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An introduction to text 
editing using Pico 
A text editor is a computer program that is used for the manipulation of 
human-readable text such as program source, input data and documentation 
files. It is not suitable for files containing binary data, such as executable 
object programs or encoded data produced by some applications packages. 
Many different editors are available on our LINUX and UNIX services, and files 
prepared and edited by one editor can usually be read by another. There are 
three editors that we recommend: Pico, Emacs and vi. 
If you are a beginner, we recommend that you use Pico. 
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Conventions: 
In this document, the following conventions are used: 
• A typewriter font is used for what you see on the screen. 
• A bold typewriter font is used to represent the actual characters you type at 

the keyboard. 
• A slanted typewriter font is used for items such as filenames which you should 

replace with particular instances. 
• A bold font is used to indicate named keys on the keyboard, for example, 

Esc and Enter, represent the keys marked Esc and Enter, respectively. 
• A bold font is also used where a technical term or command name is used in 

the text. 
• Where two keys are separated by a forward slash (as in Ctrl/B, for example), 

press and hold down the first key (Ctrl), tap the second (B), and then release 
the first key. 
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1. Introduction 
Pico is a simple, full-screen text editor which may be used for the manipulation of 
human-readable text such as program source, input data and documentation files. It 
is not suitable for files containing binary data such as executable object programs or 
encoded data produced by some applications packages.  

Editing commands are entered using control characters. Whenever you use Pico, at 
the bottom of the screen there is a reminder of the commands that you can use — 
except that basic editing commands are not included in the list. One of the 
commands provides access to information on how to use Pico.  

The editor has four more advanced features: paragraph justification, case-
insensitive searching, a spell-checker, and a file browser: 

• Paragraph justification takes place in the paragraph that contains the cursor, or, if 
the cursor is between lines, in the paragraph immediately below. Paragraphs are 
delimited by empty lines, or by lines beginning with a space or tab. Unjustification 
can be done immediately after justification using the Ctrl/U key combination.  

• String searches are not sensitive to case. A search begins at the current cursor 
position and wraps around the end of the text. The most recent search string is 
offered as the default in subsequent searches.  

• The spelling-checker command causes Pico to examine all the words in the text. 
It then offers, in turn, each misspelled word for correction while simultaneously 
highlighting it in the text. The spelling-checker command can be aborted at any 
time during its activation.  

• The file browser is offered as an option in the commands to read in a file or write 
one out. It is intended to help in searching for specific files and navigating 
directory hierarchies. Filenames with sizes and names of directories in the 
current working directory are presented for selection. The current working 
directory is displayed on the top line of the display while the list of available 
commands takes up the bottom two. Several basic file manipulation functions are 
supported: file renaming, copying, and deletion.  

2. Editing a new file with Pico 

1 Log in to the LINUX or UNIX service in the usual way.  

2 Then issue the command:  

ls  

to see a list of the files you already own.  

Now think of a suitable name for a new file, and type the command to start Pico 
using this name as a parameter. For example, to use the name file1 

2 Type:  

pico file1  
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The screen should clear, and then be replaced by one resembling the following 
diagram: 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

UW PICO(tm) 4.6                     File: file1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                  [ New file ] 

^G Get Help ^O WriteOut ^R Read File ^Y Prev Pg  ^K Cut Text  ^C Cur Pos 

^X Exit     ^J Justify  ^W Where is  ^V Next Pg  ^U UnCut Text^T To Spell 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3. Entering text, saving it, and leaving Pico  

3.1 Entering text  

1 Now type the two sentences displayed below — don't worry if you make 
mistakes.  

When you get near the end of the first line just keep typing, and notice how any 
word that won't fit on a line is automatically put on to the next line — this is known 
as word wrapping.  

You will have to press the Enter key before typing:  

In 1982 ...  

in order to start on a new line. The top part of the screen should appear as follows:  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

UW PICO(tm) 4.6                       File: file1 

North of Litchfield, a village on the A34, there is an ancient burial site 

called Seven Barrows. 

