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Foreword

Matt is leading the charge to make technology serve you, the individual, and
a new generation of innovators. BeagleBone Black is his newest, strongest—
and most affordable—tool for building understanding, mastery, and just out-
right fun electronics projects. As one of the creators of this tool that enables
just about anyone to sense, control and manage the data in the world around
them, I’m obviously proud of what it can do. No amount of pride, however, is
going to help you understand BeagleBone’s capabilities or how to master
them. Matt’s contribution with this book is a piece previously missing from
the Beagle-verse and one I’m confident will help you in your journey along
the path he’s paving.

When I was quite young, it was two books that set me on the path to under-
standing what could be accomplished with programmable electronics: Get-
ting Started in Electronics by Forrest M. Mims III and Getting Started with
TRS-80 BASIC by George Stewart. At the time, my experience with each
programming and electronics was a separate endeavor. Programming was,
at the time, the way you made use of a computer. The computer wasn’t bur-
dened with the storage of family photos or even precious business data, be-
cause my mom’s business data was safely removed using floppy disks and
stored away from my exploration. I was able to type in instructions to do
whatever I could imagine, as long as I didn’t open the box.

Far away from the computer, I was making runs to Radio Shack and buying
components to build circuits that blinked LEDs and reacted to the ambient
light in the room. It was almost a decade before I started connecting com-
ponents up to microprocessors. As much as I had enjoyed modifying the
games I’d typed into the computer such that I’d always win, having my pro-
grams interact with the physical world around me was an entirely new source
of fire in my soul. All the everyday technology around me took on new mean-
ing as I could understand how to make it myself and make it behave as I
wanted.

When Gerald Coley, the hardware designer of BeagleBone Black and all of
the BeagleBoard.org boards, approached me in 2007 to do something new
with TI’s ARM processors to bring the technology to a much wider audience,
the idea of bringing back something closer to my childhood programming
and electronics experiences fell naturally out of our discussions with our col-
leagues. Gerald’s passion for excellence in electronics is something that has
proven itself invaluable to the BeagleBoard.org community and me
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personally. Gerald has certainly never been one to be satisfied with typical
notions of what is good enough.

With the emergence of so many new do-it-yourself electronics tools in recent
years, I’m thrilled that many aspects of my childhood electronics experien-
ces are once again available to technology-minded individuals looking to
build something new of their own for the first time. It seems, however, that
this split—between programmable computers that let you do what you ex-
pect to do with a computer, such as browse the web or even act as a web
server, and devices that are great to talk to real-world components like mo-
tors, temperature sensors and light switches—is still quite prevalent.
BeagleBone spans that divide.

Thanks now to Matt’s effort with this book, I’m quite hopeful many more
people will learn what programmable electronics can enable for them and
experience what Gerald has offered to all of us. Even more, I hope it is a part
of educating the next generation at any age how to make technology serve
them, rather than merely living with someone else’s idea of the perfect gadg-
et who’s purpose is to serve that someone else’s goals.

—Jason Kridner
BeagleBoard.org cofounder and author/maintainer of BoneScript
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Preface

I first noticed the BeagleBone in 2011. At the
time, most of my projects involved the Arduino,
so I was quite curious when I saw a board that
looked a little bit like an Arduino but acted more
like a full computer. It seemed a bit complicat-
ed, so I was initially skeptical that I would be
able to get anything working with it. Nonethe-
less, I ordered a BeagleBone and eagerly
anticipated its arrival.
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When it arrived, I was first amused by its dimensions. It fit in the palm of my
hand and could even be enclosed within an Altoids tin. In fact, it fit almost
too perfectly inside the tin. The radius of the rounded corners seemed to
indicate that it was designed for such an enclosure. I’d later learn that, indeed
it was designed that way.

After a lot of Internet searching and brushing up on how to write scripts within
Linux, I had the BeagleBone blinking an LED, a common first step with hard-
ware development platforms. Soon thereafter, I was reading the state of but-
tons, pulling images from a webcam, printing text with a receipt printer, and
connecting the board to the Internet.

My first big project with the BeagleBone was called the Descriptive Camera.
It worked a lot like a regular camera: point it at a scene that you want to
capture and then hit the shutter button. But that’s where the similarities with
a camera end. Instead of saving a photograph, this prototype camera outputs
a text description of the scene that you’ve captured. And it even spits it out
of the front of the camera like a Polaroid print.

The Descriptive Camera didn’t use any fancy computer vision algorithms to
convert the image into text. It actually used crowd sourcing. After hitting the
shutter button, the photo would be uploaded to Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
service, where you can pay people online to do small tasks like transcribing
audio, identifying terms in a contract, or in this case, describe a photo. After
the person submitted the text, it would be outputted by the camera’s printer.

