Deciding on a Distribution: How and Why I Chose RedHat 

I began working with Linux seriously around the middle of summer of 2002 - Fourth of July week to be exact. My plan at the time was to install a number of distributions and evaluate each of them from the point of view of a Windows developer learning Linux. I was prepared for a lot of hard work, learning a lot, running into roadblocks, and generally getting my hands really dirty 'under the hood'. 

I'd subscribed to a couple of user group mailing lists and was generally familiar with the types of questions people asked - some newbies asked simple questions like how do I get Linux to see my network card, and advanced users asked questions where I didn't even understand the words, much less the sentences or the entire question. And the answer was out of the question. Heh. So I was prepared for a long, tortuous learning curve. Still, having watched from the sidelines for years, I was seeing gradual improvement, and figured that if I started now, by the time I got comfortable, there just might be a critical mass developing. I saw nothing but improvements, and was very optimistic. 

My first install was RedHat 7.2. I took the chicken's way out - bought a copy of the RH 7.2 boxed set. It came with CDs and 90 days of tech support via phone and email. And since I thought that these folks were doing a Good Thing, I was happy to support them by sending a few bucks their way. 

I had an old Dell 500 MHz box with 256 MB of RAM and a couple of 12 GB hard disks and Windows something or other that had come preinstalled with it. I wrote down every single setting I could find, spelunking through all sorts of arcane dialog boxes, worried that I was going to have to configure something by hand with Linux. But it turned out my fears were all to naught. 

The install went reasonably easy - more than I thought it would, actually. It automatically recognized most of my hardware and had choices available for the rest. I generally just clicked through a series of dialogs and waited for files to copy off of the CD. Took maybe an hour to get the whole thing installed and when I was done, I had a machine with a couple of GUIs, a bunch of applications, and a browser that connected to the Inernet. It was certainly a lot easier than doing the same thing with anything but the most recent version of Windows. 

I did the install a couple more times, just to get the hang of it, and then got brave. I hunted around, installed some applications like OpenOffice.org and the Evolution mail client. These went even easier than the OS install - clicking ona link on the appropriate web site and the install just happened (it's nice having broadband!) 

Then disaster struck. I was going to install the RedHat doc off the CD, and the process barfed on me. I couldn't get the files to install for anything. I was convinced that there was a problem with the install process, spent several go around with the RH tech support... and found out that my CD-ROM drive had died right in the middle of a file being copied. Harumph! 

But that was a blessing in disguise, of course. I got to buy a new CD-ROM, one of those new ones that reads and writes about 400,000x speed. The new install worked like a charm - RedHat found the drive without a problem. 

By now it was the end of the summer, and I was getting the hang of things, at least for a beginner. We had an installfest at the local Linux User Group so I lugged the machine out to the community college and worked with an experienced user to put Debian on the same box. That took 3 hours and a lot of guesswork on the part of my partner - and convinced me that if I knew what I was doing, Debian might be a fine choice, but it was way, way too complicated for the mainstream. 

There were two more leading distributions - Mandrake and SuSE - and I was about to try, Mandrake, when Red Hat 8.0 showed up. The first couple things I heard about it were rave reviews, and it came with OO.org and Evolution as par tof the distrubiton - and the word was that the GUI, while an afront to Linux purists, was clean and simple. I picked up a copy at redhat.com and reformatted my Dell 500 yet again. 

40 minutes later, I knew RH 8 was the Linux distro version of the 'killer app' we've all dreamed of. The install was a breeze - click, click, click. It recognized everything on my machine, including an 8 year old RIVA video card and a monitor that ended up dying about a month later. The default settings were all appropriate (although I changed the IP addressing scheme to specify the machine's IP manually), and there were no onerous EULAs to blindly agree to. 

And when it was all done, I not only had a killer OS installed, but also a great alternative to Microsoft Office and an email client just as good as Outlook. And then I installed everything again, on two more machines, without worrying about the software police breaking my door down. 

I've been using RedHat 8 for about a month and a half now, and I am not in the least bit interested in trying any other distributions. This was an easier install than any Windows install I've ever done, it come with more software than you'll ever find on a Windows install, the price is right - you can download 3 CDs for free if you've got the bandwidth - and it just feels right. I predict RH 8 is going to make serious inroads in the desktop market in 2003. 

