MVP Insider

Rainer Becker - Kronberg, Germany

Most Valuable Professional: Visual Developer - Visual FoxPro

Rainer Becker has been the head of the German-speaking FoxPro user group, dFPUG, since he founded it in 1992. The user group publishes the quarterly loose leaf magazine, FoxxProfessional (about 200 full-sized pages each issue), runs an interactive German forum at http://forum.dfpug.de as well as a large document portal based on MS Sharepoint at http://portal.dfpug.de with unsurpassed Google rankings in the countries of German language. He has been organizing the annual German VFP Devcon since 1994 as well as the SQL Server and .NET conference since 2001. Rainer Becker has been a speaker at various Microsoft events such as the recent roadshow for Visual FoxPro 9.0 in Germany. At Europe’s largest computer fair CeBIT he has been a presenter at Microsoft’s VFP demo machine since 1993. He has been a Most Valuable Professional and a Microsoft Certified Professional for many years. His main profession is consulting work for VFP projects at the Wizards & Builders GmbH and non-profit work for ISYS Softwareentwicklung GmbH (the corporation operating the German-speaking FoxPro user group).

What does MVP mean to you?

Yes, I am one of those FoxHeads who still do not integrate that well with the world of Microsoft after about a decade. But I am still standing after all these years. In my opinion, a programming language is something inductive and not deductive. And I want to be a software developer and not a programmer only. Due to the fact that Microsoft focuses on team programming, it is hard to find a place in this world as a Community guy and an Extreme programmer, but still it is a lot of fun. As I am a born multiplicator who just loves writing articles and news and publish, MVP means to me a small reward for lots of work which by accident happens to be in favour of Microsoft <g>.

If you could ask Steve Ballmer one question about Microsoft, what would it be?

I am a personal fan of Steve Ballmer! OK, forget about the BOB presentation from the dark ages, everyone was young once upon the time, nevertheless it was fun. He is an industry leader with a personal attitude. I really believe that he does his job because he likes it. Money does not play a role anymore since a decade ago. Best wishes to him, and I hope to hear his funny voice at as many MVP meetings in Redmond as possible! Anyhow, the one question would be: On the one hand Microsoft considers itself a very innovative company. On the other hand they are afraid of the public opinion (the public includes their own employees) as regards accumulating billions of dollars in bank accounts. Instead of returning money to investors, why not invest a larger part into development? There are hundreds of areas that could benefit from a Microsoft way to improve things! For example, think of somebody with a short fuse who is in a hurry. His shoes don’t fit without a shoehorn, shoelaces are fiddly to use, a door does not stay open when carrying luggage through it, and the same is true for the car door. Maybe Microsoft focuses too much on architecture instead of real-world, everyday solutions. But they could easily do both, couldn’t they?!

What do you think the best software ever written was?

Apart from the concept of human brains which you might count as hardware, the best software is not one that was, but one that is yet to be written. It is just like in the "The Hitch-Hikers Guide to the Galaxy": I do not know the question, but maybe we can create a software development environment that would allow to create the best software ever written. Not achieved yet but on its way. And it is still a long way to go. I am afraid we will be totally disappointed about the result anyway.

If you were the manager of Visual FoxPro, what would you change?

They will add the very best .NET features to Visual FoxPro, and they will add the very best Visual FoxPro features to .NET - even if neither any VFP guy nor a .NET man gets the real picture and understands the advantages on the very first day. It is an evolution based on proven technologies even if they have been ignored by universities as well as by software theory, but the technologies are based on a decade of practice - for the best of all of us. What would I change? That concerns US-based companies in general, not Microsoft or the Visual FoxPro manager only: Calm down a bit and try to convince people instead of overwhelming them! And then there is the attitude of Microsoft Redmond that the subsidiaries are independent and free to act on their own while in fact they try to follow each and every cough at Redmond. This is at best confusing to the customers.

If you were given unlimited data bandwidth, what would you do with it?