The BeagleBone was the perfect platform for this endeavor. Making a project
that brings together a USB webcam, an Internet connection, buttons, LEDs,
and the receipt printer, all while enclosing it in a small box would have been

x Preface



very difficult with many of the other platforms out there. As a tool, the Bea-
gleBone is so capable and flexible that I could have created this same exact
project in so many different ways.

But I know from experience that having a tool that’s so versatile can make
things hard when you’re just starting out. There’s no right way to do any single
thing, so you can feel paralyzed before you’ve even begun.

My hope is that this book will get you through that initial phase. It will give
you just enough of the basics in a few different realms so that you can start
digging deeper on your own. Having a few different ways to do the same thing
means you can settle on the way that you’re most comfortable with and focus
on making your vision a reality.

Conventions Used in This Book
The following typographical conventions are used in this book:

Italic
Indicates new terms, URLs, email addresses, filenames, and file exten-
sions.

Constant width
Used for program listings, as well as within paragraphs to refer to pro-
gram elements such as variable or function names, databases, data
types, environment variables, statements, and keywords.

Constant width bold
Shows commands or other text that should be typed literally by the user.

Constant width italic
Shows text that should be replaced with user-supplied values or by val-
ues determined by context.

This icon signifies a tip, suggestion, or general note.

This icon indicates a warning or caution.

Using Code Examples
This book is here to help you get your job done. In general, you may use the
code in this book in your programs and documentation. You do not need to
contact us for permission unless you’re reproducing a significant portion of
the code. For example, writing a program that uses several chunks of code
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from this book does not require permission. Selling or distributing a CD-ROM
of examples from Make: books does require permission. Answering a ques-
tion by citing this book and quoting example code does not require permis-
sion. Incorporating a significant amount of example code from this book into
your product’s documentation does require permission.

We appreciate,but do not require, attribution. An attribution usually includes
the title, author, publisher, and ISBN. For example: “Getting Started With
BeagleBone by Matt Richardson (Maker Media). Copyright 2014,
978-1-4493-4537-2.”

If you feel your use of code examples falls outside fair use or the permission
given here, feel free to contact us at bookpermissions@makermedia.com.

Safari® Books Online
Safari Books Online is an on-demand digital library that
delivers expert content in both book and video form from
the world’s leading authors in technology and business.

Technology professionals, software developers, web designers, and business
and creative professionals use Safari Books Online as their primary resource
for research, problem solving, learning, and certification training.

Safari Books Online offers a range of product mixes and pricing programs for
organizations, government agencies, and individuals. Subscribers have ac-
cess to thousands of books, training videos, and prepublication manuscripts
in one fully searchable database from publishers like Maker Media, O’Reilly
Media, Prentice Hall Professional, Addison-Wesley Professional, Microsoft
Press, Sams, Que, Peachpit Press, Focal Press, Cisco Press, John Wiley &
Sons, Syngress, Morgan Kaufmann, IBM Redbooks, Packt, Adobe Press, FT
Press, Apress, Manning, New Riders, McGraw-Hill, Jones & Bartlett, Course
Technology, and dozens more. For more information about Safari Books On-
line, please visit us online.

How to Contact Us
Please address comments and questions concerning this book to the pub-
lisher:

Make:
1005 Gravenstein Highway North
Sebastopol, CA 95472
800-998-9938 (in the United States or Canada)
707-829-0515 (international or local)
707-829-0104 (fax)
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Make: unites, inspires, informs, and entertains a growing community of re-
sourceful people who undertake amazing projects in their backyards,
basements, and garages. Make: celebrates your right to tweak, hack, and
bend any technology to your will. The Make: audience continues to be a
growing culture and community that believes in bettering ourselves, our en-
vironment, our educational system—our entire world. This is much more
than an audience, it’s a worldwide movement that Make is leading—we call
it the Maker Movement.

For more information about Make:, visit us online:

Make: magazine: http://makezine.com/magazine/
Maker Faire: http://makerfaire.com
Makezine.com: http://makezine.com
Maker Shed: http://makershed.com/

We have a web page for this book, where we list errata, examples, and any
additional information. You can access this page at:

http://oreil.ly/Getting-Started-BeagleBone

To comment or ask technical questions about this book, send email to:

bookquestions@oreilly.com

Content Updates

August, 2014
This book was updated in July 2014 to cover Revision C of the BeagleBone
Black as well as the move from Ångström to Debian as the default Linux
distribution for BeagleBone. Reader errata that was current as of that date
was also resolved.
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