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An important responsibility of any user of computers and technology is knowing where 

to get help. This month I will (again) discuss some of the places users of open source software can find help and how to identify whether or not the help offered is any good. There really is no shortage of people and places willing to provide support, most of which welcome people willing to help others. Here are some suggestions to get you started. 

The Internet 

The best source of support for Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) is the 

Internet. The Internet is where members of the open source community (which 

includes you, the user) meet. The Internet is the one open forum that can provide 

real-time feedback on FOSS as it is updated and patched. Tap into this knowledge base 

through your favorite Web search site. Creative search terms, such as an error message, can result in just the solution you are looking for. 

The types of information you will find fall into three categories: FOSSoriented sites; FOSS vendor sites; and FOSS mailing lists and discussion forums. Many FOSS-oriented sites are great gateways to FOSS information. Try Linux Online (www.linux.org) and LinuxQuestions.org (www.linuxquestions.org). Many more 

sites like these exist, and each deserves a look. One that merits special attention is 

The Linux Documentation Project (www.tldp.org). This is the home of the HOWTO collection, a community-maintained FOSS documentation project. Topics covered there range from setting up a three-button mouse to a Web server. Some HOWTOs may be a bit old, but others actively follow the latest developments. 

Most companies that create and distribute Linux have their own websites. If you search on Linux Mint, openSUSE, Red Hat, or Ubuntu, you should be able to find their home pages easily. Usually you will find links to knowledge bases, support forums, and bug tracking. Purchasing a vendor’s official Linux distribution usually entitles you to toll-free 

phone and email support, and access to reserved web sites. 

Searches for support will invariably return links to messages in mailing lists and discussion forums. The online forum, basically an online conversation, has become a standard support offering of almost all providers of software. People post their problems in the hope someone can help and will post the answer. These postings and solutions are immortalized in an archive of the discussion. Find a good one and make it a regular online hangout. 

On Your PC 

Linux installations include a great deal of documentation on Linux itself and FOSS. If you have installed the source code for Linux, you’ll find information in usr/src/linux/Documentation/. The information there can be helpful if you are having trouble with a specific piece of hardware. Application documentation can be found under /usr/share/doc. This information will range from very terse to extremely deep. You may also find HOWTOs installed under here. 

You may find “Help” icons on your Linux desktop or application menu — most distributions include a help system. And don’t forget the “man” (short for manual) and “info” (short for information) pages. 
Use a terminal window under Linux to enter the command “man man” and “info info” to get started. The man system is the traditional source of application and utility reference information. The newer info system, which is slowly replacing it, sports hyperlinks and better document organization. 

User Groups 

User groups can be great sources of information and support. CIPCUG has its 

Linux SIG. Nearby are the Simi/Conejo Linux Users Group (www.sclug.org) and 

the Ventura County Linux Users Group (www.vclug.org). A trip to one of their 

meetings could be worthwhile. To find other user groups, simply search for 

“linux user group” and a city. This is sure to return results for any city of any size. 

These groups often have very good websites and mailing lists, and I have never 

had a problem joining their mailing lists. 

Magazines and books 

A trip to the computer section of any large bookstore will offer you many, many books that cover all sorts of subjects that are Linux- and open source-related. Books give you the ability to learn at your own pace. Some series to look for are the O’Reilly books, the 

SAMS Teach Yourself in 24 Hours series, and No Starch Press books. Before you go to the bookstore, think of three or four real questions that you have. Look at several books and see how easily and understandably your questions are answered, and choose the book that does this the best. Also look for magazines that cover Linux, like Linux Magazine (www.linuxpromagazine.com) and Ubuntu User (www.ubuntu-user.com). 

These are sold at the larger bookstores. 

Information is there just for the asking It is true that there are very few instances of “1-800-LINUXHELP” support, and most of these cost money. But once you start using the resources described above, you will discover that there is no shortage of support for, and information about, Linux and other FOSS. As you become comfortable using 

these resources, the perception that you are on your own when you use Linux and 

FOSS will fade and disappear as a reason to not give Linux and FOSS a try. It all 

starts with looking. 

