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INTRODUCTION

This book is about getting started with DOS—the disk operating system
for the family of IBM-compatible personal computers—but it doesn’t
stop with DOS. It is about much more, because there are two halves to
this book, even though you won’t find them broken out in separate sec-
tions. One half of the book—the part you would expect to find—teaches
the things you need to know about getting started with DOS and getting
the most out of it. The other part, equally valuable, teaches what you
need to know in order to be a wily, smart, and effective user of a small
personal computer.

On the one hand, this book tells you about DOS and how to make
good use of the commands that are built into it. On the other, it also
gives you information on such topics as how to choose intelligently
among the hundreds of programs offered for sale. Both halves of this
book are based on something that sets it apart from many others: practi-
cal advice. In these pages, you'll find out how to make your personal
computer work for you. You'll learn what works and what doesn’t, what
to buy, what to use, and none of this advice is theoretical; it’s based on 25
years of experience working on all kinds of computers, from personal
computers to mainframes. The last 10 of those years have been dedicated
to working with personal computers, often ten hours a day or more, six
or seven days a week on projects ranging from programming to writing
articles and columns for PC Week and PC Magazine, to all the myriad
tasks that a personal computer can do that contribute to running a com-
pany. This book is a result of that experience, leavened with a healthy
dose of common sense—something we all rely on, and something this
book will help you develop when dealing with DOS and your personal
computer.

Help When You Need It

Perhaps you are the enthusiastic first-time owner of a personal com-
puter. Perhaps your work is forcing you to use a computer you aren’t
really sure you want to deal with. Perhaps you are considering getting a

Xi



Xii

Peter Norton’s DOS 5.0 Guide, Fourth Edition

computer, and you want to learn a little of what computers are all about
(and how to spend your money wisely). If you fit any of these three de-
scriptions, then this book is for you.

This is a help book for beginning computers users—people who will
be working with the family of IBM-compatible personal computers. How
can you get the most help from it?

e If you are completely new to computers and don’t understand
them at all, read Chapter 1. It explains the fundamental ideas
about how a computer and its operating system (DOS) work. Also,
use the narrative glossary in Appendix B; it defines some of the
most commonly-used technical terms related to computers, but it
ties the definitions together in a narrative rather than dictionary-
like form, so it’s easier to read and understand.

* Check the chapter headings. They will guide yon into the material
you need. ’

Most of all, this book is here to help you through the small traumas of
beginning to use your computer. Every new experience brings its plea-
sures and pains, but the pains tend to come first. And the problems of
“‘computer phobia” are now legendary. Whether you are a reluctant be-
ginner or a starting enthusiast, this book will help you make your use of
DOS easier. Computers are for everyone.

This book won’t, by the way, go into the overly technical details of
using DOS. Your computer’s manuals do that nicely. What it will do is
help you understand what those manuals are about and, more impor-
tantly, it will help you get started. And it will do something more that
your computer’s manuals cannot, or dare not, do: It will give you advice
about what’s good and bad in software that you may be thinking about
buying.

Variations in DOS

Like everything else mankind has created, DOS has a history, and this
history is reflected in the version numbers, such as 3.10 and 5.00, which
indicate what edition of DOS you have. You need to know at least a little
about these version numbers to know where you stand with DOS.

The major changes to DOS are reflected in the whole numbers, like
the five in version 5.00. The lesser numbers indicate minor, less impor-
tant changes in the progress of DOS. Of course, there are improvements
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and additions made in each version of DOS; the only really important
thing is that you have a version no earlier than 2.00. The one-series was
really the infancy of DOS. If by any chance you have one of those, you
should trade it in for a newer version, but it’s unlikely that you do. What-
ever version of DOS came with your computer, it’s almost certainly the
right one for you to use.

The most popular versions seem to be 3.10, 3.20, and 3.30. Quite
likely, you have one of these or the newer 4.00 or 5.00. This book de-
scribes the features of the latest version of DOS, 5.00. If you have an
earlier version, a few of the things I mention here may not apply to your
computer and to your DOS. Not to worry, as long as you have a version
later than the one-series, you should be fine. If it is at all possible, I'd
personally recommend that you update your DOS to version 5.00.

There are several ways you can find out what version of DOS your com-
puter is using. One way is to look at your DOS manual. It will have the
version number on the cover or title page. There are also two ways your
computer can tell you which version of DOS it has. When you start up
your computer with DOS, you ordinarily see the version number at the
beginning of your session. There is also a DOS command called VER that
tells DOS itself to report its version number to you. I'll be discussing how
to start your computer with DOS and how to use the VER command early
in the book.

