



































This book is dedicated to:


Wayne Ratliff,


Randy Solton,


and my mother, Lottie,


who taught me the majesty, power and beauty


that  reside in the written word.


�
This is a very personal book. dBASE has been a very large part of my life for almost two decades - decades framed by dBASE II and dB2K and defined by every version, clone and spin-off along the way. What an amazing journey this has been!





On a balmy day in March of 1999, I sat on the balcony of a hotel in Santa Cruz, peering out over the Monterey Bay, thinking back to my first experience with dBASE II in 1983. Who could possibly have imagined that, sixteen years later, I’d actually hold the destiny of dBASE in my hands? The very idea was overwhelming. I had acquired not just a product, but an awesome responsibility to both the history of this legendary technology and to the hundreds of thousands of users and developers who earned their livings or ran their businesses on dBASE.





The long history of dBASE is marked as much by the visionaries who created and nurtured it, as it is by its incalculable impact on the computer industry. Its creator, Wayne Ratliff, set the usability and power standards for all successive generations of PC software. In fact, Ratliff’s dBASE defined the PC as a business machine. Without it, there might not have been the millions of accounting, management, inventory and point-of-sale applications that earned the PC its place as an inexpensive, powerful business computing platform. Perhaps things would have worked out the same, but certainly much later than it did.





Randy Solton (another true visionary) and his talented crew from WordTech crafted the next generation of dBASE. And what a wonderful leap of technology and capability was their first dBASE title: dBASE 5.0 for Windows. This elegant, simple, yet powerful implementation of Object Oriented Programming grafted naturally to the dBASE core. So much of what they created has become part of the standard of today’s languages: from their Virtual Machine architecture, to their Two-Way Tools ™, to the dramatic de-bundling of the database engine.





Now it’s my turn. Certainly I’m not in the same league as the geniuses who designed and built the first two generations of dBASE. What could I possibly bring to the table? Only two things come to mind – my years and years of experience as a member of the dBASE community, including the hundreds of commercial applications I’d created (almost two decades of real-world projects) and, perhaps most important, my passionate love of this stunning product.





It’s not normal to love a piece of software. But there are hundreds of thousands of us who’ve had an ongoing personal relationship with dBASE for years. Why? Because dBASE, perhaps more than any other PC application, empowers us. It delivers on the original promise of the PC without the advanced degree in Computer Science required by other languages. It delivers enormous productivity and creativity to the uninitiated as well as the expert. Whether you use dBASE to browse your CD collection, write applications for your business,  create software for the marketplace or run a government agency, working with dBASE is always a profoundly personal experience.








�
Defining dBASE





Which brings me back to the balcony in Santa Cruz. Fortunately for me (and for the dBASE community), this was one project I didn’t have to tackle alone. Joining me on that balcony were some of the most experienced and passionate members of the dBASE community: Jim Sare, Bowen Moursund and Charles Miedzinski. This was the calm before the storm. This tight group of extraordinarily committed people was about to jettison their respective careers to become the core of the new dBASE Inc. management team.





Before us lay an incredibly difficult task: defining dBASE. It would be impossible for us to develop, market or support any dBASE product effectively without identifying what “makes dBASE dBASE”. For days we went round and round trying to define this product that is many products ( an end-user database, a database development package, a programming language,  a Web development platform ) without success.





Then it came to me that the answer was right there in front of us (as it usually is). In fact, the answer was us. The defining characteristic of dBASE is not the power it delivers, but, rather, whom it empowers. Understanding dBASE meant understanding our own experiences with dBASE.





Like many of you, I was not a trained programmer when I first encountered dBASE. In fact, I wasn’t any kind of programmer. I started out trying to computerize my Architectural and Interior Design business on the brand-new-at-the-time IBM PC. What a frustrating experience! Determined to make this thing work despite the failed efforts of a succession of high-paid consultants, I got my hands on a copy of dBASE II. Just ported from CPM, it was a bit of a mess (anyone remember all the lost clusters and sectors spawned by almost any dBASE II program?), but it was also a revelation. I had never thought of my data as information before. The logical, lush and simple English-like language glued to this rudimentary database engine (two open tables at one time!) allowed me to create and manage my own data. To enter it, filter it and retrieve it in a way that was seriously meaningful to my business.





