
My recent review of Open Office (Technical Support, 12/04)
generated a few emails from readers who feel I “pick on”
Microsoft products. In the article I made a few pokes at

Microsoft Office as an overly complex solution for many tasks.
While I always appreciate feedback, I feel a bit misunderstood. I

have supported Microsoft products professionally since the days of
MS-DOS, and have been Microsoft Certified in various capacities for
years. Today I support Windows servers and desktops and use
Microsoft products on a daily basis, just like many of you—and yes, I
even like some of them!

Rest assured, my goal isn’t to besmirch Windows, but rather to point
out interesting and effective alternatives to the usual software solutions.

In spite of that goal, I have never reviewed an alternative operating
system for this magazine. OS’s represent the ultimate computing
choice, and since our reader surveys indicate strong interest in Linux,
this month I am going to stray beyond the theme of alternative appli-
cations on Windows to a complete alternative to Windows.

Although there are some alternative OS’s that are ready for the
enterprise (such as Macintosh OSX), the enterprise is probably not
ready for them; there remain too many limitations for realistic cor-
porate deployment.

However, I have been testing the Novell Linux Desktop 9 (NLD) for
the past month and for the first time I believe that Windows may have
genuine competition for corporate desktops in the near future.

I recall testing an early attempt at an enterprise desktop Linux dis-
tribution from Caldera back in 1999. Even though Caldera was one of
the slicker Linux distros, and we had already been using Linux for
server tasks for quite awhile (and so were comfortable supporting it), it
was clear then that Linux had a long ways to go to be a realistic desk-
top system. Despite many efforts such as Caldera’s, a realistic desktop
Linux solution has been trumpeted as “on the horizon” for years now
without ever coming to fruition.

With NLD, we may be finally be over that horizon.

OVERVIEW

Novell Desktop Linux is really a tweaked version of SuSE Linux 9.
Although I try to avoid taking sides in the often rabid arguments about
which Linux distribution is superior, I think it is fair to say that SuSE
enjoys a reputation as a stable, well-executed distribution.

Novell bought SuSE in 2003, and despite causing some discomfort
in the Linux community with fears of complex licensure and other
behavior anathema to the open-source ideal, Novell has made a clear

statement with the release of NLD; SuSE will remain an enthusiast-
oriented product and NLD will soldier on into the corporate world.

Both SuSE and NLD are based on the Linux 2.6 kernel, and their
underlying technology is very similar. It’s in the presentation, support,
and intent that NLD differs.

REQUIREMENTS

Requirements are typical for a modern Linux distro. A Pentium II
with a bootable CD drive, 128MB of RAM, and around 4G of disk
space are needed, depending on options chosen. These requirements
are modest enough to extend the lives of legacy hardware that may be
ideal targets for a Linux solution.

I was certainly impressed that an NLD test install went smoothly
on my four-year-old Toshiba laptop very much at the low end of
those requirements.

Other Linux distributions I’ve tried on that machine have required con-
siderable manual intervention, so I consider it to be something of an acid
test for real-world Linux installs—NLD handled installation with aplomb.

PRICING AND SUPPORT

The basic NLD package consists of three CDs or a single DVD.
Licensing and pricing are rather complex with many support and

licensing options (after all, this is how Linux distros must distinguish
themselves), but as a rough guide, $50 (MSRP) per device buys you the
OS and a one-year subscription to patches, updates, basic install sup-
port, and upgrades to future versions within the year.

NLD can be purchased directly from Novell or from a number of
resellers.

Numerous support options are available, especially for migration
challenges. In addition, many options for comprehensive training for
end users and technical staff are available.

INSTALLATION

For this review, I installed from CD.
NLD gets off to a very impressive start with an easy install process

using a Novell-branded and slightly modified version of the YaST
installer from SuSE.

YaST is an excellent installer, and the NLD version improves on it
by automating and simplifying many steps to avoid common Linux pit-
falls that trap new users, such as monitor resolution.
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Of course, it is possible to delve into more complex installs, but
NLD’s installer is geared towards simplicity, and presents few obvious
options beyond the users preferred default desktop environment and a
few other customization choices. Considering NLD’s target audience,
limited choice is preferable, and I found that accepting all defaults
resulted in a painless install on my test systems.

Accepting the defaults is what NLD is all about, really. Indeed, I ran
into minor difficulties when I attempted to circumvent the basic NLD
offering and perform extensive customization.

