Introduction

It was in Amsterdam, in 2004, that I first discovered the Express tools from Microsoft.
During the keynote at Microsoft’s huge developer event, TechEd, various personas from
inside the company were getting extremely animated about the possibilities these tools
gave to the development community. At a time when most of us thought Microsoft was
quietly beavering away on Visual Studio 2005 and nothing else, the boys and girls from
Redmond did a massive turnabout and announced that they would be, at last, introducing
a set of extremely well-priced reduced-functionality development tools aimed specifically
at students and hobbyists.

I saw something different, though. With a very cheap price (they’re actually free at the
time of this printing), the Express tools are the ideal way for anyone to get up to speed in
.NET development. Ignoring the obvious benefits these tools have for students, there’s a
whole raft of people out there coding like demons in Java, classic Visual Basic, and even
the Linux tools that prior to the release of the Express family may never have had a chance
to experience the power and versatility of .NET.

I sat down at lunch to discuss the book ideas with Gary Cornell, Apress’s venerable
publisher, and something else occurred to me. The Express family of tools probably repre-
sents the most groundbreaking move in development tools Microsoft has made since the
release of Visual Basic way back in the early 90s. Visual Basic opened up a previously
locked world, enabling practically anyone to sit down and write computer programs that
would run on the Windows operating system. It was a paradigm shift away from the tradi-
tional crusty world of C++ compilers, huge technical reference books, and headaches, and
into a world where developing a program was as simple as dragging and dropping compo-
nents with a mouse and then gluing them all together with code.

Visual Basic was also very keenly priced. In fact, it was so keenly priced and so easy to
use that within a decade it had grown to become the world’s single most popular program-
ming tool, and I believe almost certainly helped propel the popularity of Windows itself
(after all, what good is an operating system without software, and what better way to get
software than to make it easy for people to develop it).

As the popularity of Visual Basic grew, so too did its features, and along with them the
price of the package. By the end of its life, Visual Basic was most commonly bought as part
of the Visual Studio suite of tools, a phenomenally powerful collection of programming
gems that commanded a staggering price (from a mere man-on-the-street’s point of
view). Visual Studio .NET followed with a similar price, and so too did Visual Studio .NET
2003. When Visual Studio 2005 was announced, the world pretty much assumed that
Microsoft was now totally committed to delivering development tools that only the big
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companies could afford. Similarly, the features in that tool were focused totally on solving
the sorts of problems the big boys faced every day.

Express was a radical U-turn. Once again Microsoft was returning to its roots by making
available easy-to-use programming tools that sacrificed nothing in terms of power and
that would be available to all budgets.

Since the first ever release of .NET, Visual Basic has matured into a wonderfully elegant
object-oriented language. Despite what the press would have you believe, Visual Basic is
still way more popular than C#, and that owes a lot to the verbosity and almost English-
like syntax of the language. After spending my days writing C# code, it was a surprising joy
to come home at night to write Visual Basic once again.

This book is designed for anyone who has ever wanted to learn .NET programming
with Visual Basic but who has never been able to, probably because they couldn’t legally
get the tools to do so. Perhaps you've never programmed a computer before in your life. If
that’s the case, the early chapters of the book will lead you gracefully into the world of
code. On the other hand, perhaps you're an old hand at classic Visual Basic or even Java
and have come here to learn just what all the fuss is about in .NET land. Great, welcome
aboard! You'll find plenty to cut your teeth on, and hopefully at the end of this book you’ll
be able to find plenty of reasons to jump ship completely!

So, what exactly do I cover?

Chapter 1: Welcome to Visual Basic Express

Firing up Visual Basic 2005 Express for the first time can be a little daunting. There are a
myriad of buttons, menus, and options to twiddle with, and no obvious best place to start.
In this chapter I'll walk you through just what it’s like to use the Visual Basic 2005 Express
environment, and by the end of the chapter we’ll even write our own full-blown Windows
application together. What better way to get your head wet than to just dive straight in?

Chapter 2: The Basics of Visual Basic

In Chapter 2 you'll start exploring the Visual Basic language itself. There are two aspects to
the package: the Visual Basic 2005 Express integrated development environment (IDE)
and the Visual Basic language. In this chapter we’ll turn away from the pretty bells and
whistles for a whistle-stop tour of the features of what is rapidly becoming one of the
world’s most popular programming languages.
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Chapter 3: Working with Variables

If you've programmed before, you know that it’s pretty much impossible to achieve
anything without variables. Variables are the placeholders in your code where you'll store
data your program works with, the items that you’ll use in code to make decisions while
the program is running. In this chapter you’ll find out all there is to know about variables
in Visual Basic.

