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Introduction

xvii

Hardly a day goes by that you don’t make use of open source
software, even though sometimes you’re unaware of it. Each

time you receive an email from your spouse, friend or colleague,
there’s an almost 80 percent chance that it got to you through a
classic piece of open source software: Sendmail.

If you look at a Web page, about 65 percent of the time, that
page is being served by an open source Web server. In fact, most
if not all open source applications are usually written with the
help of open source tools like emacs (the venerable user environ-
ment and program editor), gcc, the official GNU C compiler,
and debugged with gdb, the GNU debugger. Best of all, the source
code of those applications and many others are maintained by
one utility dutifully storing it all and keeping care of the ever-
changing versions: CVS.

Open source software, in other words, has become a power player
in the market and in some areas (like those mentioned above)
even dominates it. And CVS is the very foundation of the open
source movement, serving as the repository for the developers
and for the end users. Often, these end users are no different at
all from the developers, because in the open source world, the
quality assurance is done by the them and then they contribute
bug fixes back to the community. Therefore, a source code re-
pository and version control system like CVS has to be quite a
flexible tool, providing a stable and reliable front end to the open
source community at large.

This book has two goals, one cultural, the other technical. The
cultural goal is to document this open source culture to a certain
extent and provide practical advice for people managing or par-
ticipating in open source projects. The technical goal is to tell you
how to use CVS effectively, with an eye toward using it on open
source projects.
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Introductionxviii

As to the first goal, we want to stress the word “advice.” In fact no one, maybe not even
Richard Stallman, can speak about or document authoritatively the open source phenom-
enon. The field is simply too vast and it affects too many aspects of economic, cultural,
social, and political sciences to be fully grasped by one individual, and certainly not by the
authors of this book.

And as far as CVS is concerned, note that although it will be taught in the context of open
source projects, you will learn CVS well enough to use it anywhere. It’s not just for manag-
ing program source code; people also use it to version—yes, that’s a verb now—Web sites,
text documents, configuration files, and so on.

We assume that you know something about programming or working with online docu-
ments, but previous familiarity with CVS is not required. At least some familiarity with
Unix and the sh or bash shells will prove handy, because the CVS examples are given in a
Unix environment.

Why a Third Edition?
Books go into second and later editions when the earlier editions sold well. There is no
better proof for the success of a book than it being republished in another edition.

Open Source Development with CVS is undoubtedly a highly successful book. The challenge
in writing a third edition lies in not destroying what made this a successful book, while at
the same time enhancing it to keep up with new developments.

From the time the first edition came out, the open source world has changed considerably.
Certainly, the open source world changed more than CVS itself changed or the way in
which CVS is used.

Open source grew quickly as Linux grew in popularity and as the Nasdaq made open source
“in” and “sexy.” Many companies, such as VA Linux, LinuxCare, Red Hat, and thousands
more, embraced open source and hacker ideals. Therefore, it was suddenly justifiable—
even desirable—for investors to release all software and all specifications back to the
community. Instead of making money from selling software, the investors then made money
from the added value of thorough understanding.

Open source was so popular that many big IT users, such as banks, insurance agencies,
and government agencies, decided to have an “open source strategy” for their IT de-
partments. Coauthor Moshe Bar is an “open source consultant” to many such companies
and agencies.

Hardly any software companies were able to afford not to have an open source strategy
of some sorts, but some companies made big announcements about the availability of
their software in open source without ever delivering on that promise. Then, abruptly,
with the bursting of the New Economy Bubble in early 2001, open source suddenly
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Introduction xix

became “out” again. The investors demanded that high-tech companies finally deliver
a profit. So, Web sites started asking money for their services, service companies asked
for more money, and software companies started again to sell their software. Or at least
they tried.

What Has Changed?
In the first edition, the aim was to intersperse purely CVS-related chapters with those dealing
with open source and development organization. For the second edition, the approach was
changed to separate the two issues so that the reader would not be confused unnecessarily.

Thus, this book first covers all aspects of the CVS system (Chapters 1 through 7) and only
then addresses open source aspects (Chapters 8 through 11).

The CVS chapters now cover also the intricacies of working with CVS in big projects with
many developers spanning several time zones. Also, aspects of the administration of CVS
for professional environments will be explored more in depth, covering aspects of tuning,
backups, storage, and clustering.

Finally, the open source chapters have adapted to the changes in the industry. They men-
tion lessons to be learned from some of the exceptionally difficult challenges in open source
(for instance, the Mozilla browser project) and from some of the failures in open source.

A Word About Terminology
Today, free software means the freedom to modify and redistribute the source. It is this free-
dom, not the software’s low cost, that has been the key to free software’s success.

Is it open source or free software? One of its earliest proponents, Richard Stallman, insists the
proper term is free software (with free as in “free speech,” not as in “free beer”). The debate
about this term has been going on for decades and will probably never end. Essentially, the
two terms are synonymous, and they will be used interchangeably in this book. See Richard
Stallman’s essay “Why ‘Free Software’ is better than ‘Open Source’ ” at www.gnu.org/phi-
losophy/free-software-for-freedom.html for a well-written presentation of the case that
the terms are not interchangeable. Increasingly, the term free software is used for software of
the GNU project, such as gcc, emacs, make, and many more. In the ever-growing Linux
world, however, software fitting the free software description is nowadays called open source
or OpenSource. You will find the general press and the trade press often using only the term
open source, even for GNU software.

Conventions Used in this Book
Throughout the book, you’ll find command-line examples interspersed with explanatory
text. The primary example user’s name is ahauzer, and she works on a machine named
yarkon.moelabs.com, so the command prompt looks like this:
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Introductionxx

yarkon$

with output (if any) shown in the same font immediately below the prompt:

yarkon$ whoami
ahauzer
yarkon$

Occasionally, the command itself is so long that it occupies two or more lines of a standard
Unix terminal. In that case, a backslash at the end of a line indicates that the next line is to
be considered a continuation, although it will be indented by the length of the prompt for
readability. For example:

yarkon$ cvs diff -c -r prerelease-beta-2_09-19990315 -r \
       postrelease-3_0-19990325 fudgewinkle.c

(Don’t worry; by the end of the book, you will know what that command means!)

Sometimes we need to show commands run from other locations (when demonstrating
concurrent development by two different people, for example). In those cases, the other
user’s name is mbar, and he works on a machine named paste:

paste$ whoami
mbar
paste$

All commands take place in a Unix standard shell (either sh or bash) environment unless
otherwise specified. If you have even a basic familiarity with Unix, you won’t encounter
anything unusual in this book. However, you may notice that the ls command sometimes
behaves a little oddly:

yarkon$ ls
foo.txt    bar.c    myproj/

The trailing “/” in myproj/ is not part of the name—it just indicates that myproj is a directory.
The reason the slash is displayed is that, in ahauzer’s environment, the ls command is aliased
to run ls -CF—that is, to show files arranged in columns and displaying their type (“/  ” for
directories, “*” for executable files, “@” for symbolic links, and so on).

This format was chosen for many of the examples because it’s often very helpful to be able to
distinguish files from directories when reading the output. So even if you don’t see the -CF
options passed to the ls command, the output may behave as though they’re there.
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Practicing What We Preach
The CVS-specific chapters of this book—2, 3, 4, 5, 10, and 11—are copyrighted under the
GNU General Public License and can be browsed or downloaded from http://cvsbook.red-
bean.com. If you find bugs in either the online or the treeware version, please report them
to bug-cvsbook@red-bean.com.
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