But that doesn’t mean NLD can’t be tailored. For corporate
deployment, customization is key, and the powerful AutoYaST tool
is available to accomplish that without the hiccups that result from
attempting to customize a basic YaST install.

AutoYaST is my favorite tool for creating baseline configs to install
from a central server, and offers a wealth of methods to connect the
workstation to the distribution server. It works very well once a basic
install image is established.

DESKTOP ENVIRONMENTS

As mentioned, the primary option in NLD is the choice of either
KDE 3.3 or Gnome 2.6 as the default user desktop interface.

I’ll leave the virtues and flaws of each to be argued over (end-
lessly!) among Linux fans, but suffice to say that both are solid and
easy to use even for neophytes. However, I am writing this review
primarily from the perspective of the Gnome interface because NLD
is intended as a comparable alternative to Windows and arguably,
Gnome has the simpler interface that is least likely to unsettle neo-
phyte users.

In either desktop, Novell's branding is everywhere, but it seems
Novell is more committed to Gnome, judging by the tighter integration
of the Evolution package (see below) and the fact that the branding
appears to have been carried out with a bit more zeal in Gnome than in
KDE. Most Novell end-user training materials concentrate more heav-
ily on Gnome as well.

BOOT AND LOGIN SESSIONS

Branding is apparent once again in the simple user login screen. It is
graphically pleasing and should prove comforting for new users.

There are a few available options for the curious, such as logging
into a KDE session instead, or a fail-safe (minimal driver) session.

I find these just a little too easy for nosy users to stumble into. I
hate to think what a neophyte user would make of the XWindow man-
ager FVWM. Of course, you can eliminate access to these options
through the login manager or by editing GDM.conf, but it would be
best if the sort of non-technical users NLD is aimed at never knew
these options existed.

USE AND APPLICATIONS

NLD is clearly a true desktop Linux, there are almost no server-
oriented packages included in the install. True to an end-user product,
NLD is also impressively secure right out of the box with a solid
built-in firewall set by default to keep most ports closed.

In keeping with NLD’s conservative approach, NLD does not include
as many applications as most other Linux distros. Rather than bleeding-
edge software, NLD ships with a pared-down set of applications that are

precisely targeted to typical corporate needs, and generally those appli-
cations a few iterations older than the very latest releases in favor of
tried-and-true software.

Conservative is what corporate users want and need, and in NLD,
they get it. Unlike many distros with a bewildering array of software
tools for a given task, Novell has aimed for a simplified, best-of-
breed package. Although they may have missed the mark here and
there, Novell has done a fine job of covering key corporate needs
with the office suite OpenOffice, and especially with the productivity
suite Evolution.

Evolution 2.0.1
Evolution is a feature-comparable replacement for Microsoft

Outlook, providing calendaring, email, and collaboration tools in one
application. It is a very practical solution to communication and col-
laboration needs in the corporate world.

Scheduling is outstanding; calendars may be shared on the web, and
offer compatibility with other platforms that support the iCalendar for-
mat such as MS Exchange.

Solid Palm support is built-in to Evolution; task, contact, and calen-
dar items can be synced with Palm clients. In my testing this worked
very well, surely welcome news to any Palm administrator who has
struggled with Palm/MS Exchange connectivity.

There isn’t much to be said about the email client other than that it
works very well.

I did appreciate the strong filtering features, and the upcoming ver-
sion of Evolution will feature tighter integration with SpamAssasin for
even better spam control beyond filtering.

In spite of being a Novell product, support for Microsoft Exchange
in Evolution is more advanced than that of Novell’s own GroupWise.
Currently, Novell shops deploying Evolution need to add GroupWise
support via the Java client, in contrast to the support built-in Exchange
support via the Exchange Connector tool. Though I had little difficulty
enabling GroupWise connectivity with the Java client, obviously native
support is preferable. Novell says a native GroupWise client will be
available for GroupWise customers soon.

Finally, the data stored or accessible in Evolution is easily shared
with other NLD applications—tasks can be viewed as a desktop item,
and Instant Messaging buddies can be automatically added from the
address book. I haven’t examined this feature in detail, but what it
clearly signals is a very open and customizable product.

