Visual Programming

—Uture threat

What’s behind Visual J++7? Might it overtake C++ as a mainstream Windows application?
Tim Anderson talks to Microsoft. Plus, screensavers in Delphi, and a free MSDN sample.

icrosoft’s Visual Java tool is now
out (see our review in “First
Impressions”). But what is the
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Visual J++ by Charles Wood

The best and worst thing about this book
is that it exists. It was on sale before
Visual J++ was officially released in the
UK and unfortunately it shows signs of
haste. Nearly a third of the book is a list
of Java methods — something you can
get from online help. There is only brief
coverage of ActiveX and COM and the
author refers us to his forthcoming, more
advanced book on the subject. Data
Access Objects, one of the key selling
points of Visual J++, are hardly
mentioned. The rather important resource
wizard (which lets you convert Windows
menus and dialogues to Java) is
skimmed over as being “beyond the
scope of this book”. What’s left is an
unexceptional general introduction to
Java programming. It’s not really the
author’s fault, since he was working with
a beta product. But my message to you
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DeMiichillie: “It's difficult to say, simply
because Beans is just so vaguely defined at
this point. We want to make sure that
anything Beans does works well with COM.
“Our overriding goal is to make sure that
Java developers have access to the
thousands and thousands of COM
components that already ship. ActiveX
controls and OLE controls form the most
successful component software market.”

PCW: Why have you hooked into Internet
Explorer (IE) and not made your product
browser-independent?

DeMichillie: “We’re not directly hooked into
|IE. We're hooked directly into MS’s
implementation of the Java Virtual Machine,
which currently is hosted inside IE. But
because the interpreter is itself an ActiveX
control, that VM could be hosted inside any
executable. The first reason is that the VM

VB 5.0 will also create controls. It will be
interesting to see where the component
builders go. Component users gravitate
towards VB and will eventually gravitate
towards VJ++ as these very GUI-based,
RAD-like tools appear.”

PCW: If the lowest common denominator is
not a long-term solution, does that mean
cross-platform isn’t either?

DeMichillie: “No. There will be a core
subset that’s the same everywhere. But
there will also be extra capabilities, even in
Java, where one platform has an extra class
and another doesn’t. For example, there are
a number of capability differences between
Windows and the Macintosh. Do you really
want to restrict the class library to only
those that are common? Or do you want a
class library that has the room to contain
components that maybe work on three or
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DeMichillie: “I totally agree. Our long-term 0 PARRM Datcbase = ~« APFLET INFO SUPPORT: reason database access APIs would only J++. The growth in Java will come at the common now, and in any case, perfectly

direction is towards graphical interface
builders but the reason we haven'’t got this
is because of work going on with class

DeMichillie: Aiming for large-scale

development in Visual J++
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Visual J++ integrates seamlessly into Windows, but will other Java players accept Microsoft's

ActiveX standards?

libraries. The question is whether the
Abstract Window Toolkit is the long-term
windowing model, or whether it will it be an
alternative? I'll be back in less than a year
talking about a new version of Visual J++.”

PCW: What are the problems with the AWT
library?

De Michillie: “The first question is whether
AWT will continue to only do things that can
be done on 19 Unix variations plus the Mac,
plus Windows 3.1, plus NT, plus 95.
Second, AWT was developed by many
different people and that comes through in
the APlIs that are exposed. There are
different designs and they don’t mesh well.
There are problems with layout, which is
entirely code-based. That means when | lay

out a form, the layout is stored in the code
for the form’s class. There’s no separation
of the code from the data. Maybe these
points are addressable, but the larger
architectural problems are more difficult.

“I think AWT was rushed out early. A lot
of the fundamental Java technology was
ready to go; the byte codes, the compiler
and AWT got rushed. We support AWT
because there are no viable alternatives.”

PCW: How would you envisage your class
library developing? Would you implement
Windows-specific features, or go for
compatibility?

DeMichillie: “My personal view is that the
least common denominator solutions are
not ultimately compelling. We want to

be on the Windows platform.”

PCW: Is Microsoft happy to see Sun
controlling the language, or would you like
to see an ANSI Java, or something like that?
DeMichillie: “We don’t necessarily need an
ANSI committee, Sun has control over what
is considered standard Java. But there are
a number of vendors working on class
libraries independent of Sun and over which
Sun has no influence.