At first I would combat spammers and hackers with DOS attacks and suchlike! Unlimited bandwidth would do - at least for a while. This might sound nasty, but that all too often applies to true feelings <g>. Those hackers bring down my websites twice a year at least. Fighting them back would reduce my monthly bill by US$400 for currently used bandwidth for my community activities. Besides, unlimitied bandwidth would permit getting rid of all these piles of music CDs and picture CDs by placing all the stuff on one server somewhere. And as usual, I would ask for having wireless access anywhere <g>. Remember, information at your fingertips!

What was the last book you read?

The last non-technical book I read was the biography of Joseph Fouché by Stefan Zweig, a clever political man in the times of the French revolution. Fouché survived virtually every catastrophe, though with hair-raising turns and tactics. But as I find such a lot of good book recommendations here at MVP Insider, here is another one I have read recently: "The Utopia of purification" by Gerd Koenen is a brilliant analysis of the terrible effects communism has in fact brought about in Stalin’s Soviet Union. If you want to tease your girlfriend send her "Sperm Wars" from Robin Baker to get the answer on "Why we love and suffer, unite, divorce and betray". If you want to know where the name "Yahoo" came from you will have to read "Gullivers travels" complete edition to the very end.

What music CD do you recommend?

To be honest, I neither listen to music nor watch TV under the week. Music is for car rides and TV is restricted to weekends. Just to name it, have you ever heard of the band "DAF"? That translates to German-American Friendship, something that is lacking a bit right now. Besides, did you know that Michael Moore's books have become bestsellers over here in Germany? But back to music: Robbie Williams in Paris, Leonard Cohen (only on CD), Rammstein in south Germany, Neil Young at the Frankfurt Opera, Peter Gabriel / Herbert Groenemeyer / Die toten Hosen / Jethro Tull / ACDC, all heard at live concerts. This is what I recommend. CDs are to remember where you have been to.

What makes you a great MVP?

You need to be a kind of a maniac to continuously provide service to a community. Especially as still a small percentage of developers tends to start flame threads and to act strangely as soon as they are in an anonymous online forum <g>. Apart from the German-speaking FoxPro user group's main fields of activity as mentioned above, I publish a free eNewsletter which reaches 3.000 subscribers bimonthly, support about a dozen regional VFP meetings, do organize the localization for German/French/Czech user interfaces for Visual FoxPro, and some more. I also publish the multi-lingual framework Visual Extend (VFX) for VFP which has gained a growing number of users due to the continuous product maintenance and updates - see www.visualextend.com. Sounds great, but all this is still a bit too little to earn a living as the software development market over here in Germany is still a disaster. All this action sums up to a second, but unpaid, full-time job. My wife is in fact jealous of the FoxPro community. However, the number of project requests has started to grow recently.

What’s in your computer bag?

The usual annual laptop. OK, PDA plus recharger. And yes, plugs to get connected to power in the US and other countries as well as network and modem cables. BTW: now they are from the eCompanyStore. A great offer would be a travellers kit and an electric shaver that is garantueed never to switch itself on inside the suitcase.

What's the best thing that has happened since you've become an MVP?

Within the MVP group there is - or should I say, was - the FoxGang. I love travelling through different countries, and coming to Redmond after visiting e.g. Las Vegas is another interesting experience about perception. The MVP Summit is another great way to travel to the US and to hear another speech of Steve Ballmer or see another great video (even if we will NEVER get it). So, indeed, the MVP meetings at Redmond were the best thing to happen to me since I became an MVP. They are communication at its very best.

What is your motto?

Am I allowed to cite the actor Robbie Coltrane (you might know him as the giant from The "Lord of the Rings" movies)? "I smoke too much, I drink too much, I gamble too much, I am too much!" Just skip the one about gambling and replace it with work for the community, and we will be all set.

Who is your hero?

