Yellow Porcupine

Doug Clapp.The NeXT Bible: Hardware and Software Systems for the NeXT Computer.Brady, New York, 1990. Paperback, xix, 684 pp.

The word “Bible” in the title of computer books has come to mean that the book provides details and insights that one needs once one gets past introductory material on the topic.The NeXT Bible does not: it is written for people new to NeXT and/or to Unix.^® Ιτ ισ αλσο ωριττεν βψ α περσον νεω το ΝεΞΤ (βυτ αν εξπεριενχεδ Μαχ ΓΥΙ υσερ) ανδ το Υνιξ. Ωηεν Ι σχαννεδ τηρουγη Τηε ΝεΞΤ Βιβλε ατ τηε βοοκ στορε, Ι ωασ ιμπρεσσεδ ωιτη ιτσ εασψ−γοινγ πρεσεντατιον στψλε ανδ σιμπλε λανγυαγε. Ιτ διδ νοτ σεεμ λικε ιτ πρεσεντεδ ανψ ινϕορματιον τηατ χουλδ νοτ βε ϕουνδ ιν ΝεΞΤ ονλινε δοχυμεντατιον, βυτ Ι λικε σεεινγ αλτερνατιϖε πρεσεντατιονσ οϕ ματεριαλ. Ι σποττεδ ονε ερρορ, ωηιχη Ι ασσυμεδ τψπογραπηιχαλ, ιν τηε αππενδιξ τηατ λιστσ Υνιξ χομμανδσ, βυτ συχη ερρορσ αρε ινεϖιταβλε ιν τηε ϕιρστ εδιτιον οϕ ανψ βοοκ. Ι βουγητ ιτ, ωεντ ηομε, μαρκεδ τηε ερρορ ωιτη α Ποστ−ιτ ™ νοτε, ανδ σταρτεδ ρεαδινγ. Ι νεεδεδ ανοτηερ Ποστ−ιτ ον παγε 12. Τηεν ον παγε 23. Τηεν τωο ον παγε 24, ονε εαχη ον παγε 26, 27, 30, 32, 34… Τηισ ισ ωηεν Ι δεχιδεδ το χοντριβυτε το τηε πρεσερϖατιον οϕ τηε ωορλδ∋σ ϕορεστσ βψ χυττινγ τηε Ποστ−ιτ νοτεσ ιντο στριπσ. Ι στιλλ ωεντ τηρουγη τωο παδσ. Μψ βοοκ λοοκσ λικε α ψελλοω πορχυπινε. Τηερε αρε αλλ κινδσ οϕ ερρορσ ιν τηε βοοκ, ανδ ϖερψ ϕεω οϕ τηεμ αρε οϕ τηε ♠ηαρμλεσσ τψπο≡ ϖαριετψ. Τηερε αρε τψποσ ιν εξαμπλεσ τηατ χηανγε τηειρ μεανινγ (συχη ασ υσινγ γραϖε αποστροπηεσ ινστεαδ οϕ αποστροπηεσ) ανδ μακε τηεμ νοτ ωορκ. Τηερε αρε στατεμεντσ τηατ αρε φυστ πλαιν ϕαλσε (ε.γ., ♠ΥΝΙΞ δοεσν∋τ αλλοω ϕιλε ναμεσ χονταινινγ σπαχεσ.≡ π. 24). Τηερε ισ α ωηολε σλεω οϕ ερρορσ στεμμινγ ϕρομ τηε ηαβιτ οϕ τηε αυτηορ το δο αλλ ηισ ωορκ ϕρομ τηε ροοτ αχχουντ ανδ υσε ♠ /” as the home directory (two terrible things

to do in themselves).  There are very questionable statements (“The
Mach kernel is object-oriented” because “the idea of ‘message
passing’ is at the lowest level of Mach.”  p. 20).  There is terrible
advice (log in as root and the computer is all under your control;
create new commands in /bin, p. 55), and very questionable
advice (if you are just starting to learn to program, “learn assembly
language first.”  p. 250).
   There is much confusion typical with Unix beginners that the
author propagates to the reader.  Examples are the instruction to
use “Control-c or

            Control-z (emphasis mine unless otherwise
noted—JVG)” to stop a running program and return to the shell’s prompt (p. 48); the confusion between daemons and their clients (lpd vs. lpr, p. 57), file name “paths” vs. search “paths” (p. 27).

