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Introduction

This is a book about Ruby on Rails and the Rails plugin system. But it’s also a book
about sharing, code reuse, and learning by example. Being the savvy, tuned-in Ruby
developer you are, you already know that some incredibly awesome open source
libraries and code snippets are available to help you accelerate your development proj-
ects. Much of this code is published through the Ruby Gems package system. However,
code that is intended to modify or enhance the popular Ruby on Rails web framework
is usually made available through its own convenient plugin system. These plugins
serve a variety of purposes, and the framework makes it easy to package and distribute
these extensions, all without making actual changes to Rails itself!

In this book, you'll find examinations of what we feel are some of the most power-
ful third-party extensions for Rails. If we've left out your favorite plugin, know that it
wasn’t an easy choice! We started with a list of more than 60 different plugins that we've
used and enjoyed in various Rails projects and (with much consternation) whittled that
down to what you see here. We picked those that felt the most practical for beginning
to intermediate-level Rails developers.

In addition to showcasing some of the best Rails plugins, our other goal was to deliver
a set of recipes for functional mini-applications. We've observed that most “recipe” books
for Ruby and Rails are focused on the advanced user, delivering quick snippets and expla-
nations about how to use a particular technique within an existing project. Although we
feel that their approach is extremely useful (and own a number of these books ourselves),
it isn't particularly well suited to developers who are new to the framework. Therefore, we
wanted to spend a little extra time putting plugins within a real-world context, using them
to build something tangible and immediately accessible to developers of all skill levels.

We hope that you'll find these projects to be an interesting way to explore the power
of Rails plugins, and that they help you see how you can use plugins to accelerate the
development of your own projects.

What’s Included

The mini-applications we'll be building are intended to be showcases for the plugins
that they utilize. Therefore, we won’t concern ourselves too much with performance
optimization, database tuning, or testing during the bulk of our chapter examples (un-
less the plugins we're discussing themselves focus on one of those areas!). This isn’t to
say that we feel those subjects aren’t important; we very much do. When we're develop-
ing applications for our clients, for example, we always take a test-driven (or
behavior-driven) approach, and we think that you probably should, too.

Xxiii



XXiv INTRODUCTION

The plugins and examples we'll talk about are grouped together by their purpose or
subject area:

¢ Plugins that modify and extend your application’s models are discussed in
Chapters 2 through 7.

¢ Plugins that operate at the controller level and affect the request/response cycle
are discussed in Chapters 8 through 10.

¢ Plugins that deal with login and security concerns are the focus of Chapters 11
through 13.

¢ Plugins for searching and querying are covered in Chapters 14 through 16.

¢ Plugins to help you optimize your application’s performance are covered in
Chapters 17 and 18.

e Plugins that affect your application’s views are discussed in Chapters 19
through 24.

* Plugins that change the way you test your code are the focus of Chapters 25
through 27.

We've tried to spend a good deal of time in each area in order to give you a taste of
the different kind of functionality that plugins can provide.

The first and last chapters break from the mini-project per-chapter convention in
order to provide an introduction to the plugin system itself and a brief tutorial on devel-
oping your own plugins, respectively.

What You Should Know

Although we've written the book with the beginning Rails developer in mind, we do make
some basic assumptions about your familiarity with Rails concepts. We assume that you
understand the basics of the Model-View-Controller (MVC) pattern and web frameworks
in general, that you're familiar with HTML, and that you know the structure of a Rails
project and basic Ruby syntax. In order to get right to the meat of the powerful features
enabled by these plugins, we'll be skipping over these basics.

If you're unfamiliar with Rails, there are a number of great books already published
that serve as excellent introductions. Beginning Rails by Jeffrey Allan Hardy, Cloves
Carneiro Jr., and Hampton Catlin (Apress, 2007) and Agile Web Development with Rails
by Dave Thomas and David Heinemeier Hansson (Pragmatic Bookshelf, 2006) are both
highly recommended. David Black’s Ruby for Rails (Manning, 2006) is also a fantastic
title that will not only familiarize you with Ruby, but also teach you how Rails makes
use of Ruby’s metaprogramming capabilities. This will come in very handy if you plan



INTRODUCTION

on writing your own plugins or extensions to the framework. We touch on these topics
briefly in the final chapter of this book, but our discussion is merely meant as a starting
point and is specific to plugins. To really embrace the power of Ruby, you'll want to dive
in further!

Code Requirements and Resources

All the examples in this book were tested using Ruby 1.8.6 with Rails 2.1 and, unless
otherwise noted, should also work with Rails 2.0.2. Most examples were created using
the SQLite 3 database engine as a back end, except when more advanced database fea-
tures were needed (for instance, for the geocoding examples in Chapter 14); for those
cases, we used MySQL 5.x. You'll need at least a passing familiarity with these technolo-
gies to get the most out of this book.

Having a basic understanding of the Subversion version control system will help, too.
Note that we've also included several plugins whose most recent versions are available
via the Git version control system rather than Subversion. Since Git plugin support was
only recently introduced in Rails 2.1, there may be additional steps required for installing
some of the plugins when using Rails 2.0.2. Don’t worry—whenever this is the case, we’ll
let you know.

Be aware that the Rails world moves fast, and that plugins, like all good software,
are often improved and refactored. Many of the contributions we’ve profiled here are
very stable and pillars of the Rails plugin system, but a number of them represent
newer upstarts and may change over time, just as the framework will. The README files
and RDoc-based documentation provided with a plugin are always the definitive
source of information about that plugin, so when in doubt, make sure to check the
documentation.

Full source code for all the examples featured in this book, including the plugins
themselves, can be found at http://railsplugins.com. If you have trouble installing
any plugin found at a third-party web site or source code repository, we suggest down-
loading the code from the http://railsplugins.com site. Project archives will contain
both the sample applications and the plugin code we've used. Additionally, all source
code is available from the Source Code/Downloads area of the Apress web site
(http://apress.com). Any errata can be found there as well.
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