OC AML FROM THE V ERY B EGINNING

In OCaml from the Very Beginning John Whitington takes a no-prerequisites approach
to teaching a modern general-purpose programming language. Each small, selfcontained chapter introduces a new topic, building until the reader can write quite
substantial programs. There are plenty of questions and, crucially, worked answers
and hints.
OCaml from the Very Beginning will appeal both to new programmers, and
experienced programmers eager to explore functional languages such as OCaml. It
is suitable both for formal use within an undergraduate or graduate curriculum,
and for the interested amateur.
J OHN W HITINGTON founded a software company which uses OCaml extensively.
He teaches functional programming to students of Computer Science at the
University of Cambridge.
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Preface
This book is based on the Author’s experience of teaching programming to students in the University of
Cambridge supervisions system. In particular, working with students for the first-year undergraduate
course “Foundations of Computer Science”, based on Standard ML and lectured for many years by
Lawrence C. Paulson.
An interesting aspect of supervising students from a wide range of backgrounds (some with no
previous experience at all taking Computer Science as an additional subject within the Cambridge Natural
Sciences curriculum, and some with a great deal of programming experience already) is the level playing
field which the ML family of languages (like OCaml) provide. Sometimes, those students with least prior
programming experience perform the best.
I have tried to write a book which has no prerequisites – and with which any intelligent undergraduate
ought to be able to cope, whilst trying to be concise enough that someone coming from another language
might not be too annoyed by the tone.

Special note to those who have already written programs
When I was a boy, our class was using a word processor for the first time. I wanted a title for my story, so I
typed it on the first line and then, placing the cursor at the beginning, held down the space bar until the
title was roughly in the middle. My friend taught me how to use the centring function, but it seemed more
complicated to me, and I stuck with the familiar way – after all, it worked. Later on, of course, when I had
more confidence and experience, I realized he had been right.
When starting a language which is fundamentally different from those you have seen before, it can be
difficult to see the advantages, and to try to think of every concept in terms of the old language. I would
urge you to consider the possibility that, at the moment, you might be the boy holding down the space bar.
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Getting Ready
This book is about teaching the computer to do new things by writing computer programs. Just as there
are different languages for humans to speak to one another, there are different programming languages for
humans to speak to computers.
We are going to be using a programming language called OCaml. It might already be on your
computer, or you may have to find it on the internet and install it yourself. You will know that you have
OCaml working when you see something like this:
OCaml
#

OCaml is waiting for us to type something. Try typing 1 space + space 2 ; ; followed by the Enter
key. You should see this:
OCaml
# 1 + 2;;
- : int = 3

OCaml is telling us the result of the calculation. To leave OCaml, give the exit 0 command, again ending
with ;; to tell OCaml we have finished typing:
OCaml
# exit 0;;

You should find yourself back where you were before. If you make a mistake when typing, you can press
Ctrl-C (hold down the Ctrl key and tap the c key). This will allow you to start again:
OCaml
# 1 + 3^CInterrupted
# 1 + 2;;
- : int = 3

We are ready to begin.
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