In 1982, for the second year in succession, two circular areas of 

flattened corn appeared in a field next to the Seven Barrows. 
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3.2 Saving your text  
The words you have typed must, at some stage, be written to your file if you wish to 
keep them.  

When dealing with a long file, you should occasionally press Ctrl/O. The O is the 
letter O — it is an abbreviation for output. The Ctrl/O key combination is one of 
those listed on the menu at the bottom of the screen.  

Important note: remember that, throughout this document, “press Ctrl/O” means 
hold down the Ctrl key and, whilst holding it down, press the key marked O and then 
release the Ctrl key. In the menus provided by Pico, the notation ^O is used 
instead.  

1 Press Ctrl/O.  

Pico will write a message to the bottom of the screen:  

File Name to write : file1  

2 Press the Enter key, the file file1 will be updated by writing the latest version 
of the text to it. (You will remain in Pico.)  

Pico will write a message to the bottom of the screen which is something like:  

[ Wrote 4 lines ] 

3 Now add a few more lines to the text on the screen.  

3.3 Leaving Pico  
The text that you have prepared can also be written to your file when you leave 
Pico.  

1 To leave Pico, press Ctrl/X.  
If you have just been looking at the text of a file and have not made any changes to 
it (or you have made no changes since you last pressed Ctrl/O), Pico will just return 
you to the LINUX prompt.  

However, if the text has been altered, Pico will output the following line at the bottom 
of the screen.  

  Save modified buffer (ANSWERING "No" WILL DESTROY CHANGES) ? 

 

You have a choice. If you have made some changes to the text, and you do not 
want to write the new version of the text to the file, then press the N key. However, if 
you want to write the new version of the text to the file, then press the Y key. Pico 
will then output the message:  

File Name to write : file1 

If you press the Enter key, the new version of the text will be written to the file, and 
Pico will return you to the LINUX prompt. 
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4. Editing an existing file  

1 Now type the following command at the LINUX prompt.  

This command takes a copy of a file which we have already prepared.  
cp /usr/local/courses/pico/bells bells  

You are now the owner of a file called bells, in your current directory. You can use 
this file to practise editing.  

2 So type the command:  
pico bells 

The first 19 lines of the file will be displayed on the screen.  

5. Some basic editing commands  

5.1 Moving the cursor  
When you enter Pico, there is a cursor positioned at the top left of the screen 
display. It is used to mark the point at which a change is to be made.  

Most keyboards have four cursor-moving keys: these keys are usually located 
towards the right-hand side of the keyboard. They provide the most convenient way 
of moving the cursor around the screen display.  

1 Practise moving the cursor around the display by pressing the four cursor-
moving keys.  

2 Try the effect of holding down a cursor-moving key and see how it 
autorepeats.  

5.2 Moving within a line  

1 Position the cursor somewhere towards the middle of the first line.  

2 Press Ctrl/A to move the cursor to the beginning of the line.  

(Remember that “press Ctrl/A” means press and hold down the Ctrl key, press the 
A key, and release the Ctrl key.)  

3 Press Ctrl/E to move to the end of the line — to the first position after the text 
on that line.  

Note: one way of remembering these two keys is to think that a is the first letter of 
the alphabet, and e is the first letter of the word end.  

5.3 Deleting characters (Ctrl/D)  

1 Now move to the last line of the first paragraph (line 6), and position the 
cursor on the first J in the word witJJh.  

2 Press Ctrl/D to delete it.  
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The cursor moves on to the next character.  

3 Press Ctrl/D again to delete the second J.  

This should produce the word with.  

5.4 Deleting a line (Ctrl/K)  

1 Move to the line at the end of the second paragraph, that begins with  

Get rid of this line.….  
The cursor may be anywhere on the text of this line.  

2 Press Ctrl/K and the line is deleted.  

5.5 The undelete key (Ctrl/U)  
If you have just removed one or more lines by pressing Ctrl/K, you can get these 
lines back if your next keystroke is Ctrl/U.  

5.6 Inserting characters  

1 Move on a few lines to the line that begins  

The ringing hadto  

       (line 13), and position the cursor on the letter t of hadto.  