OpenOffice 1.1.3
OpenOffice is obviously a key part of the NLD value proposition;

without it NLD would not be realistically useful in a corporate envi-
ronment. Must-haves such as word processing and spreadsheets are
met in OpenOffice, with a few thoughtful tweaks added by Novell.
Since I reviewed the full OpenOffice suite recently (12/04), I will
only briefly highlight some of the changes Novell has made to the
NLD version.

Foremost among the enhancements to OpenOffice is the remark-
able integration with the Evolution package; in short, this is as close
as you can get to an MS Office/Outlook like combo. Novell has also
unified the appearance of OpenOffice with the desktop itself, so users
feel continuity as they switch between applications. Lastly, Novell
has added some back office features allowing for sophisticated data
management, such as mining contact fields or name fields for data
export to custom applications.
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Finally, the Novell OpenOffice edition preserves macros in docu-
ments converted from MS Office files. While OpenOffice does not yet
use these macros, at least they won’t be lost when collaborating with
MS Office users. This is definitely welcome news to any administrator
who must protect those all-important macros many users demand.

iFolder 2.1.4
iFolder is a tool for cross-platform synchronization of user files

between different locations via the web, remote access, or internal net-
works. NLD features a built-in iFolder client, akin to the available
Windows client.

iFolder is one of the best products of its kind and included in it NLD
provides a practical and powerful way to ensure that documents are
always fresh and available from any location.

Nautilus 2.6.3
Traditionally, Linux file management has stumped non-technical

users who cannot grasp Linux’s lack of drive-letter designations or its
device-agnostic directory structure. Manipulating files and storage
media often proves very frustrating to those new to Linux.

Nautilus is NLD’s solution to this problem, and they have chosen
well. Nautilus looks very much like Windows, and features a comfort-
ing Windows-like “MyComputer” and similar very familiar methods of
navigation that new users will grasp instantly. Beyond the obvious,
however, it has some powerful pop-up recursive directory tools that
will meet the advancing needs of users as they become more familiar
with the Linux file system.

And The Rest
There are no big surprises in the applications included in the NLD

distro, all the basics are there. Web Browsing is covered by Mozilla
Firefox, Instant Messaging is by the very capable multi-service GAIM
client, and the usual Linux graphics line-up is found in the GIMP
image editor, along with media player tools and must-haves like
Adobe Acrobat.

One attribute worth noting however, is well-executed support for
enterprises that use terminal services or remote application services.
These tools are a necessity for many enterprises and NLD includes
effective clients for both Windows Terminal Server and Citrix.

CONCLUSION

In a way, Novell Linux Desktop is not a terribly ambitious product,
and that is its strength. Enterprise computing is by necessity a con-
servative realm, and no company wants to deploy a product that will
complicate daily work and frustrate end users.

Novell marketing materials openly discuss how Linux may be best
deployed as an enterprise desktop workstation, and where deployment
should be avoided. Making realistic claims regarding cost and benefits
without smoke and mirrors is refreshingly creative marketing.

Novell suggests that NLD is ideal for transaction-worker applica-
tions such as retail point-of-sale (POS) systems. Linux shines in such
deployments because of its security, low system resource consumption,
and stability.

After all, users of such systems typically perform specific, repetitive
tasks on their PCs that don’t require comprehensive retraining. Indeed, I
have seen deployments of Linux as POS terminals where the users were
never aware that the OS platform had changed—the end applications

behaved and looked so similar to the previously used Windows version
that they simply never noticed the change.

However, the enterprise office is the area many of us support. Even
if you are intrigued by Linux’s acknowledged benefits in licensing cost
or security, you still have to ask “but will it play in Peoria?”

In other words, will Jane Salesperson or Joe Receptionist have any
idea what to do with Linux?

Just a year or so ago, the answer was plain—no way. Now though,
the answer is getting cloudier; many Linux vendors have been making
inexorable progress towards a realistically user-friendly desktop Linux,
and Novell may be very close to achieving it.

NLD is not perfect, but Windows certainly isn’t either. The question
ultimately becomes one of how much you wish to spend for imperfection.

Considering that NLD is a complete, if imperfect, solution for an office
workstation for less than 50 dollars, for many implementations it will
become harder and harder to justify the cost of Windows. Perhaps we will
even see a time when Windows is simply…another alternative. 

Jim Justen is the NaSPA VP of Shareware. He worked in broadcast engineering
in the early ’80s, and as the “electronics guy,” was assigned to support early
PCs, networks and embedded systems.
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