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Questions such as

e What?!
* Why?!
 How?!

* Follow me down the rabbit hole
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What this talk is about

* Nerding out over Old Computer Stuff

* What, if anything, can we learn from this




How did we get here

2010/12/27

larsonjean
Well-Known Member

Thread Starter
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Hello,

| have a friend here who still uses his old
computer running Windows 95. He said that
the only thing he uses it for is to write his
letters using, "Microsoft Bob (Letter Writer).

Today his computer would not boot so | went

over and someone managed to get it up and

running but when | opened this I\/IicroE \

S,
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More questions than answers

e What is Microsoft Bob
e What is Bob Letter Writer




What is Microsoft Bob

Microsoft Bob was a Microsoft software product intended to
provide a more user-friendly interface for the Windows 3.1,
Windows 95 and Windows NT operating systems, supplanting the
Windows Program Manager. The program was released on March
10, 1995, and discontinued in early 1996. Microsoft Bob
presented screens showing a house, with rooms that the user
could visit containing familiar objects corresponding to computer
applications, such as a desk with pen and paper and a
checkbook. Clicking on the pen and paper would open the
system's word processor. A cartoon dog named Rover and other

cartoon characters provided guidance using speech balloons.

Microsoft Bob

Developer

Initial release

Final release

Microsoft
March 10, 1995; 30 years
agol!
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What is program manager
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FOSDEM, to starta
program just click on it.

To see the programs m tlus
roony, hold doem the F1 ke,

Oither options
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e Cha.uge tex.t or _ Change :_ . ither

check spelling an ohject = options




We’re not here to poke fun

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

We’re not here to poke fun

e It does kind of do all the hard work fdr us




Good Things — Scaleable graphics .
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Good Things — Intégration




special Days for FOSDEM

Trrpe the kind of day--birthday, anniversary, ete.
Then press the Tab key and type the date.

- -




— 9:00 AM Event from Boh Address Book
—— Heyl Campet! Type a description of the event here.

‘- Remind you?

Do srou want me to
remitnd wou of this
event?

E Mo

E Yes, an time

E 15 min. before

1 L 1 hr. before

FRecurs ovce a year

E 1 day before
E 2 days befare
— — = = == — — B 1 week before

Special options




Cubby #5 !

- Lutgoing Looky! Who do you want to send this e-mail message to?

Pick names individually . ..ot uge amailing list.
AREPERPRERERERER
L] andalf L] sirlines

B Mx. FosSDEM [ House Reps with E-Mail
O] imtermet User

gMDre —
L] testuser e

Wz, FOSDEM
infoi@fosdem.org

Add a new e-mail address
Show e-mail addresses from all

shared books Cancel X:E”f: Continue \‘le
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Good Things — Super woké

Woof? Tell me ahout yourself...

.50 [ can help you better. Type, then press the Tab
key. Press the Backspace key to erase mistakes.

First name: Bianca
I prefer to be called: Hacker
Last name: Blackbery

Hometown: The Internet

Birthday: 01 3l

Gender:

k<
=
B

Hot Telling

=@ =D




What password would you like?
Trrpe wour password here.

No password?

If you don't type in a password, everyone who shares
wout cotputer will have access to your letters, lists,
atid other things.

o
-
Hote: The little syrubols that showr up when yon type 15

my way of disgusing your passarord - this way someons
locking over wour shoulder can't tell what it 15!

=@ =D

O the other hand, a blank password is hard to forget!

xJ

Keep iBlank ¥

( Add a Password
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Felicitations, Hacker!

Happy woof-day to youl Happy woof-day to youl
Happy woof-day, dear Hacker! Happy woof day to







Bad Things — WTF 1S thlS
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Bad Things — WTF is this

Ilw...w i

Which report, FOSDEM?

iClick on a tab abowve. You can always come back
hete to choose another, ifit's not the right one.







Bad Things — “blue” screens

Application Error

NOTEBOOK caused a General Protection Fault in
module USPREAD.VYBX at 0001:0209.

We're off and minning,
FOZDEM!

a{w .}




I can’t help but love it

YOU CAPTURED MY HEART BOB

=N
2. {

5o for it!

@ Aodd your own text

@ &.dd a picture

@ Change a picture, text,
ot something else

@ See close-up of one si
of card, or whole card




Software development
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* Almost all applications are made with Visual Basic 3

Software development

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

Software development

* Except for the calendar, and checkbook applications

* Yeah, that includes the whole word processor!

b.



Anatomy — podium
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Anatomy — guide
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Anatomy — That’s all, really
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Software development

I 1

* 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

e The mail store is PST

e The mail client interface is MAPI

b.