As my queries became more complex and more tedious to type, I stored them in .prg files. With some significant help and educational assistance from Martin Kay (who later became my partner in my first software company – and is currently a Senior Engineer at dBASE Inc.), I had my first multi-module real-world application up and running in less than five weeks. Five weeks! A year later I had abandoned Architecture and launched my new full-time programming career, courtesy of dBASE.





I remember well the gentleman whom I’d first hired to write my custom Interior Design software. I’d asked him a pretty simple question about dBASE. His unfortunate response was “I can’t explain it to you. I’d have to train you as a programmer for years before you’d understand my answer”. Boy, was he wrong! What made dBASE spectacular then, and still does, is that you don’t have to be a computer scientist to write dBASE applications. You don’t have to have four years’ education to exploit the enormous power sitting under its hood. And yet, the results you get are as good (or better) than those offered by lower-level languages. 





The Real World





That’s what dBASE is about: delivering real-world data and real-world business apps that work. Apps that can be built by business people, not engineers (though many engineers have come to appreciate dBASE in recent years). dBASE developers have the incredible luxury of concentrating on business problems rather than technology problems. We dBASE programmers are famous for providing no-nonsense, reliable, problem-solving, productive applications. As witness the millions of dBASE DOS applications still running all over the world!





I think that, ultimately, dBASE is defined by its range. There are any number of database tools that provide excellent ease of use (Microsoft Access comes to mind) but falter as databases grow larger and requirements grow more complex. Other tools offer high-end data capabilities (PowerBuilder, for example) without the ease-of-use, reliability and low entry-point of dBASE. dBASE is the only product in which you can start off as a total end-user and end up a successful professional developer out of the self-same box. It’s truly remarkable how many messages I’ve gotten from current and former dBASE users who recite histories almost identical to my own.





That day in Santa Cruz, it first appeared that dBASE just might be, in reality, more than one thing in the box – perhaps even incompatible things that would appeal to entirely different customer bases. Upon reflection, we came to realize that everything that’s in the dBASE box is part of a continuum from user to power-user to developer to expert. 





And there is no other product in the world like it.





To Buy or Not To Buy





I wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t admit that acquiring dBASE was not, at the time, high on my list of priorities. For seventeen years I’d worked at my career , arriving finally at a point where I was delivering state-of-the-art e-commerce applications to major companies from my dining room table. My business, itself, was a successful e-business. I could pick and choose my clients and my time was my own. Who could ask for more? Taking on dBASE would be an enormous task with lots of risk and innumerable obstacles. Furthermore, I far preferred programming to managing.





I set up a test. I’d try to duplicate one of my favorite Windows apps ( it was ContaX, by the way, which is now a sample in dB2K ) on several other development platforms. If I succeeded, I’d take a pass on dBASE. So, I dragged Visual FoxPro out of the closet. Two-dimensional arrays and code snippets, quite honestly, drove me crazy. Next, I loaded Delphi, which has been on and off my machine more times than I care to remember. Delphi is, in my opinion, an excellent product. But it has no Command Window for interactive testing and data-checking. Nor does it support tiled backgrounds (or, for that matter, .gif files), nor was its data object model anywhere near as robust as dBASE. And it took me almost twice as long to code in Delphi. Some of that could be my familiarity with dBASE, but most of it was directly attributable to the productivity advantages of the much higher-level dBASE language. Our string-handling and array support is, and always has been, the best in the industry. I tried Access. It was incredibly easy to model my data, and terribly difficult, if not impossible, to create apps as robust and reliable as dBASE apps. I even polished off my C++ books. As great a language as C++ is (it’s the language that most of dBASE is written in), it would take me months in C++ to build what took only days in dBASE.





The die was cast. I called Inprise back. There simply was no way that I could live without dBASE and still maintain the productivity and creativity I enjoyed as a dBASE developer. I was so blessed that my career was my hobby. I simply could not let this product and the brilliant technology created by visionaries like Wayne Ratliff and Randy Solton vanish off the face of the Earth if I had the opportunity to prevent it. And, most fortunately, I did. 





