight or hearing. Ubuntu might just as easily be found on a Wall Street banker’s laptop as 

on a battered, old computer in a Brazilian favela.

Ubuntu is built around one of the most established versions of Linux: Debian 

(www.debian.org). The Debian Project was started back in 1993, shortly after the very first 

version of the Linux software was released, and has become one of the pioneering varieties 

of Linux. Ubuntu and Debian Linux both share common goals and are closely allied, but 

Ubuntu focuses largely on the desktop. It provides a powerful office suite by default, for 

example, as well as some excellent pieces of Internet software. It is only recently that a 

dedicated server version has become available.

It’s also very easy to use. Ubuntu works straight out of the box. As soon as it’s installed, 

you should be ready to start using it without any further work. In addition, tasks such as 

updating your software are as easy under Ubuntu as they are under Windows. Above all, 

however, Ubuntu is designed to be shared. You can take the DVD-ROM included with this 

book and install Ubuntu on as many computers as you want. You can also copy it as many 

times as you want and give those copies to your friends. We’re serious! This isn’t some 

kind of trick either—Ubuntu isn’t a trial version that will quit running in a month. You will 

never find yourself having to pay a fee further down the line, even if you want to install 

additional software. Ubuntu will always be free of charge.

Since its inception in 2004, Ubuntu has literally taken the world of Linux by storm, and 

has even broken out of the technically demanding world of open source software. It’s 

consistently voted the most popular desktop Linux, and has even garnered a handful of 

celebrity users along the way: Jamie Hyneman of the popular TV show MythBusters is a 

fan, as is novelist and blogger Cory Doctorow. Within some Internet communities, such as 

Digg.com and Reddit, you’ll struggle to find individuals who don’t use Ubuntu.



xxxii ■IN TR O D U CT IO N  

Ubuntu's popularity has been echoed in corporate interest: Dell (www.dell.com) now offers 

a range of computers with Ubuntu preinstalled, as does System 76 (http://system76.com) 

and, in the United Kingdom, Tesco (www.tesco.com). 

What You’ll Find in This Book
Beginning Ubuntu Linux, Third Edition is divided into eight parts, each of which contains 

chapters about a certain aspect of Ubuntu use. These parts can be read in sequence, or 

you can dip in and out of them at will. Whenever a technical term is mentioned, a refer-

ence is made to the chapter where that term is explained.

Part 1 examines the history and philosophy behind the Linux operating system. We aim 

to answer many of the common questions about Linux. Such knowledge is considered to 

be as important, if not more so, than understanding the technical details on how Linux 

works. But while these chapters should be read sooner rather than later, they don’t 

contain any technical information that you absolutely require to get started with Ubuntu.

Part 2 covers installing Ubuntu on your computer. An illustrated guide is provided, and 

all installation choices are explained in depth. Additionally, you’ll find a problem-solving 

chapter to help, just in case anything goes wrong.

Part 3 focuses on getting started with Ubuntu. It covers setting up the Linux system so 

that it’s ready to use. One chapter is dedicated to setting up common hardware devices, 

such as printers, and another explains how you can secure your system. Other chapters in 

this part explore the desktop, explaining what you need to know to begin using Ubuntu on 

a daily basis.

In Part 4, we take a look at how the underlying technology behind Linux functions. 

You’re introduced to the command-line prompt, and you learn how the file system works. 

It’s in these chapters that you’ll really master controlling Linux!

Part 5 covers multimedia functions available for Ubuntu users, which let you watch 

movies and play back music. We also take a look at the image-editing software built into 

Ubuntu.

Part 6 moves on to explain how typical office tasks can be accomplished under Ubuntu. 

We investigate OpenOffice.org, the complete office suite built into Ubuntu. After an intro-

duction to OpenOffice.org, separate chapters explore its word processor, spreadsheet, 

database, and presentation package. You also learn how to use the Evolution e-mail and 

personal information manager program.

Part 7 carries on from Part 4 and takes an even more in-depth look at the underlying 

technology behind Ubuntu. This time, the emphasis is on giving you the skills you need to 

keep your system running smoothly. You learn how to install software, manage users, opti-

mize your system, back up essential data, schedule tasks, and access computers remotely.
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Finally, Part 8 contains four appendixes. The first is a glossary of Linux terms used not 

only in this book but also in the Linux and Unix worlds. The second appendix is a quick 

reference to commands typically used at the command-line prompt under Linux. The 

third appendix explains how to get further help when using Ubuntu, and the fourth explains 

how to use the DVD-ROM and the differences between the various versions of Ubuntu.

What’s New in the Third Edition
The original edition of Beginning Ubuntu Linux was the first English-language book to 

provide a guide to using Ubuntu, and it remains one of the best. Successive editions of the 

book have tracked the changes within the Ubuntu project, and improved each time.

This third edition of Beginning Ubuntu Linux has been thoroughly updated and revised 

to take into account improvements introduced with the 8.04 Long Term Support (LTS) release 

of Ubuntu (code-named Hardy Heron). The previous edition covered the 6.10 release. The 

changes introduced with the 8.04 release, as well as some of the improvements in versions 

between 8.04 and 6.10, are sometimes subtle but often dramatic. Take automated multi-

media setup, for example. This now makes it a piece of cake to play back virtually any kind 

of video or audio file. How it works is fully explained in Chapters 18 and 19. Desktop visual 

effects have also been introduced, so that windows can be made to wobble and shake, or just 

shrink visibly to the Taskbar, aiding usability significantly. This is explained in Chapters 8 

and 10. Security has been beefed up significantly, and encryption is now a standard feature 

of Ubuntu (and is astonishingly easy to use as well). This is explained in depth in Chapter 9, 

along with other security improvements.

About the DVD-ROM Supplied with This Book
The DVD-ROM attached to the book is completely new, compared to that offered with the 

first and second editions. This edition offers a double-sided DVD-ROM that contains virtually 

every official release of Ubuntu 8.04, including not only the main Ubuntu release, but also 

Kubuntu, Edubuntu, Xubuntu, and some releases for alternative hardware platforms, 

such as older PowerPC-based Macintosh computers.

By booting from the DVD-ROM, you can opt to install Ubuntu or run in “live” mode, 

which means that the entire operating system boots from the disc and doesn’t touch your 

hard disk. This can be useful for those who wish to “try out” Ubuntu, but there are a handful of 

caveats, which we explain in Chapter 5.

The contents of the DVD-ROM are explained in detail in Appendix D. 
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Conventions Used in This Book
The goal when writing Beginning Ubuntu Linux was to make it as readable as possible 

while providing the facility for readers to learn at their own pace.

Throughout the book, you’ll find various types of notes and sidebars complementing 

the regular text. These are designed to provide handy information to help further your 

knowledge. They also make reading the book a bit easier.

■Note  A note is designed to provide an important piece of information that you should know and that will 

help your understanding of the topic being discussed.

■Tip  A tip is something that will help when you need to perform the task being described. Alternatively, it 

might be something that can make your life easier when using Ubuntu.

■Caution  A caution is something you should certainly pay attention to, because it warns of a hidden 

danger or particular caveat that applies to the topic being discussed.

In the sidebars, we take a moment to explain something that you should know, but that 

isn’t vital to an understanding of the main topic being discussed. You don’t need to read 

the sidebars there and then; you can return to them later if you wish.

 

 