Chapter 4: Classes and Object Orientation in
Visual Basic 2005

Visual Basic is (now) an object-oriented programming language. In this chapter you’ll get
a good look at just what that means as you explore the fundamental object-oriented facil-
ities that Visual Basic provides.

Chapter 5: More-Advanced Object Orientation

It’s a big subject and gets two chapters. In this one you’ll go beyond the basic syntax of
working with objects and classes and dive into the mysteries of inheritance, virtual
methods, abstract classes, and interfaces.

Chapter 6: Handling Exceptions

Inevitably sometimes things just don’t go to plan. When that happens in code, you get
exceptions. In this chapter you'll explore all of Visual Basic’s tools for processing and
dealing with exceptions.

Chapter 7: How Visual Basic 2005 Express Helps
You Code

Now we get to return to the IDE. Visual Basic 2005 Express has a ton of features designed
to help you write programs. In fact, features such as IntelliSense can actually write
some of the code for you, while features in the graphical designer tools let you build
standards-conforming user interfaces effortlessly. This is the chapter where you'll
explore all these toys.
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Chapter 8: Building Windows Applications

Visual Basic 2005 Express is designed to help you write programs for Windows. In this
chapter you'll explore just how as we dive into the world of building user interfaces,
handling user interface events, and much more user interface goodness.

Chapter 9: Windows and Dialogs

Now that you know how to build a user interface, it’s time to explore the different kinds of
windows most Windows applications have. In this chapter you'll take a look at dialog
boxes, both creating your own and using the built-in ones, as well as taking a peek at just
how to customize the appearance of a window itself.

Chapter 10: Lists

Lots of Windows programs these days have lists: lists of employees, lists of high scores,
grids containing details of those people you must not forget during the holidays. This
chapter explores how to create them and work with them, diving into the details of the
powerful List controls that every Windows program contains.

Chapter 11: Menus and Toolbars

What’s a Windows application without a menu to let you get at its features? In this chapter
you’ll explore just how those menus are created, how to work with them in code, and of
course how to supplement them with cool-looking toolbars.

Chapter 12: Events

Everything in a Windows application revolves around events. When the user clicks a
button, moves a slider, or selects an item in a list, an event gets fired off that it’s your job
to handle. In this chapter you’ll look at Visual Basic’s events, and .NET delegates, the inner
workings of .NET’s event handling.



INTRODUCTION

Chapter 13: Lists and Generics

I know, we already covered lists back in Chapter 10. In this chapter, though, you’ll look at
how to create lists internally, in code, without graphical user interfaces. You'll explore one
of the cool new features of Visual Basic that makes working with lists of information so
painless: generics.

Chapter 14: Files and Streams

Displaying information in your program is one thing, but where did that information
come from? In this chapter you'll look at how to work with files and streams as I show you
how to seamlessly stream information in and out of your program to both files and the
Internet.

Chapter 15: Working with XML

XML data is everywhere these days, and .NET has some fantastic support for working with
what has rapidly become the lingua franca of the Internet. In this chapter I'll show you just
how .NET lets you manipulate and work with XML with ease.

Chapter 16: Database Programming

Visual Basic 2005 Express ships with a very powerful database engine based on Microsoft’s
SQL Server system. In this chapter you'll explore just how to create databases and work
with them in your programs.

Chapter 17: The Internet and Visual Basic

Who hasn’t heard of the Internet these days? Visual Basic 2005 Express makes working
with the Internet in your programs trivial. You'll see how to write your own browser, how
to use web services out there on the Net, and how to download information you find on
websites around the globe.
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Chapter 18: Threading

We close out our look at the language and tools of Visual Basic 2005 Express with threading.
Threading is all about making your program do two (or more) things at once. It used to be
a topic that scared off even seasoned programming vets, but VB Express makes this once-
fearsome land as warm and inviting as a tropical island paradise.

Chapter 19: Where to Now?

When you reach this point in the book you’ll have no trouble writing your own programs,
and writing code that talks to the Internet and databases. You’ll know how to build the
next killer user interface. But, as Douglas Adams once observed about space, .NET is big.
In fact, it’s so big that no book could ever cover every single class in the framework or every
use someone would want to put those classes to. In this chapter I'll send you on your way
with some pointers to resources that can help take you to the next level in your .NET
adventures.
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