2 Press the spacebar.  

3 Move to the next line and position the cursor on the o of bore.  

4 Type the characters ef to change bore to before.  

5 Find the word them in the second line of the third paragraph. Move the 
cursor to the first letter of this word.  

6 Type the word give followed by a space.  

Note that the characters are always inserted before the cursor position and the rest 
of the line is shifted right to make room for the insertion.  

5.7 Inserting a line (the Enter key)  

1 Find the second line of the second paragraph. This is the one that begins  

a rough idea of  

2 Place the cursor in the first column of this line.  

Then press the Enter key.  

An empty line is inserted in the text above the line containing the cursor.  

3 To remove the empty line, move the cursor so that it is on the line, and then 
press Ctrl/K. 
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5.8 Replacing characters  

1 Move back to the second line of the first paragraph, and position the cursor 
over the s of pstt on this line.  

2 Type the characters ar and then press Ctrl/D twice.  

This changes the pstt to part.  

5.9 Formatting a paragraph  
Earlier we saw that, when entering new text, the text automatically moves on to the 
start of the next line when you reach the end of the line. Ctrl/J can be used to 
reformat (or justify) the text of the current paragraph: you will find it useful to do this 
after you have deleted some text.  

1 Press Ctrl/J anywhere within the text of one of the paragraphs on the screen.  

Note: if you use Ctrl/J to format a paragraph, and the result is not what you wanted, 
the paragraph can be returned to its former state if Ctrl/U is pressed immediately 
after Ctrl/J.  

5.10 Splitting and joining lines  

1 Position the cursor anywhere in the middle of a line of text.  

Press the Enter key. 

This splits the line into two lines at the position of the cursor. The cursor is moved to 
the start of the second of these two lines.  

2 Move the cursor to end of the first line of the two: do this by pressing the up 
cursor-moving key followed by Ctrl/E.  

Then press Ctrl/D.  

The two lines are joined together again.  

5.11 Moving to other parts of the file  
At the moment, only the first screenful (the first 19 lines) of the text of the file are 
displayed on the screen.  

1 Press Ctrl/V.  

The next screenful of the text of the file is displayed. This is known as scrolling 
forwards. It moves you down to the next part of the file.  

2 Press Ctrl/Y to scroll backwards, that is, to move up the file.  

Note: Ctrl/V and Ctrl/Y are listed in the menu at the bottom of the screen. One way 
of remembering these keys is as follows: the letters V and Y look like arrows; the V 
key is on the bottom row of the keyboard, and so Ctrl/V moves you down the file. 
The Y key is near to the top of the keyboard, and so Ctrl/Y moves you up the file.  

6                                                       Guide 17: An introduction to text editing using Pico 
 



5.12 Summary  
Here is a summary of the basic editing commands:  

Ctrl/D Delete the current character  

Ctrl/B Move back one character  (or left cursor-moving key)  

Ctrl/F  Move forward one character 

  (or right cursor-moving key)  

Ctrl/P  Move to the previous line  (or up cursor-moving key)  

Ctrl/N  Move to the next line  (or down cursor-moving key)  

Ctrl/A  Move to the beginning of the line  

Ctrl/E  Move to the end of the line 

There are reminders at the bottom of the screen about some of the other 
commands. Remember that Pico uses the notation ^Y to mean Ctrl/Y.  

Ctrl/V  Move to the next page  

Ctrl/Y  Move to the previous page  

Ctrl/K  Cut (i.e., delete the current line)  

Ctrl/J  Justify (i.e., format the current paragraph)  

Ctrl/U  UnCut (i.e., undelete the last deleted line(s) or unjustify the  
 paragraph)  

1 Try these keys — make sure that you are happy with them.  

It won't matter if you delete parts of the file bells, as you can always take another 
copy of the original version of the file.  

6. Completing the editing session  

1 Now leave Pico by pressing Ctrl/X.  

Remember that when you press Ctrl/X, you will be asked whether you want to save 
the changes that you have made.  

2 If you wish to save the changes, press the Y key.  

If you want to throw away your changes, press the N key.  