Having only one hero besides one’s father in childhood time might be a little bit too simplicistic nowadays. How about a different approach: The FoxPro community lost half of its members during the transition from procedural (FoxPro/Windows) to object-oriented (Visual FoxPro) programming ("separating the sheep from the goats"), and we foresaw the very same problem for the switch from VB to VB.NET. But as the Fox community never really solved that problem, we have no solution to share except for reducing the effect and influence of high level architects and long-time users in order to build a kind of wheelchair-compatible entry to the development environment instead; this to bring new people a good experience about achieved results as fast as possible. My hero would be the person who is able to package the message convincingly so that the people do take up the work of transition right away. Obviously, it’s not me. But maybe this interferes with the update cycle anyhow.

What does success mean to you?

On the one hand, payment for succesful development work is a kind of acknowledgement, on the other hand money does not mean much, because the basic level of wealth will be available for me anyhow. In my career, success has always been a sign of good craftsmanship and benefit to the customers. And in my view, the most profound success lies not only in good results in one's work life, but in managing to be a family man as well. 

Overview of MVP activities

And here is "What we did since last October" for the German FoxPro User Group (Non Profit). BTW: In case I did not do the work on my own but just organized it and someone else did the real work he is mentionend in brackets. If the user group received a donation for the work done it is mentionend in brackets to. Under no circumstances did I receive any payment/money directly.

Attending Conferences and events

· FoxPro Advisor Advisor DevCon 2005, Las Vegas

· Praha FoxPro DevCon 2005, Prague

· MVP-Summit, Redmond (received some travel payment and free hotel)

· Microsoft CLIP meeting, Frankfurt (one short session about VFP9)

· Microsoft CLIP meeting, CeBIT, Hannover

· Hannover Fair Cebit, 1 week, Hannover (answering VFP-questions, free entry ticket)

Organizing Events

· German Visual FoxPro DevCon 2004, see http://devcon.dfpug.de (charged by dFPUG)

· SQL-Server and .NET DevCon 2004, see http://sqlnet.dfpug.de (charged by dFPUG)

· Visual FoxPro 9.0 Roadshow, 9 cities in Germany/Austria, see http://roadshow.dfpug.de, doing 8 1-day presentations (charged by dFPUG)

· VFX-Usermeeting 2005 (with Uwe Habermann), 1 day, see http://www.dfpug.de/veran/workshops/vfx/vfx_anwender05.htm (charged by dFPUG)

· dFPUG regional officers meeting, 1 day, http://www.dfpug.de/veran/workshops/regional/regional05.htm
· VFX-workshop (with Uwe Habermann), 1 day, see http://www.dfpug.de/veran/workshops/vfx/vfx_einsteiger05.htm (charged by dFPUG)

· CeBIT-VFP9-meeting, 1 evening, see http://www.dfpug.de/veran/regional/cebit/treffen.htm
· Frankfurt regional VFP meeting, 1 evening, see http://frankfurt.dfpug.de (under construction)

Publishing books & articles & such

· Translation of NewInNine as German Updatebook for VFP 9.0 (with Mathias Gronau), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose16/Nine.htm (book sold by dFPUG)

· Translation of Effective application development with VFP9 (with Mathias Gronau) (under construction), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose16/11_02_30_RAD_VFP9.htm (book sold by dFPUG)

· Loose leafe magazin FoxX Professional 17 (with Tina Flieher-Ojen, various authors), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose17/Inhaltsverzeichnis.htm (for paying members only)

· Loose leafe magazin FoxX Professional 18 (with Tina Flieher-Ojen, various authors), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose18/Inhaltsverzeichnis.htm (for paying members only)

· Publishing German press releases regarding Visual FoxPro, see http://www.pressebox.de/pressefach/dfpug-co-isys-gmbh/meldungen
· Sending out 7 new eNewsletter to 3000 recipients, see http://portal.dfpug.de/dFPUG/Portal/eNews/ for an overview of topics written

