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Nitrous.io 
Signing Up 

Open up your browser and go to Nitrous.io. 

Click on “Sign Up for Free” and follow the instructions. 

Creating a Box 
Nitrous supports many different programming languages. We 

are going to work with Ruby and Rails. Even more exciting, we are 
going to learn how to build web applications using Rails. 

Once you have signed up and logged in, you will see a screen 
like the one on the next page: 

!
!
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Your free account will give you enough Nitrous to create just one 
box, but this will be sufficient for this course. So go ahead and click on 
“New Box”! 

You can give your box a name. You can also select the region you 
live in so Nitrous will be running on a server near to you. But most of 
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all, make sure you click on the BIG Ruby/Rails button so that Nitrous 
knows to set up all the things you need! 

Once you have done that, hit “Create Box” and you will see this: 

How cool is that! Nitrous has set you up with a complete desktop 
in your browser with a finder space on the left side where you can see 
all your files and folders (although we only have one folder called 
“workspace” just now), a big area for editing your code, a console 
along the bottom where you can run your code and do all sorts of 
exciting things. There is even a chat room where you can talk to your 
friends while you code! 

There’s loads of stuff in there and you don’t need to do a thing to 
keep it all up to date - Nitrous will do that for you. This is one of the BIG 
advantages of “working in the cloud”. 

!
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Working at the 
Console 

Linux is there to help you !
Any computer program needs to run inside an operating system. 

That operating system acts as an environment for the program to live 
in, so that it can communicate with files, printers, mouse and keyboard, 
for example. If we are aiming to build a web application, then we really 
need an operating system that is good at multi-tasking. There are lots 
of things that it needs to do at the same time - it might be saving some 
date to a file file for one user, while doing some sums for another, and 
waiting for a third one to fill in a form. Unix is a very stable multi-
tasking operating system that was developed by some talented 
computer scientists at Bell Labs in the 1960s. Unfortunately, it is a bit 
expensive. So instead, we will use Linux, which is an open source 
version of Unix. The kernel of Linux was first released in 1991 by Linus 
Torvalds, and it has developed since then into an operating system 
that is very widely used by the web application development and 
deployment community. 

The Console at the bottom of your Nitrous desktop is your 
window into the Linux operating system. These is where you type in 
commands to get Linux to do useful things for you. We can make the 
window a bit bigger, which is worth doing for this chapter and the next 
as we are not going to use the editor for a little while. Just move the 
cursor so that it is over the line that divides the editor window from the 
console and a double sided arrow will appear. Then click on the line 
and drag it upwards so that your Nitrous desktop looks something like 
this: 
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Computers try to hide low-level commands for everyday use. 
However, if you are developing programs then you really need to learn 
to talk directly to the operating system through the console. It’s a little 
bit harder to get started as you need to learn some commands instead 
of just clicking on things, but you soon start to remember the 
commands you need. 

Let’s try one or two. Nitrous will have started the console session 
in the “root” folder, or “directory”. As you can see from the finder 
window, you only have one other directory (I am going to stick with the 
term “directory” instead of folder from now onwards as this is the 
terminology of professionals!). This is called “workspace” and we will 
soon be putting some files into it. So, let’s move the console to that 
folder. You use the command “cd” for changing directory (fairly 
obvious really!). So type this at the console and press the “return” key. 
You will see that the prompt in the console reminds you of the 
directory that you have just moved to (see the picture on the next 
page). 
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Is you add in new directories, you gradually build up a tree-like 
structure starting from the “root”. Actually, it is a bit like an upside-
down tree as you will find you think about moving down the tree from 
root to a sub-directory like “workspace”. You can always move up a 
level by typing: 

$ cd .. 

(The dollar sign represents the prompt in the console so you 
don’t actually type that - it is already there). Try it now, and you will end 
up back in the root directory. 

I’ll let you into another little secret - Linux can recognise some of 
the words you might use without you need to type them. This is known 
as “tab autocompletion”. So, for example, in the root directory there is 
only one sub-directory and this starts with a “w” (for workspace). So if 
you now type at the prompt  

$ cd w 

and before pressing the return key, you press the tab key, Linux 
will complete this for you so you will see: 
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$ cd workspace 

You can then press “return” and the directory will change. 

