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Chapter 1

What Is a LAN?
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N ot long ago, home local area networks were proof of their owner’s geekhood. They were very
expensive, cantankerous, difficult to set up, and useful for only a very few advanced home
users (mostly for programmers and writers). Thanks to falling prices and vastly improved software,
home LANSs aren't just for geeks anymore. In this chapter, you'll find the following:

A typical home LAN
Basic LAN building blocks
The difference between LANs and WANSs

As you'll see, building a home LAN isn't rocket science. Thanks in large part to the explosive
growth of broadband Internet connections and the proliferation of multi-PC homes, there are hun-
dreds of networking products made specifically for home and small-business users. These products
are simple to install and operate, so you don’t need a computer science degree to set them up. In fact,
many home networking devices simply “plug and play” right out of the box, with little or no setup or
configuration required.

It's Simpler Than You Might Think

What is a network? It's simply two or more devices that communicate with one another over some
type of electronic connection. The connection itself can be copper wire, fiber optic cable, or radio
waves. There are all sorts of networks in use today, including the broadcast and cable television net-
works, the public telephone network, several cellular telephone networks, and the Internet. A local
area network (LAN) is a network of computers, located physically close to one another. (The
Internet, by the way, is a WAN, or wide area network, that connects millions of LANs.)

A LAN consists of two or more computers, each equipped with a communications device called a
network interface or network adapter. The network interfaces are connected to one another by some
type of communications medium, which provides a pathway for electrical signals that connect all of
the computers on a LAN. The most widely used, cost-effective, and highest-performance network
medium in use today is twisted-pair Ethernet cable, often called CAT5 or CAT6 cable. (CAT is short
for category — there are several grades of cable that can be used for Ethernet LANs.)

A relatively new technology called wireless Ethernet uses radio signals instead of copper cable as
the communications medium. Early wireless devices were slow, expensive, and unreliable. Worse
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