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Paradox for Windows

Price: Not yet announced.

In Brief: Paradox for Windows is more than just a quick port from DOS. It's a formidable entry into the visual development environ​ment arena with ac​cess to Paradox and dBASE files.

Borland International Corp. (408) 438-8400 Circle Inquiry #512

PARADOX FOR WINDOWS

Borland Beta a User's Database

By Marc Schnapp

An early look at the beta version of Paradox for Windows shows that Borland has packed in a long list of impressive features. By taking its easy-to-use Paradox database program and adding a powerful object-oriented programming language, Borland now benefits from the latest Windows user interface techniques.

Paradox for Windows retains many familiar characteristics and features from the DOS version. However, the original Paradox was designed to leverage the popular user interface of its time, the Lotus-style menu. In the new version, Borland ex​ploits Windows for all it offers: Icon-festooned but​tons appear above all work surfaces (Borland calls these speed bars) and the familiar Paradox query by example (QBE) facility is there. With QBE, you check off columns you want to view and when you need to link tables, you insert link expressions to indicate how the files are interrelated.

Existing Paradox users should have a smooth transition and should appreciate the improve​ments. Instead of pressing a Do It key to execute a query, you can now press the lightning bolt button on the Paradox speed bar (there's also a Run op​tion on the pull-down menu). If my experience is any measure, new database users should take to the product with a minimum of fuss-particularly if they use the manuals. The supplied documenta​tion doesn't fling out database jargon, nor does it condescend. dBASE developers might be interested to know that this Paradox can access DBF files as a native data format and that you can join DBF files to Paradox tables or to each other.

Menus on Demand

What really won my affection is Borland's Menus on Demand. Use these effectively and you'll gain a sense of direct control that was once the exclusive domain of graphics packages. As you design data entry forms, reports, labels, mail​merge documents and the like, you point at the screen object you want to modify and press the

right mouse button. Up pops a context-appropriate menu. While in table view, I called up such a local menu to alter columns, text formatting and justifi​cation. You can do this just about anywhere with grid lines, pie slices and bars in graphics. If you've ever suspected that object-oriented programming is hype, your skepticism is going to evaporate dur​ing your first Paradox session.

I quickly discovered Paradox capabilities that otherwise could have eluded me for months by simply pointing at something on-screen and right​clicking to find out how it could be changed. There are the expected productivity gains, but there are concealed ergonomic benefits, too. If you ever graduate to larger displays, you'll appreciate how Menus on Demand eliminate the need for broad swipes of the mouse; instead of making forays at the traditional pull-down menus or icon bars, you can get right to the issues at hand.

Modeling the database

We all have information that cries out for struc​tured storage, analysis and retrieval. The trip to Windows makes Paradox a good candidate for peo​ple who need the power of database management, but who will never program to get the job done.

Let's say you have a sales tracking system. Every time your organization makes a sale, you need to make a new entry, but you don't want to make a redundant insertion of the customer address with every new order. You should create separate tables called CUSTOMERS and ORDERS, and have a cus​tomer identification code in both CUSTOMERS and ORDERS; that common field enables you to link the two tables whenever you need to. By breaking the data into logically specialized tables, you are performing normalization, a desirable goal.

Most PC database programs require you to join the tables every time. In Paradox for Windows, you're guided throughout the process. The first time you create a data entry form, Paradox pre​sents its Data Model dialog. It's only slightly more challenging than a game of connect the dots: Draw a line from CUSTOMERS to ORDERS and Paradox makes an intelligent guess as to which field in the CUSTOMER table links to the related information in ORDERS. If Paradox guesses wrong, you can pull down the field list and select the correct one. You get a simple graphical chart depicting the data model. It feels simple and you're spared premature questions and distracting details. Better yet, Paradox for Windows binds the link information to your reports and entry screens for future use.

