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From Bash to Z Shell
by Oliver Kiddle et al.
Martin C Brown

If you use a free software operating sys-
tem or environment, chances are one of
your key interfaces will be through some
kind of shell. Most people assume the
bulk of the power of shells comes from
the commands available within them, but
some shells are actually powerful in their
own right. Many of the more recent re-
leases being more like a command line

programming environment than a command line interface. “From
Bash to Z Shell” published by Apress (http://www.apress.
com), provides a guide to using various aspects of the shell. From
the basic command line interaction through to the more complex
processes of programming, it touches on file pattern matching and
command line completion along the way.

The contents

Shells are complicated – how do you start describing working
with a shell without first describing how the shell works, and don’t
you show them how to use it by doing so? The book neatly cov-
ers this problem in the first chapter with what must be the best
description of a shell and how the interaction works that I’ve ever
read.
This first chapter leads nicely into the first of three main sec-
tions. The initial section looks at using a shell, how to interact
with the programs which are executed by the shell and how to
use shell features such as redirection, pipes and command line
editing. Other chapters look at job and process control, the shell
interface to directories and files, as well as prompts and shell his-
tory.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

After you’ve customized your
environment, extended your completion

routines and enhanced your
command-line once, you’ll forever find
yourself tweaking and optimizing the

environment even further
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The real meat of the book for me lies in the two main chapters
in the middle that make up the second section. The first of these
chapters is on pattern matching. Everybody knows about the ba-

sics of the asterisk and question mark, but both bash and zsh pro-
vide more complex pattern matching techniques that enable you
to very find a specific set of files which can simplify your life im-
mensely. The second chapter is on file completion; press TAB and
get a list of files that matches what you’ve started to type. With
a little customization you can extend this functionality to also in-
clude variables, other machines on your network and a myriad of
other potentials. With a little more work in zsh and you can ad-
just the format and layout of the completion lists and customize
the lists according to the environment and circumstances.
The third and final section covers the final progression of shell use
from basic interaction to programming and extending the shell
through scripts. Individual chapters cover the topics of variables,
scripts and functions. The penultimate chapter puts this to good
use by showing you how to write editor commands – extensions
to zsh that enhance the functionality of the command line editor.
Full examples and descriptions are given here on a range of topics,
including my favourite: spelling correction.
The final chapter covers another extension for the command-line
– completion functions. Both bash and zsh provide an extension
system for completion. Although the process is understandably
complex, the results can be impressive.

Who’s this book for?

If you use a shell – and let’s face it, who doesn’t – then the in-
formation provided in the book is invaluable. Everybody from
system administrators through developers and even plain old end
users are going to find something in this book that will be useful
to them.
Of all the target groups, I think the administrators will get the
most benefit. Most administration involves heavy use of the shell
for running, configuring and organizing your machine, and the
tricks and techniques in this book will go a long way to simplify
many of the tasks and processes that take up the time. Any book
that can show you how to shorten a long command line from re-
quiring 30-40 key presses down to less than 10 is bound to be
popular.

Pros

The best aspect of the book is that it provides full examples, de-
scriptions and reasoning for the different techniques and tricks
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portrayed. This translates the content from more than a simple
guide and into an essential part of the users desktop guides. The
book is definitely not just an alternative way of using the online
man pages.
The only problem – although it’s a good one – is that reading the
book and following the tips and advice given becomes addictive.
After you’ve customized your environment, extended your com-
pletion routines and enhanced your command-line once, you’ll
forever find yourself tweaking and optimizing the environment
even further.
Finally, it’s nice to see a handy reference guide in one of the ap-
pendices to further reading – much of it online, but all of it useful.

Cons

One of the odd things about the book is that the title doesn’t really
reflect the contents. If you are expecting the book to be guide
to using a range of shells ‘From Bash to Z Shell’, as the name
suggests, you’ll be disappointed. Sure, a lot of the material is
generic and will apply to many of the shells in use today, but the
bulk of the book focuses on just the two shells described in the
title, which makes the title a little misleading.
Although I’m no fan of CDs in books, I would have liked to see a
CD or web link to some downloadable samples from the book.
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