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The First Day of the Rest of Your Life 

A Crash Course for Your First Linux Distro 

Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. 

Leonardo da Vinci 

[ƛƴǳȄ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘΦ  LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ lie to you.  On the surface, Linux come with a pretty 

interface and doesƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ƳǳŎƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ   

But as you delve into it, that shiny cover disappears and reveals the harshest, most 

important lesson you will ever learn about Linux:  Linux is not there to hold your hand and 

guide you. 

Today, however, I am going to hold your hand and guide you.  LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƛŎƪ ƻŦ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ 

experiments, incomplete explanations, and an overwhelming tidal wave of information every 

time you research Linux, this book is for you.  LΩƳ ƻƴƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ tell you, step-by-step, how to 

get, install, and use Linux.  Not explain how it works.  Not launch into the history of Linux.  Not 

ramble on about seemingly pointless terminology and concepts.  No fluff! 

This book is meant to get you a functioning Linux distribution to play with, nothing 

more.  By the end, you will have Linux installed and configured inside a virtual machine, and 

you will have a basic idea of how to use it.   
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Before we Begin 

The Tools You Need 

1)    A computer with the VirtualBox program installed. 

 VirtualBox is used to create virtual machines.  A virtual machine is program that 

emulates a real computer within your current operating system.  Using VirtualBox makes Linux 

installation easy, consistent, and safe.  You will not lose any files on your current computer, you 

will not have to deal with compatibility problems, and you will not need to sacrifice a chicken to 

make everything work. 

VirtualBox is free and can be downloaded from http://www.virtualbox.org.  It is installed 

on your computer like any other program, and works with all popular operating systems.  If 

your ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ƻǊ Ǌǳƴ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ.ƻȄΣ ǘƘis book will not work for you. 

2)   An Internet connection sufficient to download approximately 1.5 GB. 

 Make sure the computer with VirtualBox installed is connected to this Internet 

connection.  You will be using it several times in this guide.  If you have a data cap or a slow 

Internet connection, you can purchase a disc or USB thumb drive with what you need from 

http://www.osdisc.com/.  However, this guide will not cover using them. 

оύ  !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎǘƻǊŀƎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ Řƛǎƪ and plenty of 
memory. 

 You will need at least 12 GB of hard disk space, but more is better.  And at least 1 GB of 

memory/RAM in addition to what your operating system requires.  Typically this means at least 

4 GB of memory, but more is, again, better. 

  

http://www.virtualbox.org/
http://www.osdisc.com/?affiliate=dtelinux
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Step 1: Get Linux 

Find and Download Linux Mint 
Visit the following website in your favorite web browser:  http://www.linuxmint.com/ 

Click the download button at the top right.

 

Click the 32-bit link next to Cinnamon.

 

 

Scroll down the page and click a link for a location near you.  Within the same country, or at 

least the same continent should be fine.  Clicking this link will download a copy of the Linux 

http://www.linuxmint.com/


P a g e 6 | 31 

 

distribution you are going to use.  Depending on your web browser and its settings, it may ask 

you where to save a file.  If it does, save it somewhere you can find it! 

 

The download may take some time.  When it has completed, move on to the next chapter. 
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Step 2: Prepare For Installation 

Create a Virtual Machine 
Open the VirtualBox program on your computer, and click the New button in the top left 

corner.

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭƻƎ ōƻȄ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎΣ ǘȅǇŜ άLinux Mint 32-bitέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΣ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ άLinuxέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǘȅǇŜ ŘǊƻǇŘƻǿƴ ōƻȄΣ ŀƴŘ άUbuntu 32-bitέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ŘǊƻǇŘƻǿƴ ōƻȄΦ  Then click Next.  
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In the memory size box, ŜƴǘŜǊ ά1024έΦ  ¢ƘŜƴ ŎƭƛŎƪ Next. 

 

 

For the next three dialog windows, leave the default values.   

 

¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άCreate a virtual hard drive nowέ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘΦ  ±ŜǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ 

click the Create button.   

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άVDI (VirtualBox Disk Image)έ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘΦ  ±ŜǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ 

click Next.   

¢ƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άDynamically allocatedέ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘΦ  !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǾŜǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ 

click Next. 
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bƻǿΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƻ ά10 GBέ, then click the Create button. 
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Tweak Your Virtual Machine Settings 
You have now created your first virtual machine!  Before starting it up, however, we need to 

make a few changes.  Make sure your virtual machine is highlighted and click Settings. 

 

 

Select Display in the list on the left of the Settings window, max out the Video Memory slider, 

and check the Enable 3D Acceleration box. 

 

When finished, click the OK button, then click the Start button located next to Settings. 
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Select the Linux File 
You should now have a window that looks like this: 

 

Click the folder with a green arrow icon adjacent to the dropdown list.  In the file browser that 

appears, browse to and select the file you downloaded in step 1.  Once selected, click the Start 

button.  Your virtual machine should boot. 
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Step 3: Install Linux Mint 

Let It Boot 
After clicking start, Linux Mint should boot.  Depending on the speed of your computer, this 

may take only a few seconds, or it may take several minutes.  Once the boot process is 

complete, you should be greeted by the following screen: 

 

Now double-ŎƭƛŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άInstall Linux Mintέ ŘŜǎƪǘƻǇ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘΦ  ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

screen: 
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/ƭƛŎƪ άContinueέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ άInstall Nowέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ 

options selected and άContinueέ on the warning that pops up.   
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!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘƻǎŜΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ, as seen below.  Select a location near 

you and click ά/ƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΦέ

 

The next screen will ask you about your keyboard.  For most, the default selection will be the 

best choice, but if the detected language or keyboard layout is incorrect, make the correct 

selection, ǘƘŜƴ ŎƭƛŎƪ άContinue.έ 
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Once a keyboard selection ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ your user 

account.  The username and password are the two most important fields on this page.  DO NOT 

forget your username or password.  ̧ ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΗ  hƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ŀǎ 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ōŜƭƻǿΣ ŎƭƛŎƪ άContinue.έ 
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Now, you should see the screen below.  Linux Mint is now installing, and ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ 

for it to finish.  Take a break.  Get a cup of coffee.  Come back in a few minutes. 
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hƴŎŜ [ƛƴǳȄ aƛƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΦ  /ƭƛŎƪ 

ǘƘŜ άRestart Nowέ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦ 

 

Linux Mint will begin to reboot.  You may be prompted to remove a disc during the reboot 

procedure.  The disc is removed automatically by VirtualBox, so, if prompted, simply press the 

Enter key to move on.  After the reboot is finished, you should see the login screen. 
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/ƭƛŎƪ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǳǎŜǊƴŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŜƴǘŜǊ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀǎǎǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛŎƪ άOKΦέ  Lǘ 

will then log you into your new Linux desktop.   
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Step 4: Update Linux Mint 

Install Updates 
At this time, ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ to dive in and start using your Linux installation.  

However, it is wise to install any updates for an operating system before getting carried away.   

Linux Mint includes a handy tool that makes updating simple.  In the lower right hand corner, 

click the icon that looks like a shield with an exclamation point: 

 

A new window will open and it will tell you that it is checking ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ǳǇŘŀǘŜǎΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ 

ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ŀ ǎcreen like this (the listed updates may be different for you). 
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/ƭƛŎƪ ǘƘŜ άInstall Updatesέ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇΦ  ! ǇƻǇǳǇ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀǎǎǿƻǊŘΦ  

9ƴǘŜǊ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛŎƪ άAuthenticate.έ  ¢ƘŜƴ let the program run its magic.  Once updates are 

installed, the program will check for any other available updates.  Quite often, it finds more 

updates and a new list will appear.   

LŦ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ŎƭƛŎƪ ǘƘŜ άInstall Updatesέ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛŎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ  

Repeat as many times as necessary.  I have never needed to do this more than twice.   

During the update process, if asked, allow the updater to replace or edit any configurations or 

files.  When finished, close the Update Manager window using the X button in the top right 

corner of the window. 
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Step 5: Use Linux Mint 

Navigating the User Interface 
Linux Mint has a fairly intuitive user interface, particularly for anyone familiar with Microsoft 

Windows.   

 

The bar at the bottom is the central hub for the operating system.  On the left is the operating 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ Menu for applications and operating system functions (basically, it is the Start 

menu from Windows).   

Immediately right of that are shortcuts for quickly accessing common programs and tasks.  

²ŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƭƪ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘǎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘŀǊƛƭȅΦ 

 

The middle of the bar displays any open applications and allows switching between and 

managing open windows.   

 

And the right of the bar contains system information and settings. 

 

Hovering the mouse pointer over any of these features raises a tooltip explaining what the item 

is.   

 



P a g e 23 | 31 

 

The desktop contains either two or three shortcuts to commonly accessed places in the file 

system.  Computer opens the root of the fƛƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǇŜƴǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊȅΣ 

and CD/DVD drive will open any disc loaded into your virtual machine.  You can add additional 

or move existing shortcuts as desired. 

 

Right clicking your mouse pointer on most objects opens a context menu.  On the desktop, for 

example, the following menu appears when right-clicking. 

 

 

As you saw when interacting with the updater above, programs are opened in bordered 

windows.  The top of each window contains the title in the center, and buttons for 

manipulating the window on the right.  In order from left to right, those buttons are minimize, 
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maximize, and close.  Many programs also include several menus containing actions and 

options for the program just under the title. 

 

While the naming and color scheme of Linux Mint differs slightly, the workflow and general 

interactions should be easily learned by anyone familiar with Windows or OS X. 

 

Common Default Applications 

Web Browser 

 

The most commonly accessed computer application in this day and age is the web browser.  

[ƛƴǳȄ aƛƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ ǿŜō ōǊƻǿǎŜǊ ƛǎ aƻȊƛƭƭŀ CƛǊŜŦƻȄΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘǎ 

section in the bottom bar, or in the Menu at the left. 
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While it features a slightly different color scheme, this web browser is extremely similar to any 

of the popular web browsers in use in Windows or OS X.   

Email Client 

 

While many people use a web browser based email client, such as the Gmail website, there is 

still a demand for traditional email programs.  Linux Mint by default includes the excellent 

Thunderbird email client.  It is available in the Menu under the Internet sub-heading, and, like 

Firefox, is extremely similar to its Windows and OS X counterparts. 
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Office Suite 

 

Linux Mint includes the LibreOffice office suite by default.  While not as polished as Microsoft 

Office in my opinion, it is a great program that is more than capable of most office suite tasks.   

The document editor is called LibreOffice Writer, the spreadsheet editor is called LibreOffice 

Calc, and the slideshow editor is called LibreOffice Impress.  Each of these programs is available 

in the Menu under the Office sub-heading. 
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Multimedia Players 

 

Under the Sound & Video sub-hŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŜƴǳΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ Banshee and VLC Media Player.  

Banshee is a music library management system roughly equivalent to iTunes and Windows 

Media Player.   

VLC Media Player is a no-nonsense music and video player capable of playing every popular file 

format. 
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Installing Additional Applications 
If you want to search for and install new software for Linux, look no further than the Software 

Manager.  Available under the Administration sub-heading in the Menu, the Software Manager 

is an easily searchable listing of thousands of popular applications.  Simply browse by category 

or search using the bar at right.  You will likely be prompted for your password when opening 

this program. 

 

 

 

 