I 1

* Some real effort was put into making Bob a sohd
technological foundation '

Software development

* But very firmly stuck in 16bit windows land
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* While it looks like each app “runs in the room’”

Questionable choices

— 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

b.



Software development — skt

e C++ apps are possible

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

b.



Software development — skt

m_pPodiumCtrl = new CVBContrxol();

// Create the podium control

if (m_pPodiumCtxrl == NULL) {
OutputDebugString("new CVBControl failed!\n");
return -1;

¥
OutputDebugString("Created CVBControl\n");

if (!m_pPodiumCtrl->Create("UTOPIA.DLL ;Podium;Exit",
WS_VISIBLE | WS_CHILD | WS_TABSTOP | BS_OWNERDRAW,
rectPodium,
tha's ),
101,
NULL,
TRUE) )

OutputDebugString("m_pPodiumCtrl->Create fTailed!\n");
delete m_pPodiumCtrl;

m_pPodiumCtrl = NULL;

return -1;

OutputDebugString("Created Podium\n");

// Make sure the podium is visible and behind the actor
. m_pPodiumCtrl->ShowWindow (SW_SHOW) ;




Software development - C++

BOOL CTheApp::InitInstance() {
EnableVBX() ;
HRESULT hrxr = UtopiaInitialize(&gpTask) ;
UERR erxrxr;
if (hxr) {
err = UWarnFromResult(hrx) ;
GetDfltStringFoxrUErxr(exrxr, exrrxorxr, 255);
MessageBox (NULL, errxor, "Errxoxr", MB_OK | MB_ICONSTOP)
UtopiaUninitialize();
OutputDebugString("UtopialInitialize() failed\n");
return FALSE;
i
gUtopiaInitialized = TRUE;
OpenPictureServer (&pPicServer) ;
CreateImageFromFile("FOUNTAIN.WMF", @, 800, 600, &img);
UShowStartupScreen("Bob Hello World", "TMM.CX INTERNET WII
img->Release() ;

ghcurHot = LoadUtopiaCursor (IDC_UPARROW) ;
ghcurNormal = LoadUtopiaCursorxr(IDC_ARROW) ;
ghcurKnock = LoadUtopiaCursor(IDC_KNOCK) ;
gdxScreen = GetSystemMetrics (SM_CXSCREEN) ;
@dyScreen = GetSystemMetrics (SM_CYSCREEN) ;

if (!'GetSystem(&gpSystem)) {

OutputDebugString("GetSystem() failed\n");
. return FALSE;
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* After working on this for a COuple of months
someone leaked the real SDK!

Figuring it out

* Originally Ghidra on checkbook.exe '

 Still a lot of missing pieces-. iy

e First demo “hello world” is a combination of
guesswork based on Ghidra, VB decompilation, and
guesswork based on headers.

b.



Very quick demo

I !

* Very quick because the app does almost nothing :)




Getting back to J ean

2010/12/30 Hi everyone,
| did find a computer that was running Works and | opened Works, then opened one of the files
from the floppy drive A and it did indeed open the document. There was some garbage in the

beginning but all the text seemed to be in place.

| left all the floppy disks with my friend and told him that he will have to open each document one

larsonjean at a time to see if he still needs the file. | didn't offer to do this for him as he had hundreds of
Well-Known Member

Thread Starter

numbered files on those floppy disks dating back to the year 2000.

It is terrible that Microsoft Bob made the person give the file a name when they wanted to save a
letter but the program just saved it as a number.




One more quick detour

L = g
rfLuul-.::i,f! A new name? \T

Pleaze think of a new name for
this letter and type it here.

II his 1z not a DO filename E

Do you want others in your
household to be able to open
this letter in the Letter Wiiter?

R ve g, shate it with others
[ Ho, keep it private

[:Ii Zancel x)( = E}) é




One more qu1ck detour

"""""" — —=

rr’rE_rruff" Which letter shall I open or delete for 3?1]11'7'
SRR PP pppplppIpp(R

(\ Upen aletter stored on

Change of Address = afloppy disk
] Thizsisnota... TETA26 2:50p Cpen a letter not created
= with the Letter Whiter

Tip: When vouwant to create a newr
version of a letter wathout chang

the on@nal open a copy.

B Show letters alphabetically
[] Show letters by date lf; aticel K:ljli 0K

\ . s




One more quick detour
C: [C_DRIVE]

E ‘tlﬁlﬁ

borders. bd
cat.dat

cat id
etter bt
eterese
ethip. bpr

B ztyle. dat

I




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 l

* 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!

b.



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

b.



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