
  



  



  



  

Questions such as

● What?!
● Why?!
● How?!
● Follow me down the rabbit hole



  

What this talk is about

● Nerding out over Old Computer Stuff
● What, if anything, can we learn from this



  

How did we get here



  

How did we get here



  

More questions than answers

● What is Microsoft Bob
● What is Bob Letter Writer



  

What is Microsoft Bob



  

What is program manager
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What is program manager



  



  

We’re not here to poke fun

● It does kind of do all the hard work for us



  

We’re not here to poke fun

● It does kind of do all the hard work for us
● But there is a sort of irresistible earnestness to it



  

Good Things – Scaleable graphics



  

Good Things – Scaleable graphics



  

Good Things – Scaleable graphics



  

Good Things – Integration



  

Good Things – Integration



  

Good Things – Integration



  

Good Things – Integration



  

Good Things – Super woke 



  

Good Things – Secure? 



  

Good Things – A bit of fun 



  

Good Things – A bit of fun 



  

Bad things – NO UNDO! 



  

Bad Things – WTF is this



  

Bad Things – WTF is this



  

Bad Things – WTF is this



  

Bad Things – WTF is this



  

Bad Things – “blue” screens



  

I can’t help but love it



  

Software development



  

Software development

● Almost all applications are made with Visual Basic 3
● Except for the calendar, and checkbook applications



  

Software development

● Almost all applications are made with Visual Basic 3
● Except for the calendar, and checkbook applications
● Yeah, that includes the whole word processor!



  

Anatomy – podium



  

Anatomy – guide



  

Anatomy – That’s all, really



  

Software development

● In the background Bob uses state of the art features!
● All databases are in MS JET format (Access!)
● Services are exposed via COM (address book, 

calendar, etc)
● Shared components via VBX
● The mail store is PST
● The mail client interface is MAPI



  

Software development

● Some real effort was put into making Bob a solid 
technological foundation

● But very firmly stuck in 16bit windows land



  

Questionable choices

● While it looks like each app “runs in the room”
– In actual fact they are all full-screen apps

● The podium manages the guide
– But they are distinct objects

● Lot of boilerplate stuff as was the fashion of the time
– People really loved their code generators back then



  

Software development - C++

● C++ apps are possible
● The podium and guide are VBX controls
● C++ apps MUST be MFC because of this
● Everything is COM



  

Software development - C++



  

Software development - C++



  

Figuring it out

● Originally Ghidra on checkbook.exe
● After working on this for a couple of months 

someone leaked the real SDK!
● Still a lot of missing pieces… 
● First demo “hello world” is a combination of 

guesswork based on Ghidra, VB decompilation, and 
guesswork based on headers.



  

Very quick demo

● Very quick because the app does almost nothing :)



  

Getting back to Jean



  

One more quick detour



  

One more quick detour



  

One more quick detour



  

One more quick detour

● Bob stores the “Bob filenames” in a database
● The user never sees the real files



  

Jean was not able to figure it out

● Would you be able to figure out where the metadata 
of your friends and families is?

● I believe that Bob was not designed to be “captive” 
in the way that modern software is.

● Yet even accidentally it managed to be.
● Modern SAAS seems to do this on purpose.
● Preaching to the choir; Open data formats for (meta) 

data matter to regular people too!



  

Thank you – and Questions

● Want to play with Bob? 
– https://bob.estate

● Want to see more of my retro nonsense?
– https://patreon.com/Retro_Rabbit_Hole

● Want to hire me for to do tech stuff?
– https://prehensile-tales.com

● Want to learn more about MCI/Bob Mail stuff?
– Watch my talk tomorrow at 14:00 in H.1302 (Depage)

● Follow me on Mastodon!
– @hp@tmm.cx

https://bob.estate/
https://patreon.com/Retro_Rabbit_Hole
https://prehensile-tales.com/
https://mastodon.tmm.cx/@hp
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