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Pacltet Radio and Beyond 

Why I Like Linux, and Other Tales 

R ight up front I'll state that I'm just barely getting start- 
ed in Linux. Linux, for the uninitiated, is an operating 
system for personal computers that gives you an alter- 

native to Windows or the Macintosh Mac 0s. A variant on 
the Unix operating system, many computer buffs are drawn 
to its "open architecture," which encourages development 
and experimentation. I have a lot of learning to do, but I final- 
ly am on my way to getting it running full time in my office1 
shack. For the time being, Windows is my primary "produc- 
tivity" environment. My fingers have imprinted on them the 
most common WinWord keystroke shortcuts; after more than 
ten years of writing with WinWord (beginning with version 
1 .O) I don't even have to think about these shortcuts. 

The way to learn Linux that makes the most sense to me, 
which is also the method I've advocated and employed, is to 
have a completely separate PC for Linux. As you learn about 
Linux, you'll find out about "boot loaders," which allow Linux 
to coexist on a PC with Windows. When you start your PC, 
you're given the choice of which environment you want to 
start. I don't recommend this, however, because older, less 
capable PCs can be found for so little money and you won't 
endanger your primary system (you know, the one with finan- 
cial records, the e-mail address book not duplicated any- 
where else, all the photos from your digital camera, etc.). 

Fortunately, finding a suitable PC for Linux doesn't take 
much these days. For example, at an internet auction site I 
was able to bid successfully on three name-brand PC's that 
had 166 MHz Pentium processors with reasonable amounts 
of RAM and hard disks. I think the price was $1 30 each. One 
was purchased to be a Linux box, another a dedicated 
Windows for Amateur Radio system (including WinAPRS), 
and the third possibly a web server to be run off my DSL line. 
That's not to mention the other boxes in my office-a server 
for my writing work, my main Windows writing work station, 
and various other boxes being built for test or evaluation. 

The solution for keeping all of this PC stuff sane was a 
device called a KVM Switch-Keyboard, Video, Mouse. It 
does just what it sounds like. Mine happens to be a Belkin 
OmniView Pro 8-port unit. There are other manufacturers, 
and it's unlikely that you'll need eight ports. Four-port units 
are reasonably priced and will allow you to use your com- 
fortable keyboard (I use old, "very clicky" IBM keyboards, and 
have several in reserve if my current one dies.), your expen- 
sive mouse (1 actually use a Kensington ExpertMouse track- 
ball.), and best of all, your big monitor (You do have a big, 
ergonomic 17 inch or preferably 19 inch monitor, don't you? 
If not, shame on you for abusing your eyes. Get one soon, 
as they are very reasonably priced now.). 

When I'm working, my KVM is switched to my primary writ- 
ing computer. When I'm working APRS or other amateur radio 
activities, I'm on the ham computer. When I'm trying to "get" 
Linux; I'm on the Linux box, and best of all, I'm doing it from 
my good keyboard, trackball, and big monitor, instead of hav- 
ing the clutter of many monitors and keyboards in my office. 
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OK, so why Linux? Basically, because it's a universal ama- 
teur radio software toolkit that will also teach you an incred- 
ible amount about internet technologies and networking. For 
example, APRS is ve~ywell supported in Linux, with a num- 
ber of capabilities in APRS that can only be done in Linux 
and have no counterparts in other environments, mostly 
because those other environments simply aren't up to the 
task. One of the most compelling points about Linux to hams 
is that amateur radio networking devices such as TNCs, PI 
cards, and a lot of interesting packet radio hardware from 
Europe all are treated like "just another networking device" 
in Linux. That means all the support in the operating system 
(and applications) will (in theory) work equally well over a 
TNC as a modem. Another point is the incredible array of 
tools included in Linux. Last, if you ever want to do some of 
your own programming or scripting to make things happen 
the way youthink they should, all that capability is there and 
is growing daily. 

Here are some impressions I've gained from long expo- 
sure to Linux, but with very little actual hands-on experience. 

The best Linux distribution for hams is Debian, likely at 
version 7.0 by the time you read this. I'm told by my Seatrie- 
area brain trust that Debian has the best support for amateur 
radio devices of all the distributions. 

Get "Linux for Dummies" if you're not the least bit famil- 
iarwith Linux, and when you're ready to upgrade your instruc- 
tional material, check out the Linux titles from O'Reilly and 
Associates (<www.ora.com>). 

There are countless, and growing, web pages about 
Linux. A good starting point is <www.linux.com>. Doubtless 
you'll find others. 

Find out if there's a Linux User Group in your area. Such 
groups often hold periodic "installfests" to help you get Linux 
on your PC. 

a I can recommend Linux Journalas a good magazine. It's 
not a getting-started magazine, but it will grow on you a bit, 
and they do run articles showing the incredible uses Linux is 
being put to, including periodic stories about various facets 
of Linux use in amateur radio. LJis published by Specialized 
Systems Consultants- SSC (~www.ssc.comr). 

I'll feature periodic updates on my Linux experiences in 
future columns. 

TCPISP Without Tears 
True story: On the sirength of what I learned using Phil Karn, 
KA9Q's NET and NOS TCPIlP software for DOS in the late 
1980s and early '90s, I qualified for my first Network Ad- 
ministrator job (Yes, they needed someone with TCPJIP 
experience that badly.). In fact, the things I did on my home 
amateur radio TCPIIP system were considerably more so- 
phisticated than what I was doing at work. 

I never considered that experience "easy." These days it's 
not very well known that NET and NOS were intended by 
their original creator to be routers-that is, that they were 
intended to be small and efficient "converters" between ama- 
teur radio devices such as TNCs and "real" TCPJIP applica- 
tion software such as Telnet, FTP that were running on "real" 
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