In addition, Mr. Clapp relays a set of misconceptions that are due to his inexperience with multi-user systems of any kind (wall “sends a message to all userson the network.” p. 523; who is “a version of the whoami command.” p. 523). The confusion between

who and whoami is symptomatic of another type of mistakes in

the book: trying a command, the author gets output that is coincidentally similar to that of another command, and jumps to the conclusion that the two commands are basically the same (pwd vs. dirs, p. 49).

Though the coverage of Unix is bad enough, it is surpassed in profusion of confusion by just about anything that has to do with networking, and especially Chapter 12, “A Networking Primer.” If you have read it, and it served as your introduction to networking on a NeXT, to TCP/IP, to UUCP, to the Internet— go to a hypnotist immediately and have all that nonsense erased from your mind! If, on the other hand, you already know all this stuff, you may want to read Chapter 12: it is very entertaining.

Other sections of the book have a much lower frequency of errors, but they are not perfect either. Another frequent problem with those sections is redundancy between narration and illustrations.

The following table provides a rough idea of the distribution of the errors in the book. I intended to make it more specific by classifying the types of mistakes, but this edition of the book is just not worth that much trouble.

Chapter Pages Post-its

Section I: Software 1. In the Beginning: UNIX 4 0 2. The Design of UNIX 10 2 3. Mach 6 2 4. Files and Directories 24 9 5. Hands-on UNIX 14 8 6. NextStep Fundamentals 45 0 7. The Workspace Manager 28 1

Section II: Hardware 8. The NeXT Display,

Keyboard, and Mouse 12 1 9. Inside the Cube 22 1 10. Disks and Drives 11 0 11. The NeXT Laser Printer 11 6

Intermission: Images 11

Section III: Networking and Communications 12. A Networking Primer 30 16*

Section IV: Programming the Cube 13. Programming the NeXT

Computer 10 5 14. The Window Server

and Display Postscript 8 2 15. Interface Builder 16 0 16. The NeXT Application

Kit, Part I: Non- Responsive Classes 18 2 17. —, Part II: Responder

and Its Subclasses 16 4 18. Sound and Music 13 0†

Section IV: A Software Treasure Chest 19. WriteNow 4 0 20. Edit 15 0 21. Mail 8 0 22. Mathematica 20 1† 23. Digital Webster 6 0 24. Quotations 1 0 25. Digital Librarian 10 2 26. Terminal and Shell 6 2 27. And More… 13 1

Section VI: The Present and Future 28. Coming Soon…Maybe 11 ‡ 29. Interview: Brad Cox 12

Appendices A. Command-Key

Combinations 2 0 B. Keyboard Key Codes 1 † C. [Shell] Special Characters 4 0 D. NeXT/UNIX Files and

Utilities 77 25 E. Files in the NeXT 1.0

Software Release 109 F. Third-Party Products 18 • G. Further Reading 12 H. NeXT Hardware

Specifications 5 1

* plus many, many very, very wrong conclusions drawn from these errors

† not thoroughly reviewed due to the reviewer’s ignorance of the topic

‡ no sense debugging 1-year-old speculations

• outdated, too volatile to be included in a book

Note Appendix E. One hundred and eight pages of output from “find / -print | sort.” One hundred and eight pages! This from a guy who advises people to turn off their NeXTs after every use, to save resources. There is no excuse for this. There are other places where Mr. Clapp seems to go for the bulk: he includes whole system files, where a small portion could have served as a perfectly fine example. And this informationis on-line, after all.

This edition of this book is not suitable for people new to Unix or to the NeXT. Its only possible use is to test experts: every sentence, every example, every claim is a true/false question. The majority is true, but too many are false.

This edition should have never been published. If this was software, it would not have made it out of alpha test. I have never heard of a book being recalled, but this one really should be. My copy can be returned with many useful Post-it stickers.

I hope Mr. Clapp does fix all the mistakes and produces a second edition. It could be such a delightful book.

“Unix” is a registered trademark of AT&T Bell Laboratories. “Post-it” is a trademark of Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Company (3M).

Jacob Gore <jacob@gore.com>