Websites and other online activities

· regular updates for homepage of German VFP usergroup (with Andelko Sicenica), see http://www.dfpug.de 

· regular document uploads to document portal of German VFP usergroup, see http://portal.dfpug.de 

· participation in online discussions in our FoxPro-forum at http://forum.dfpug.de, but I am not in the top ten there, see hitlists at http://portal.dfpug.de/dFPUG/Portal/dFPUG/
· complete new set of pages for VFP9, see http://www.visualfoxpro.de
· patch for VFP9 on NT4 (with Erich Todt), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose18/00_75_vfp9nt4patchreadme.htm
· runtime installer for VFP9 (with Uwe Habermann), see http://files.visualextend.de/files90/VFP9RuntimeSetup.exe
· update of dFPUG and VFX community taskpanes (with Sven Wilke), see http://taskpane.com/files
· irregularly adding entries to CodeZone (with Armin Neudert), see http://www.code-zone.de/VisualFoxPro.aspx
· irregularly offering new online services (with Peter Herzog), see http://afp.dfpug.de, new: http://mailinglisten.dfpug.de 

· irregularly adding entries to Wikis, see http://fox.wikis.com and http://wiki.dfpug.de 

Localizations

· Publishing French userinterface/reportwriter for VFP9 (with Eugen Wirsing and Christian Bonafos), see http://portal.dfpug.de/dFPUG/Dokumente/Dokumentation/VFP9FRA.zip
· Publishing Czech userinterface/reportwriter for VFP9 (with Eugen Wirsing and Igor Vit), see http://portal.dfpug.de/dFPUG/Dokumente/Dokumentation/VFP9CSY.zip
· Publishing German userinterface/reportwriter for VFP9 (with Eugen Wirsing), see http://portal.dfpug.de/dFPUG/Dokumente/Dokumentation/VFP9DEU.zip
· Publishing Localization CD for VFP9 including localized reportwriter applications and such (CD sold by dFPUG)

· Translation of Ken Levy letters (with Mathias Gronau), see http://www.dfpug.de/allgemeines/ms_vfp8/hersteller/index.htm
· Translation of Roadmap, OLEDB-Provider and such (with Mathias Gronau), see http://www.visualfoxpro.de
Other Work for Microsoft

· Translating Microsoft product homepage for Visual FoxPro, see http://www.microsoft.com/germany/msdn/foxpro/default.mspx, including all subpages for product description, features, system, FAQ, downloads, community and such (user group received a donation)

· 10 webcasts for Visual FoxPro, see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose18/11_09_32_webcast.htm as well as https://www.microsoft.com/germany/msdn/webcasts/kuenftige.mspx
· selling by now 300 copies of Visual FoxPro 9.0 directly and via our online shop at http://shop.dfpug.de (written in ASP.NET) (user group received a donation) (sold via dFPUG)

· transportation of VFP9 big box from Las Vegas to Frankfurt and on to Praha (with Igor Vit) (dFPUG received small donation to cover transport cost)

· publishing banners for Microsoft (CLIP, Codezone, Empower, MSDN Webcasts), see http://portal.dfpug.de (user group received a donation)

Other work with relation to Visual FoxPro

· answering phone/email hotline questions regarding Visual FoxPro for dFPUG twice a week (tuesday, thursday)

· publishing of new release of framework Visual Extend for Visual FoxPro (with Uwe Habermann and Venelina Jordanova), see http://www.visualextend.com (sold via dFPUG)

· Publishing of printed manual for Framework Visual Extend for VFP9 (with Uwe Habermann), see http://www.dfpug.de/loseblattsammlung/loseblatt/auflage/lose17/vfx9handbuch.htm (book sold by dFPUG) 

· creation of new international online shop, see http://store.esellerate.net/s.aspx?s=STR5180737559 (sold via dFPUG)

· regular updates for homepage of framework Visual Extend, see http://www.visualextend.com 