The ORDERS table depends upon the CUS​TOMERS table, so if you were to eliminate a cus​tomer record, any orders for that customer would be orphaned. To willingly eliminate the master
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record while retaining the dependent ones would be a violation of referential integrity (the ORDERS records refer to those in the CUSTOMERS table). Long-time Paradox users will appreciate the new data modeling capabilities of the Windows version, because it protects tables against referential integri​ty errors; delete a customer and its related orders are also wiped. (Of course it's a good practice for custom programmers to program in a dialog ask​ing whether you really want to eliminate the cus​tomer and all of its orders.)

Design reports and entry forms

To get up and running quickly, Paradox pro​vides you with quick reports. These consist of a se​ries of fields and their associated labels. Borland sets these up in nested screen objects using con​tainership: When items share a container, they move along with it and share its global characteris​tics. Color a container blue and all its components take on the same hue. You can fine-tune contained subelements if you like. And, like any good draw package, you can shift-click on a series of screen objects and modify their properties at one time. This technique permitted me to simulate the re​verse video effect that input fields have in charac​ter-based applications. I selected each of the fields and clicked the right mouse button. The rest is simple: Select the field color of your choice, alter the font color and see the results as you go.

You can easily go beyond utilitarian entry forms into the truly exceptional. I pasted images from other Windows applications onto forms and reports (you can also import BMP files), and by clicking on the speed bar, I embedded business graphs into screen forms and reports.

Programming with ObjectPAL

Are you an expert PAL developer? Paradox for Windows introduces a new generation programming language, optimized for the event-driven, object-ori​ented logic of the Windows environment. Although Paradox for Windows will recognize old PAL code and run it, you're going to want to master ObjectPAL. It's a rich object-oriented language that ably builds upon its predecessor. You spend the initial effort designing visuals and then attaching methods (object-oriented routines) to the various screen ob​jects. While designing an entry form for CUS​TOMERS and ORDERS, I embedded a bitmap image. Then I used the right mouse button to call up the menu on demand, which includes a menu entry for Methods. Paradox shows you a list of built-in meth​ods for common events (either mouse button down or up, mouse passing over the object, errors and so on). Double-click on a built-in event and Paradox opens a window with the correct initializing and

closing code. All you have to do is type in the rest. Error handling is quite good: Try saving a buggy method and the cursor is thrown to the offending line. The method window's status area displays a helpful error message. It reminds you that this is the company that brought us Turbo Pascal. You don't have to wait until you're done to test code validity. As you write a method, you can click on the check button on Paradox's speed bar; this yields quick feedback.

This is far more than a quick graphical transla​tion of Paradox. ObjectPAL supports DDE links with other Windows applications. Naturally, you can include the usual suspects on your screen forms (push buttons, drop-down editors, check boxes and radio buttons). Screen forms may also contain embedded objects since Paradox is an OLE (Object Linking and Embedding) client. I success​fully pasted a segment of Word for Windows text on a form and Paradox displayed the WinWord icon. Double-click on that and Paradox loads WinWord, displaying the passage in question. This could be a very handy way to store free text docu​ments without losing the breadth of features found only in a word processor. You can also create for​matted memo fields that support Paradox's basic word processing features. (These include selection of font, style, size and line spacing.)

This new version introduces several new field types: binary, memo (for unformatted text), for​matted memo and graphics. Paradox is as friendly as it's ever been-and then some. It takes full ad​vantage of what Windows has to offer with OLE, push buttons, cut and paste, full font control and embedded graphics. Competent programmers will be drawn to ObjectPAL with its concise but English-like style. Database developers will be drawn to the flexible access to Paradox and dBASE files. With the addition of Borland SQL Link, Paradox can access Oracle servers with SQL Server and Interbase waiting in the wings.

The prerelease software I evaluated still shows some frayed edges: Performance is not yet optimal and intensive use caused Windows Application Errors. A dialog or two seemed to require a bit more polish, lacking keyboard accelerators. But none of these are alarming, and my Paradox and dBASE data emerged unscathed every time. Based on the overall quality of the software at this phase of development, we can expect a very robust final product. This is how Windows databases should be done. E

Marc Schnapp is a database developer, technical writer and Windows veteran, dating back to the first releases of *A* Vision and PageMaker under Windows 1.0. He specializes in writing user manuals. Reach Marc care o f Editor at the address on page 10.
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