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Introduction

"
R. uby on Rails? What’s that?” asks my uncle. “You

write about this stuff for dummies? You mean those black
and yellow books that everyone buys?”

“Yes, like the one I'm quoting you in,” I say. “Please
check your spelling as you speak.”

“I will. But what’s Ruby on Rails? Is it the 6:05 train to
Poughkeepsie? Is it the name of an old vaudeville act? Is
it a pop singer? A rock band? Is it a rare stone from
India? Is it the codename of an informer in a political
scandal?”

IINO.II

“Is it the name of an exotic cocktail? A species of bird?
An animal act in a circus? A John D. MacDonald title?”

Finally, I interrupt. “Ruby on Rails is a computer thing.”
“What kind of computer thing?” he asks.

“It’s a framework for creating applications with Web
interfaces to databases.”

“Oh, yeah?” he says. “Your nephew from Brooklyn, he
read Getting Ahead in Politics For Dummies. He loved
the book. Did you write that one?”



How to Use This Book

As a computer book author, I strive not to be full of
myself. I have no illusions that you plan on reading this
book from cover to cover. I read sections and chapters
out of order when I buy a computer book. Why would I
expect you to approach my book any differently? And
even if [ read something in Chapter 2, who says I
remember it when I read Chapter 11?

I write each section with these thoughts in mind. In the
middle of Chapter 12, I might want you to remember
some nugget of knowledge that I introduce in Chapter 4.
If T use that nugget over and over again in Chapters 5, 7,
8, and 9, I don’t remind you about it in Chapter 12. But
for other nuggets — ones that you don’t read about
repeatedly in this book — I provide cross references.

So in general, my advice is
¥ Read what interests you; skip what doesn’t
interest you.

¥ If you already know something, don’t bother
reading about it.

¥ If you're curious, don’t be afraid to skip ahead.
You can always sneak a peek at an earlier chapter if
you really need to do so.



Conventions Used in This
Book

Almost every technical book starts with a little typeface
legend, and Ruby on Rails For Dummies is no exception.
What follows is a brief explanation of the typefaces used
in this book:

¥ New terms are set in italics.

¥ If you need to type something that’s mixed in with
the regular text, the characters you type appear in
bold. For example: “Type MyNewProject in the text
field.”

¥ You also see this computerese font. I use
computerese for Ruby code, filenames, Web page
addresses (URLs), on-screen messages, and other
such things. Also, if something you need to type is
really long, it appears in computerese font on its own
line (or lines).

¥ You need to change certain things when you type
them. Words that you need to replace with your own
words are set in italicized computerese. For
instance, I might ask you to type

class Anyname
which means that you type class and then some
name that you make up on your own.



What You Don’t Have to
Read

Pick the first chapter or section that has material you
don’t already know and start reading there. Of course,
you might hate making decisions as much as I do. If so,
here are some guidelines that you can follow:

¥ If you already know what kind of an animal Ruby
on Rails is and you know that you want to use Ruby
on Rails, skip Chapter 1 and go straight to Chapter
2. Believe me, I won’t mind.

¥ If you already have Ruby on Rails, a database, and
a Ruby program editor installed on your computer,
skip Chapter 2 and go to Chapter 3.

¥ If you've seen one of the many Ruby on Rails
demos or worked through a Ruby on Rails tutorial,
move quickly through Chapter 3.

However, don’t completely ignore Chapter 3. Some of
the wording I use in Chapter 3 might be helpful, even
if you’ve already been through a Rails demo or two.

¥ If you're a computer programmer, you might have
already used Eclipse (for Java or for some other
programming language). In that case, plan a quick
excursion through Chapter 4. This book’s examples
use the RadRails integrated development
environment, and RadRails is based on Eclipse.

¥ If you've never written programs in Ruby, Perl, or
Smalltalk, set aside some time to read Chapters 5
and 6.



These chapters cover some Ruby concepts, but the
chapters don’t describe the entire Ruby language. In
these chapters, I highlight Ruby concepts that
appear frequently in Rails code. I also emphasize
some unusual features of Ruby — features that you
don’t find in other language families (in Java and
C++, for example).

If you want to skip the sidebars and the Technical Stuff
icons, please do. But try not to skip too many of my
jokes. (I tell my kids that I write jokes for a living. They
don’t believe me. But even so, I'd appreciate your help in
perpetuating this myth.)

Foolish Assumptions

In this book, I make a few assumptions about you, the
reader. If one of these assumptions is incorrect, you're
probably okay. If all these assumptions are incorrect . . .
well, buy the book anyway.

¥ 1 assume that you have access to a computer.
Here’s the good news: You can run the code in this
book on almost any computer. The only computers
that you can’t use to run this code are ancient things
that are more than six years old (give or take a few
years).

¥ 1 assume that you can navigate through your
computer’'s common menus and dialog boxes.
You don’t have to be a Windows, Linux, or Macintosh
power user, but you should be able to start a



program, find a file, put a file into a certain directory
. . . that sort of thing.

On those rare occasions when you need to drag and
drop, cut and paste, or plug and play, I guide you
carefully through the steps. But your computer might
be configured in any of several billion ways, and my
instructions might not quite fit your special situation.
So, when you reach one of these platform-specific
tasks, try following the steps in this book. If the steps
don’t quite fit, consult a book with instructions
tailored to your system or visit one of this book’s
Web sites for helpful hints. The URLs are
www.burdbrain.com/RubyOnRails and
www.dummies.com/go/RonR1e.

¥ 1 assume that you’ve written some computer
programs. I've tried to make the book interesting
for experienced programmers, yet accessible to
people with only a modest amount of programming
experience. I don’t assume that you've written
programs in any particular language or that you’ve
hacked from midnight until dawn on the latest UNIX
system. I assume only that you can compose loops,
1T statements, and other such things. (Of course, if
you have no computer programming experience, you
can start with my Beginning Programming with Java
For Dummaies book. Remember, the more of my books
that you buy, the less debt I'll have when my kids
finish college.)

If you've written lots of programs in Visual Basic,
Java, or C++, you’ll discover some interesting plot
twists in Ruby. The developer of Ruby took the best
ideas in other programming languages, streamlined
them, combined them, and reorganized them into a
flexible, powerful new programming language. Ruby
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has many new, thought-provoking features. As you
find out about these features, many of them will
seem very natural to you. One way or another, you’ll
feel good about using Ruby.



How This Book Is
Organized

This book is divided into subsections, which are grouped
into sections, which come together to make chapters,
which are lumped finally into four parts. (When you write
a book, you get to know your book’s structure pretty
well. After months of writing, you find yourself dreaming
in sections and chapters when you go to bed at night.)
The parts of the book are listed here.



Part I: Nuts and Bolts

This part is your executive briefing. It includes a chapter
that answers the question “What is Ruby on Rails?” and
a chapter with a complete set of instructions on
installing and running the software. It also has a jump-
start chapter and a chapter with details about the
RadRails integrated development environment.



Part ll: Creating Code

Chapters 5 through 7 cover Ruby and HTML. Some of
the material in Part II might be familiar to you. If so, you
can skip some sections or read this stuff quickly. But
don’t read too quickly. Ruby is a little different from
some other programming languages, and you might
stumble upon some exciting new ideas.



Part IlI: Real Rails

This third part cuts to the chase. Rails has three
components — Action Controller, Action View, and Active
Record. The controller controls things (of course), the
view displays things, and Active Record maintains all the
data. Chapters 8 through 13 cover these three
components and describe some interesting applications
along the way.