7. The on-line help system  

1 Whilst in Pico, press Ctrl/G to enter Pico’s on-line help system.  

After pressing Ctrl/G, you can use Ctrl/V and Ctrl/Y to scroll through the pages of 
the help system.  
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2 Press Ctrl/X to leave the help system, and return to the text that you were 
editing. 

8. Other editing commands  

8.1 Checking the spelling of the text  
Whilst editing the text, you can ask Pico to check whether the words of your 
message are correctly spelled. Try this out in the following way.  

1 Type the command:  

pico bells  

2 When you get the first screen displayed, press Ctrl/T.  

Pico will highlight each word whose spelling it is worried about, and a line at the 
bottom of the screen asks you whether you want to change the spelling.  

3 Either press the Enter key if you are happy with the spelling or, 

correct the spelling before pressing the Enter key.  

8.2 Searching for a string (Ctrl/W)  
You can get Pico to search the text looking for a particular string by pressing Ctrl/W 
(remember this by thinking that w means where). Pico will output a line saying:  

Search :  

and you have to type in the characters (the string) which you want it to locate. When 
searching for your string, Pico ignores the case of any letters.  

1 Try Ctrl/W whilst using Pico on the file bells.  

2 Search for the string new.  

You should find that Pico first finds the occurrence of these characters in the word 
knew.  

3 Press Ctrl/W again. 

This time Pico outputs the line:  

Search [new] :  

The string that Pico will search for if you just press the Enter key is given inside the 
square brackets.  

4 So press the Enter key. 

Pico will then search again for the string new. This time it finds the occurrence in 
New Year. Pressing Ctrl/W followed by Enter again returns you to the first 
occurrence again — this is the one in knew — and Pico outputs the line:  
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 [ Search Wrapped ]  

meaning that it has started the search from the top of the file again.  

8.3 Finding the position of the cursor 
You can get Pico to tell you where in the file the cursor is currently located by 
pressing Ctrl/C. Pico will respond with something like:  

[ line 11 of 83 (13%), character 678 of 4536 (14%) ]  

8.4 Inserting another file as part of the text being edited 
When editing a text, you may want to insert into your text the contents of another file 
that has been previously prepared. This file may have been created earlier using an 
editor, or it may have been created by some other means.  

In order to do this, you should: 

1 first position the cursor in the text, at the position where you want to insert 
your pre-prepared file.  

2 Then press Ctrl/R.  

Pico will output the prompt  

File to insert from home directory:  

and you then have to type in the filename of the file that is to be read in. It is 
assumed that this file is in the current directory. If the file is in another directory, you 
will have to type in a pathname for the file, or use the file browsing facilities (see 
below).  

3 If you make a mistake when typing the filename, use a combination of the 
left cursor-moving key and Ctrl/D to correct the characters.  

4 When you have got the name of the file right, press the Enter key.  

The contents of the file will be inserted into your message before the line that 
contained the cursor.  

8.5 File browsing facilities  
The file browser is offered as an option in the commands for reading from a file 
(Ctrl/R) and for writing to a file (Ctrl/O and Ctrl/X). It is intended to help in searching 
for specific files, and for navigating directory hierarchies. Having pressed Ctrl/R, 
Ctrl/O, or Ctrl/X, the file browser is entered by following this key with Ctrl/T.  

The file browser presents a list of each of the files in the current directory. Each file 
is accompanied by its size (in bytes) or by the characters (dir) if in fact the file is a 
directory. The name of the current directory is displayed on the top line of the 
screen, while a list of the file browser commands takes up the bottom two lines.  

You can use the cursor-moving keys to move around this list of files. You can move 
to a subdirectory by pressing the Enter key whilst a subdirectory is highlighted. If 
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you press the Enter key or the S key whilst a file is highlighted, the file will be 
selected. To leave the file browser and return to editing press the E key. 

Besides using this mechanism to select the file which you want to read or write, the 
file browser also includes commands for the renaming, copying, and deletion of files.  

9. Documentation  
Besides the on-line help system, there is also a manual page for Pico. This can be 
displayed by typing the LINUX command:  

man pico  
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