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Book review: How Linux Works by Brian Ward
What every SUPERUSER should know

By Alan Berg
Ok, so you are a Linux user or a power user. The question then is what does it take to become a valid,

omnipotent, root-enabled superuser? One potential answer is read the book How Linux Works, by Brian Ward
and published by No Starch Press, by the last word of the last chapter you may or may not have been
transformed, a wizard waiting to be born.

The book’s cover

A superuser requires a consistent knowledge level across a wide array of topics. When I first started with
Linux (I believe my first serious paid efforts were around *94/°95), I learnt much by doing and interacting
with the command line prompt. However, this method leaves you open to gaps in your knowledge. You may
understand [Ptables for firewalling, but do you necessarily have fine control over consistent packaging or
accurate placement of binaries under the correct directory structure. Brain Ward’s well written commentary
definitely covers all the necessary bases.

The contents

How Linux works is 368 pages in extent and covers 17 chapters of helpful supportive and digestible wisdom.
Starting from the basics and building your fundamental knowledge up from filesystems such as ext2, ext3,
booting, network, shell scripting, maintaining the kernel. There is not a moment during the reading process
that you feel the content is anything but relevant to the learning task at hand.

Looking back to my early days, I would say I missed out on little and not so little details such as the
potentially painful fiddly constants required to appropriately configure printers, the precise meaning of the
directory structure, the extra variables available during shell scripting and the use of rsync and cpio. (In
fact, I still have some trivial bad habits caused by not learning correctly the first time.) This book avoids
command-line-only learning and gives a consistent and solid foundation for any new superuser.
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This book avoids command-line-only learning and gives a consistent and solid foundation for any new
superuser

One approach to solidifying previous knowledge is to sit by the computer and fire off commands mentioned in
the book as you read; Install that Samba server, backup whole directory structures, manipulate iptables. Make
mistakes and start again. Well OK, then learn backing up first—where was that live cd again?

Who's this book for?

This book is for those users that wish to learn evenly the spread of knowledge of the workings of Linux so
that the soon to be superuser can perform administrative actions with a consistency and level of quality that is
effective.

Relevance to free software

Linux is the flagship combination of free software. This book discusses only Linux and its interactions. Sure,
the author mentioned Samba and how the application can help with coexistences with Windows and Apple
Macs both of which speak the SMB protocol. However, the book would not have been realistic without such
instruction.

Brian Ward’s written words also mention a number of free software servers, and small tools such as openssh,
rsync, CUPS, diff, cpio. And, just as importantly, he zoomed into the basic requirements of any Super
User—how to make packages and where to find libraries and configure within a standard file structure.

Pros

How Linux Works is a consistent and evenly spread book dealing with all the main themes that a system
administrator requires.

This proactive book correctly covers many of the little details that aid in the daily life of administration. For
example, bandwidth throttling of rsynch (page 300), or how to redirect standard error to a file (page 16), or
command line disk mounting (page 45). Better still, there is a consistency of knowledge distribution across
topics that build to a strong foundation and will definitely help generate some semblance of self-confidence
for first time system administrators

Despite having been first published two years ago—a long time in internet time—every word is still relevant
to the budding newbie administrator.

Every word is still relevant

Cons

The book’s reading marketplace has almost reached saturation with more than a few similar tomes discussion
running and maintaining Linux. This makes it difficult to choose which quality effort would be the best to
read for a target audience of a beginner system administrator. However, that negative aside, Brian Ward’s
book is well worthy of its price.
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