You will find that as time goes by, your directory structure will 
build up to become quite complex. Fortunately, there is a quick way 
“home”. As you may have seen from the command prompt, Linux 
recognises “~” as a shorthand for the root directory. If you type 

$ cd ~ 

from any position in your directory structure, Linux will take you 
back to the root directory. Try it now. 

After all that, you should see a trail of commands rather like the 
above picture. That’s all for Linux for now. Let’s do a little 
programming. 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RVM 
Ruby Version Manager !

The Ruby Version Manager (RVM) is a tool for managing, 
installing and working with multiple Ruby environments. It will work on 
any *-nix operating system. You can find out all about it at: https://
rvm.io 

If you are a Windows fan and at some point wanting to move to 
managing Ruby on your local machine then try Pik (https://www.ruby-
toolbox.com/projects/pik) 

RVM is already installed in Nitrous.io so lets start using it just to 
get a feel for managing the very basics of your Ruby environment. The 
first thing to do is to list the Rubies that are currently installed: 

Note that the editor is not visible. I clicked the icon in the top 
right hand side of the console to toggle it into full screen as we are not 
going to use the editor for a while. 
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You see that when I typed the command “rvm list” I found out 
that version 2.0.0 was the only one installed and that it was the current 
and default Ruby (of course). 

Now suppose I want to work on a project that was started before 
Ruby 2 was released. I will need to use the earlier version of Ruby. Let’s 
first use RVM to install that earlier version (1.9.3 in this hypothetical 
scenario). 

As you see, all I had to do was type “rvm install 1.9.3” and the 
RVM got on with the job. Now if we type “rvm list” we have some more 
info. 

We are not there yet, though. As you can see, we need to send 
another command to change the current Ruby version. 
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Now if we list the Ruby versions again, we will see that 1.9.3 is the 
current version (but not the default): 

This means that Ruby 1.9.3 will only be used for the duration of 
the current console session. When I login again, we will be back to 
Ruby 2. That’s a bit risky if I am going to be working on this old project 
for a while, so lets change 1.9.3 to the default Ruby: 
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What I did here was to set the “—default” flag for the “use” action 
(there are two minus signs before the word “default”), and then enter 
“rvm list” to show the status of my Rubies. 

That is all for now, although there is much, much more that can 
be done with the RVM. We will come back to it later but for now let’s 
just reset everything back to Ruby 2 because that is the version we are 
going to stick with for the time being: 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Updating Rails 
Getting Ready to Start !

It is always worth making sure that you have the latest versions of 
Ruby and of Rails when you are starting a new project. This chapter 
provides an easy recipe for doing just that. Let use first take a look at 
the environment that Nitrous provides you (as of 7 March 2014) when 
you start up a new Rails box: 

As you will recall from the last chapter, Ruby version 2.0.0 is set 
as the default. In addition, I have checked the Rails version (“rails -v”) 
and we see that version 4.0.0 is installed. 

Now, the Rails team recommend usage of Ruby 2.1. It provides 
some performance advantages over 2.0 so it makes sense to use it 
with Rails. In addition, the current stable release of Rails is 4.0.3. This 
contains some important security fixes so it is important to use it. 

As before, we will use the RVM to install this updated version of 
Ruby. However, RVM itself needs to be updated to make sure that it is 
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a version that “knows all about” the latest version of Ruby. We do that 
with “rvm get stable”: 

As it happens, I had already got an updated version of the RVM 
installed, but it you have just started with a new Nitrous box the 
chances are it will need to download and install an update. So you will 
see more messages than I have shown here while it does the 
necessary. 

Now we can use the RVM to install the latest Ruby: 

!
!
!
!
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It takes a little while (but it does tell you what it is doing), so now 
is a good time to make a cup of coffee…  

Now that is done, it is a good time to install the latest version of 
Rails. Rails is prepared as a Ruby “gem”. Gems are Ruby components 
that contain pre-packaged chunks of functionality. This is what makes 
coding in Ruby and Rails so cool - there is massive of prepackaged 
stuff available. With Ruby installed we can just ask for the latest version 
of Rails to be installed as a gem. All the gems that Rails itself depends 
on will also be installed. 

As you will see on the next page, all we need to do is enter the 
command “gem install rails”. This will automatically download the most 
recent stable release. 

!
!
!
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Many more dependent gems than you see here will be 
downloaded (including the Rails gem itself). 

And now we are set to go. Remember that these settings only 
apply to the current Nitrous box. If you (terminate this one and) start a 
new one, you will have to do the same updates. 

!
!
!
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