FlashFiler 2.0

A new version of TurboPower’s
client/server database engine

Reviewed by Chris Frizelle

ack in June 1998 I reviewed a

bunch of database engines for
Delphi in Developers Review. The
aim was to examine the alterna-
tives to the Borland Database
Engine (BDE) that came in the box
with Delphi. One of those engines
was FlashFiler 1.0, which at the
time was only just out. Turbo-
Power has recently brought out a
new version of FlashFiler. The data-
base development goalposts have
definitely changed since 1998, and
it’s time to see how the new ver-
sion of FlashFiler fares.

The BDE is definitely on its way
out (stop cheering at the back
there!) and more and more folk are
turning to client/server style data-
bases from the older shared file
approach. And there’s more avail-
able for free: MySQL is a client/
server database which has been
around for some time now and of
course there’s the Open Source
version of InterBase 6.0.

FlashFiler 2.0 comes with a nice
thick printed manual: noticeably
thicker than for version 1.0. The
installer does everything for you,
including setting up FlashFiler
within Delphi and installing the
help into Delphi. Great: please take
note, other companies!

The most important thing about
FlashFiler is that it is a client/
server database, not a shared file
system. This means that it is inher-
ently scaleable (althoughIcouldn’t
find any information on maximum
users, etc) and includes goodies
such as transaction management.
The manual claims tables can now
be up to Terabytes in size! (limited
by the operating system capabili-
ties and disk size). Unlike some
client/server systems, however, it
is fairly easy to deploy: just copy
the server application (1.2Mb) and
some configuration files, get your
application to do some alias setup,
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and you are away. This makes it
well suited to use within vertical
market software (‘embedded’ data-
bases). The server can live on the
same machine as the applica-
tion(s), on a LAN server, or even
across the internet somewhere.

New in this version is SQL sup-
port for queries (it supports the
SELECT keyword), which makes life
an awful lot easier. Also added are
multi-threading in the server,
better BLOB storage and sundry
other improvements.

Leaping In
The first thing you must remember
to do before getting to grips with
FlashFiler is to start the server
engine and set up at least one alias
to point to a database file (such as
the sample mythicdb database
included with the product).

Unfortunately, the manual
rather drops you in at the deep
end: it is very much reference-
oriented. A simple ‘Create your first
FlashFiler application’ chapter
early in the manual would be a
great help, along with more ‘How to
do xyz’ material.

Because FlashFiler uses its own
proprietary data format, you will
need to convert any existing data-
bases. TurboPower provides vari-
ous utilities to help with this. The
main conversion route provided is
the BDE Transfer To FlashFiler util-
ity, which will open any BDE-
compatible database and convert
the tables within it
to FlashFiler format.
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are supported. There does not
seem to be any way of specifying
how field types are converted,
other than restructuring the data
once it’s in FlashFiler format.

The BDE Export To ASCII utility
will export any table which is sup-
ported by the BDE to fixed-length
ASCII files, which can then be
imported into FlashFiler format.
This utility was provided in beta
form in the version of FlashFiler I
used. It does the job fine enough,
but of course it won’t work with
BLOB or memo fields.

Another essential utility is the
FlashFiler Explorer, which allows
you to create, view and edit tables,
as well as viewing and amending
table structure and indexes.
Talking of indexes, they can be
unique or not, case-sensitive or
not, and ascending or descending.

Developing applications with
FlashFiler is fairly straightforward
once you have got to grips with the
way things work. A simple local
server application (that is, the
server is on the same machine as
the application) is very easy. Using
remote servers (on another
machine, eg a LAN server) had me
scratching my head: the help is
very pithy, telling you only what
each piece of the puzzle does,
rather than how to assemble the
whole thing; the manual is better
but not idiot-level enough for ordi-
nary mortals like me! It’s a shame,
as the software itself is clearly well
thought out and implemented.

One of the facilities that
FlashFiler has is to compile the
server engine into your applica-
tion’s executable, so that you only
have to ship your own .EXE file.
The idea is, presumably, greater
simplicity. Understandably, this
limits your application to
single-user status: as FlashFiler is a
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client/server engine not a file-
sharing engine, you need a sepa-
rate server for multi-user capabili-
ties. [ had expected that creating a
single .EXE app would be very easy
and that it might feature in some
introductory part of the manual. In
fact, the information on how to do
this is on page 570 and to find it
you have to know the magic word
‘SingleEXE’. You actually have to
start off by developing your appli-
cation to use a separate server
engine, then make some configura-
tion changes to FlashFiler and to
the database file, recompile it all,
then copy some system tables to
your application directory. Yes,
well: not exactly simple, is it? My
conclusion is that FlashFiler really
is aclient/server system and that is
how it is best used. If you want a
single .EXE solution, it’s probably
best to look elsewhere.

Conclusions
FlashFiler undoubtedly contains
lots of clever stuff: the folks at
TurboPower are certainly no
slouches in terms of ideas or
coding. The new SQL SELECT sup-
port is very useful, although other
competing products offer fuller
SQL support (ie not just lim-

ited to queries). The docu- o Fom ok sze [5O3
mentation has been beefed up, | s s

want to tweak the server code, you
can do that. As a general purpose
database engine, I think FlashFiler
will struggle against the estab-
lished names (both commercial
and free). As an engine which you
can seamlessly embed into your
own vertical market products, it’s
got a lot more going for it. If you
need a client/server solution (that
is, a shared file approach is not
powerful enough), then FlashFiler
should definitely be on your list of
candidate products for evaluation.

For more information on Flash-
Filer visit www.turbopower.com or
talk to your local dealer. Direct
from TurboPower, FlashFiler costs
$499; a typical UK price is around
§£300 plus VAT. This is a one-off
cost: there are no royalties or
client licences to buy. Supported
versions are Delphi 3.0 or later and
C++Builder 3.0 or later: we have no
news yet on a Kylix version for
Linux. The current version is 2.02,
which fixes some bugs and adds
minor enhancements over version
2.00.

Chris Frizelle (chrisf@itecuk.com)
is Editor of The Delphi Magazine.
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