“I would expect Sun to be keenly
involved in things like the byte code format,
but I don’t think class libraries are really one
of those areas. In our relationship with Sun,
we're competitive in many areas and | make
no apology for that. But having said that,
there are going to be huge areas of
commonality. We don’t want to see byte
code format proliferation. | think the Java
language will evolve.”

PCW: What about the Java Beans
proposals? Do they fall into the area that is
competitive?

expense of C++. People have now dealt
with C++ for a number of years and have
seen some
aspects that are
more complicated
than they might
like. Java offers a
simpilification that
is very appealing.
As the tools
evolve, Java will
be able to do
many of the things
that now would
need C++.

“It’s important
to distinguish
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The Windows 95 screensaver control panel looks slick, but increases the
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Delphi tip: Detecting command line parameters
It is often useful to supply parameters to an application at startup. For example, if an application handles documents, then passing the name of a
document as a parameter should run the application and open the document. Delphi has two functions to make this possible. ParamCount()
returns the number of command line
parameters, and ParamStr(Index: Integer) /1 Delphi 2.0 - pixTest [Running] 8 [= 3
returns a Stl’ing representing the parameter File Edit Search Wiew Project Bun Component Databaze Took Help
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= o — = e
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path- . . ar Personal Computer World
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iMax: integer; o
F: textfile;
begin .
procedure TForml.FormCreate (3ender: TChject):
AssignFile(F, ‘C:\TESTLOG.TXT’); rar
. iCount: integer:
ReWr‘lte(F) H iMax: integer:
. begin
iMax := par‘amcount; iMax := parsmcount; J
3 .= 3 for icount := 0 to iMax do
for icount := 0 to iMax do Bogin
begin Listboxl.items.add (paramstr (icount)); § Add te
end;
Writeln(F, paramstr(icount)); { end; =
. 4| | >|
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d | 4% 1 Modified It v
end;
CloseFile(F);
end;

Andrew Jeffries must think so, since he
asks: “l am having a few problems writing
32-bit screensavers using Delphi 2.0,
running Win95 and NT: How do you do a
small preview in 95 without the configuration
form always appearing? How do you
implement security? How do you make the
screensaver’s name appear in NT and 95?”
The problem with screensavers is that
they are not well documented. The trusty
Software Development Kits (SDKSs) for the
various Windows versions assume you will
use C or C++, and that you will link your
application with SCRNSAVE.LIB, a
Microsoft-supplied library that holds the
secrets of screensaver operation.
Screensavers do not have to use
SCRNSAVE.LIB, but avoiding it means
extra work on the part of the programmer.
Another snag is that screensavers work
differently in each version of Windows.
Screensavers are executed by Windows
in two ways: either when an interval of
inactivity causes Windows to execute the
screensaver, or when it is being configured
in Control Panel. In Windows 95,
screensavers have four modes of execution
and these are selected by command line
parameters:
m Preview mode. When you select the
saver in Control Panel, Windows sends two
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parameters, /p HWND, to select preview
mode and to pass the handle of the preview
window.
m Configuration mode. When you click
Settings, Windows sends a parameter, /c,
to select configuration mode. The saver
responds by presenting a configuration
dialogue.
m Password mode. When you click to
change the password, Windows sends two
parameters, /a HWND, to select password
mode and to pass the handle of the parent
window for your password dialogue.
m Start mode. When you click Preview, or
when the saver is called for real, Windows
sends a parameter, /s, to select start mode.
So the answer to Andrew’s first question
is that the application should check the
command line parameters to see whether it
should draw in the preview window or
present a configuration dialogue. See the tip
panel (above) for how to detect parameters.
Screensaver security is treated in
different ways by Windows 95 and
Windows NT. Under Windows 95, most
screensavers call the Windows Master
Password Router. This is a DLL called
MPR.DLL which exports password
functions like PwdChangePassword. They
are usually called via another DLL,
PASSWORD.CPL, which works as an

extension to the Control Panel. Neither of
these libraries are fully documented in the
Windows SDK, but some have worked out
how to use them. The alternative is to
implement your own password checking
and throw up your own password dialogue
when the saver is called in password mode.