While there have definitely been moments when I’ve questioned the sanity of that decision, there have been many more moments of wonder, discovery, shared passion, excitement and out-and-out fun. I can’t begin to tell you how challenging and fulfilling it is to work with some of the smartest people around  – the world-class team that is dBASE Inc. The code base itself has proved to be a treasure trove. The more we delve into dBASE, the more we find hidden beneath the hood. It’ll take us years to surface all the goodies buried within these 800,000 lines of some of the most sophisticated C++ code ever written.





But most rewarding of all has been the heart-warming support of the dBASE community. Thousands of e-mails, newsgroup postings, calls and letters assure us that the community stands behind us in every way. These dedicated users and developers are surely unique in all the world.





Speaking of Fun





Along the way there have been a lot of laughs as well. Let me share one experience with you. 





Despite the fact that I’d become CEO of dBASE Inc., I still had to service and maintain my ongoing clients. Though it has been difficult at times juggling both responsibilities, I was (and continue to be) committed to remaining not just an executive of dBASE, but a user as well.





At an early stage in building this company, I had to put off an assignment that involved supervising the linking of another company’s point-of-sale product to one of my client’s Visual dBASE e-commerce sites. Unfortunately, I was buried getting our offices up-and-running and staffed and our Web site on line. So I called the third-party developer to delay an important technical conference.





I explained to him that I’d be tied up for a bit since I’d just acquired dBASE. No problem.





Next phone call, I reiterated the reason for the delay. The following surreal conversation ensued:





“Well, so what? We’ve acquired several copies of dBASE and I can’t see how that prevents you from doing your job!”





“No, you don’t understand, I really acquired dBASE”





Getting frustrated now: “Well how many copies of dBASE did you acquire that it actually prevents you from doing our project right now?”





“All of them.”





“What do you mean “All of them”?





“I mean I’ve acquired dBASE, the product, not dBASE the copy, from Inprise.”





“No you didn’t, Alan Katz of KSoft did! I just read it!”





We laughed for days over that one. I guess he thought there was some other guy with the same name. Somehow he couldn’t quite believe that I was really “the dBASE guy”. I don’t know quite how, but this strikes me as a prototypical dBASE experience. Perhaps because I’ve always found working with dBASE to be, above all else, huge fun.





dB2K





Less than two years passed from that fateful day in Santa Cruz until we shipped the first release of dB2K in December of 1999. I can’t even begin to tell you how proud I am of what our dedicated team accomplished in that short time. Certainly, not everything we intended, but much more than we had any right to expect. Our tiny startup had managed to create a new product which not only rivaled, but exceeded, in so many ways, the products of the industry behemoths: Microsoft, Borland and Sun. 





We set out, originally, just to restore the ease-of-use of the earlier incarnations of dBASE and gently expand its power and performance for the developer. We think we accomplished that. But, somehow, we managed to push the envelope and go way beyond the modest objectives we defined for ourselves on that hotel balcony in 1999. 





dQuery/Web is not just the modern incarnation of the old dBASE Control Center, it’s a dataModule designer, an application generator, a report generator, a data pump and more. No language has anything even remotely like DEO (Dynamic External Objects) or Source Aliasing, both of which promise developers astonishing productivity improvements in creating, deploying and maintaining data and applications.





How did this happen? How did dB2K become the Information Toolset when we’d only set out to make a better dBASE? I’d like to think it’s mostly our genius and hard work (and there’s certainly a little bit of both in there), but a huge amount of the credit goes to a tradition and technology that valued effectiveness and ease over complexity and rules. 





dB2K is, I believe, the natural descendant of Ratliff’s and Solton’s dBASE. It applies the attributes that made dBASE one of the greatest successes in software history to the challenges of a new, multi-database, multi-platform, multi-vendor wired century. 








My purpose in writing this book is to share with you what I know about dB2K, what I’ve discovered since taking over this legendary heritage, and, if I’m lucky, my passion for this wonderful tool. I sincerely hope you’ll find dB2K to be as creative, productive - and as much fun - as I do.








A. A. Katz


President and CEO


dBASE Inc.


�dB2K The Information Toolset                           	                                     Introduction


��





�PAGE  �6�














