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Turn Classes into OLE Automation Servers 



Your VFP classes can be accessible from any OLE client application.
By Yair Alan Griver, Contributing Editor
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One of the new features in Visual FoxPro 5.0 is the capability of turning your classes into OLE Automation servers. This article reviews the basic issues involved in creating these automation servers, and looks at why you might want to design your applications to take advantage of this new capability.
What's OLE Automation?
OLE Automation is a standard approach for accessing an object through a defined set of interfaces. In other words, it's a standard way of making an object public to other applications—even those not created with Visual FoxPro. An application that exposes objects is called an OLE Automation server.
As VFP developers, you've had the capability of calling other OLE Automation servers, such as Word and Excel. Beginning in version 5.0, Visual FoxPro itself can be used as an OLE Automation server by other applications; for example, Word can call VFP, open a table, and look up information.
You've also had the capability of creating classes whose instances would be available to other Visual FoxPro applications and classes. Now, VFP 5.0 gives you the capability to do both: You can create a class that's available not only to Visual FoxPro, but to any other OLE-aware application or programming language.
With VFP 5.0, you can create OLE servers to perform common tasks and implement complex business rules. The servers can be made available to other developers—or to other applications—without having to provide the source code. 
Visual FoxPro's Enterprise Edition includes the capability to create Remote Automation Servers that can run on a different machine than the one that your application is running on, using that other machine's memory and processor. (In the Professional edition, you can also create OLE servers, but they can only be used on the local machine.) You can place standardized OLE servers that have your company's business rules encoded within them on a rules server, and change them without having to modify your application!
How do I create an OLE Automation server?
Creating an OLE Automation server in VFP 5.0 is easy and involves two steps: First, specify which classes should be publicly available, then decide how you want to package the classes.
Making a class available
To make a class publicly available, create the standalone classes you've become used to in VFP 3.0. When designing your class, select the Class Info option on the Class menu, and click on the OLE Public option. This makes the current class available to other products (figure 1).
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Figure 1: CREATING AN OLE SERVER—Making a class available as a public server is as simple as checking the OLE Public checkbox in the Class Info dialog.
To do the same thing in code, add the keyword OLEPUBLIC to your DEFINE CLASS command.
Packaging decisions
After you've created your classes, you can decide how they should be instantiated. Do this through the Project Manager. Go to the Project Options dialog, and select the Servers tab as shown in figure 2.
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Figure 2: PACKAGING CLASSES—Use this dialog to indicate how the class is instantiated.
This dialog lets you specify a Help file for the class, a description, the name of the file it will exist in, and the type library that describes the public properties and methods to OLE browsers that might come with other products. Finally, it lets you specify how the class should be instanced: Single Use, Not Creatable, or Multi Use. 
Not Creatable specifies the class can only be accessed by other Visual FoxPro applications. Single Use and Multi Use let the class be created by any application that supports OLE Automation. Single Use runs a separate instance of the OLE server for each request, while Multi Use provides a pointer to the already running copy of the OLE server.
Finally, select Build OLE DLL from the Build dialog, and Visual FoxPro builds a .DLL with all the classes in the project, and registers any public classes for you. If you select the Regenerate OLE Server IDs check box, VFP 5.0 re-registers the classes with new IDs in the system registry.
Registry stuff
OLE information is stored in the Registry database, which is built into 32-bit Windows. This database contains pointers to any OLE servers on your machine, indicating where they're located, and includes a unique ID that identifies them (essentially, this is a primary key). When you register an OLE server (as VFP does when you build an OLE DLL), the registry is modified to include the necessary information. Moving the OLE server DLL requires you to re-register the server. Visual FoxPro creates a .REG file you can run to register your server.
Nuts and bolts
During the next few months, I'll look at the nuts and bolts of creating remote OLE servers, their uses as standalone objects, as part of a development framework, and deployment across the Internet. Belt yourselves in: It's gonna be a fun ride!
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