Windows NT is different. Passwords for
NT screensavers are the same as those
used for logging on to Windows. The
Control Panel marks a registry entry to
indicate a secure screensaver:
HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Control
Panel\Desktop\ScreenSaverIsSecure

Finally, there is the matter of the
description line. Confusingly, Microsoft has
devised three ways of identifying this.
Originally, it was the module description
entry, which had to be of the form

“SCRNSAVE : My Description.”

Under Windows 95 and NT it became a
resource string with an ID of 1 — and yes,
Delphi can use standard Windows
resources. This is the documented way; but
actually, Windows 95 does not use it. It
simply uses the long filename, less the .SCR
extension. By the way, Windows wiill find
any screensaver, identified by a .SCR
extension, in the Windows or System
folders, so at least installation is easy.

I've answered Andrew’s questions, but |
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(Left) Free on our

the Microsoft
Developer Network
starter edition is a
mine of VB and
Windows
information
(Below) MSDN
query results are
displayed in order
of likely relevance
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do not mean to suggest that writing
screensavers is easy. The main problem is
poor documentation, especially if you are
not using Visual C++. A hunt around
CompuServe or the web will throw up
Delphi examples and help files created by
other frustrated users.

m Psst! Want Delphi cheap? Borland is
bundling Delphi 1.0 with a book, Teach
Yourself Delphi in 21 Days, and offering it for
just £34.99 (plus VAT). A similar package for
Delphi 2.0 costs around £69. Borland says
the packs are aimed at “students, hobbyists
and programming beginners”.

VISUAL BASIC

The web is buzzing with talk of VB 5.0, now
likely to be released early in 1997. There’s
even a web site devoted to VB 5.0 news
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and comments from anonymous beta
testers. If the rumours are even half true, it
looks like both performance and features
will be hugely boosted.

In the meantime, Aaron Hodgson has
contacted me with a question about Visual
Basic: “I am trying to write a terminal
program using SAXCOM.VBX. The terminal
works fine but | would now like to add an
automatic logon sequence, where the
logon details are read from an initialisation
file when the remote computer on the other
end of the modem prompts the user to log
in. If the answer to my questions involves
complex things like DLLs please explain,
because | don’t know the first thing about
using DLL files with Visual Basic.”

Reading data from an initialisation file is
not difficult. You can use API functions like
GetPrivateProfileString, which uses a
standard Windows .INI file. Searching the

cover-mounted CD:

free MSDN sample on our cover CD-ROM
will soon pull up an example. Alternatively, if
you prefer native BASIC, there are the
neglected statements like Open, Print# and
Input#. These are well-documented in the
Visual Basic manuals, with examples.

Microsoft Developer Network

By special agreement and arm-twisting,
we've included the MSDN starter edition
for Visual Basic on this month’s cover-
mounted CD-ROM. | get regular enquiries
about MSDN, and now you can try it for
yourself.

Although this is only a starter edition,
there is 125Mb of documentation, tips and
tricks included, so no-one need feel short-
changed. It even includes two complete
books: Petzold’s classic Programming
Windows 3.7, and BrockSchmidt’s tome
explaining OLE 2. Much of the information
covers VB 3.0 as well as 4.0.

The best thing about MSDN s its fast
searching. For example, you might want to
know how to set a window to be always on
top. Click search, enter “Always on top”,
and then Run Query. A moment later,
MSDN presents 273 topics ordered by
likely relevance. Article 7, “Solving the 15
most common mysteries”, has a section
explaining exactly how to do it.

A subscription to the full MSDN comes
at several levels and prices. Information is
available on the CD, or call Microsoft for
details.

m See next month’s PCW for a review of
the new Crystal Reports 5.0, and
components from Sax software and
Microhelp.

Cover Disk

Files from last month’s Hands On Visual
Programming were, unfortunately, left off the
CD, but they can be found on this month’s
cover disc.

m_

Tim Anderson welcomes your Visual
Programming comments and tips. He can be
contacted at the usual PCW address, or at
freer@cix.co.uk

or www.cix.co.uk/~tim-anderson/

Learn Borland Delphi in 21 Days £34.99 (plus
VAT), or £69 (plus VAT) for the Delphi 2.0 version.
Borland is on 01734 320022.

Visual J++ is by Charles Wood, ISBN
07615-0814-7. £32.99 from Computer Manuals,
0121 706 6000.

Microsoft Developer Network is on

0800 960279.




