Chapter 20

Installing and Configuring Downloaded Software

People are sometimes discouraged from downloading free Unix software because it seems difficult to install.  Sometimes it is difficult, but more often it's a case of knowing what to do.  This short chapter gives some general guidelines, tells you where to look for more information, and gives an example of running configure.

Most commercial Microsoft Windows applications use the commercial InstallShield program to make a graphical installer.  That sort of installer requires that you be sitting in front of the console when you run it -- inappropriate for a server sitting in an air-conditioned machine with a cold floor.  Many Unix servers don't have graphical consoles at all.

Free software is usually distributed in one of four ways:

1. A binary snapshot, which you simply unpack and use, but can't configure very easily and can't uninstall reliably;

2. A binary package, such as an RPM for Red Hat Linux, or a pkg for Solaris or FreeBSD, which detects other packages it needs automatically and can be uninstalled;

3. A source package, such as an SRPM for Red Hat or a Port for FreeBSD;

4. A source tarball which you must configure and compile yourself, but is the most flexible.

We'll look at each of these in turn shortly.  Only the fourth is at all complicated, and even then it's not as bad as having your teeth pulled out by a goat.  In fact, it's preferable.

Before we can install something, we probably have to download it.

Finding Packages

Suppose you are looking for a C or C++ library to parse XML files.  You might start in one of two or three places:

A search at http://www.altavista.com/ for C parse XML; this produces TODO paste results.

A search at http://www.metacrawler.com/ for "parse XML" C; this will search AltaVista and several other search engines at the time, but only gives the first few results.

You are more likely to get somewhere with a search at http://www.freshmeat.net/ since this is a specialised repository for information about open source software.  A freshmeat record for TODO XML/C the author's lq-text package is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: A freshmeat record
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It doesn't need to be this hard

There are programs designed to search for software packages and install them.  Here are a few of them.

gnorpm

Red Hat Linux users can run this under the X Window system: it's a front-end to the Red Hat rpm system, which we'll discuss under Binary Packages shortly.  You can use gnorpm to search for packages to install, as shown in Figure 2.  Run it as root in order to be able to install software; if you didn't log in as root, you may need to use xauth or xhost to allow programs run as root to display:

$ xhost +`hostname`
Figure 2: Searching for packages with gnorpm
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aptget

The FreeBSD and NetBSD Ports Collection

If you are lucky enough to be running one of these two operating systems, you will find that the /usr/ports directory tree contains install information for thousands of packages.  Find a package you want, go to its directory and, as root, 

# make install
and you'll see that the software is downloaded automatically, patched if necessary, compiled and installed.

Free Software on Solaris

A hundred or so of the more popular free packages have been built into binary Solaris packages and can be downloaded from http://www.sunfreeware.com/ with a web browser or by ftp; there are instructions at that site.

Downloading Software

gnorpm

rpm remotely

aptget?

Installing a Binary Snapshot

NOTE: a Binary Snapshot is not to be confused with a Source Snapshot, which is like a source tarball (see below) but is not generally expected to work.

If you install a binary distribution of any form, you are on your own.  Although Unix is generally much more robust against viruses than Microsoft Windows, it is by no means immune.  Make sure you trust the site from which you download a distribution.

There is no common guideline for installing binary releases; look for a README or INSTALL file, and read them with the less or more command:

$ less INSTALL
Sometimes you need the make program to so the installation; sometimes it won't work anyway.

A file ending in .rpm, .apt or .pgk is a binary package, not a snapshot, and is likely to be easier to install.

Installing a Binary package

This is the easiest thing to do.  Some packages have a custom installer that you have to run, and coma packaged as a tar archive containing a file called README or INSTALL.  Most, however, come as RPM, APT or PKG files.

Table One shows the most common operating systems and how to install packages.  Note that a Solaris 2 pkg file is not usually suitable for use on FreeBSD, despite having the same command and extension.

Table One: How to install a package on a given operating system

Operating System
File
Install With

Solaris 2
PKG
pkgadd

FreeBSD
PKG
pkgadd

Red Hat Linux
RPM
gnorpm, rpm

Debian Linux
APT
apt-get, apt, deselect

Installing a Source Package

srpm

port

Installing a Source Tarball

When you install a source package, you generally follow these steps:

Find the right version

Download it

Unpack the archive

Read Documentation

Configure

Make

Test

Install
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