In Appendix A, we will take a closer look at the various DOS versions.
We will discuss why there are a number of versions and what differences
you cap expect when you change from one version to another.

DOS and Your PC

Just before I end this introduction and plunge with you into DOS, let’s
pause to define two terms: DOS and the family of IBM-compatible personal
computers.

DOS is the name used by IBM for the main operating system that runs
on the IBM PC family. DOS was created for IBM by Microsoft, a leading
company in software for personal computers. Microsoft also provides ver-
sions of DOS for many other computers; these other versions are usually
called MS-DOS (short for Microsoft DOS).

To distinguish their version of DOS, IBM calls it IBM DOS (the old
name was PC-DOS). Whether we call it DOS, IBM DOS, PC-DOS, or
MS-DOS, we're essentially talking about the same thing. The differences
between DOS for one computer and DOS for another are quite minor.
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However, since this book is for use with IBM-compatible computers and
the IBM version of DOS, we’ll follow the IBM standard when there are
differences between one version of DOS and another.

Now, what about the computers that use DOS? There are now three
basic families of IBM computers that use DOS: the PS/2 series, the newer
PS/1 series, and the original personal computers: the PC, PC XT, and PC
AT. While all three of these families use the same DOS and run the same
software, most of the PS/2 models have different internal hardware—
collectively, these are known as Micro Channel computers. IBM itself no
longer makes the original personal computers, but many other compa-
nies make a range of compatibles.

IBM’s PS/2 and PS/1 families have themselves grown quite large. At
the low end, there are economical machines that offer performance
similar to the original PC AT. At the high end, there are very powerful
machines, like the PS/2 models 90 and 95, which are designed for inten-
sive computing or for supporting a computer netwoik.

The original PC family’s—and more recently the PS/2 family’s—vast
popularity has seen them grow far beyond what IBM itself offers. Other
companies have broadened our choices by producing models that are
highly compatible with the IBM products and offer combinations of fea-
tures that aren’t exactly matched by any IBM model. Notable among.
these extended members of the family are many models by Compaq,
Tandy, Toshiba, Dell, and Epson. In truth, there are more good varia-
tions on the old workhorse PC AT than we could wiggle a floppy disk at.
All of these machines can be considered legitimate members of the full
PC family; they all use the same DOS that you'll learn about in this book.
Thus, when I refer to a “PC” or to a “personal computer,” I mean any
machine that runs DOS—that is, any member of one of the IBM or IBM-
compatible personal computer families.
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Introduction

To use your computer successfully you need to have an idea of what it is
and how it functions. By this, I don’t mean the computer technician’s
understanding of what’s going on under the cover of your machine. I
mean just a simple, practical, working idea of what’s what: the sort of
working knowledge that you need of a car in order to be a safe driver—
not what a mechanic needs to know, but what a driver needs to know.

This chapter will lay out some basic computer concepts for you. We’ll
cover these concepts in four parts: First, we’ll look at the computer meta-
phorically, as if it were a human office worker. Then, we’ll consider what
this “office worker” can do and what it can’t. Next, we’ll look at the im-
portance of an operating system like DOS. Finally, we’ll wrap up this
chapter with a practical matter—the two quite different ways you can use
your computer.

The Computer as Worker

The best way I know to explain how a computer works, to help make
sense of its parts, and to show how they work together, is to pretend the
computer is an office worker. Let’s suppose you are at work. Your boss
tells you that you will have a new personal assistant with only one respon-
sibility: to help you with your work. But, the boss tells you privately, this
assistant isn’t very bright. Conscientious, yes; hard-working, yes; but
bright, intelligent, imaginative? Absolutely not. A helper to assist with
whatever you ask to be done, but one who has to be given instructions in
laborious detail. A worker with lots of energy but absolutely no initiative,
no common sense, no independence.

You don’t need me to tell you the identity of your new assistant: obvi-
ously, it's your computer. Let’s see, then, what your computer assistant
has to offer, what it needs to get any work done, and what you’ll have to
do to get any useful work out of it.

Parts of the Computer

Your computer has, as they say, an electronic brain. This brain (and
as you'll see, it’s a “pea brain,” for sure) goes by various names in com-
puter terminology. Basically, it is the central processing unit, or just the
processor, for short. This “brain” is the central, fundamental part of a
computer, and sometimes people refer to just this one part as being the



