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Twenty long years ago I was a microcomputer salesman. One day I received an interesting request from one of my customers. Could I get him a copy of a program called dBase II? My customer was a film producer, and he wanted it to manage the different scenes of a large production he was working on.

I found a copy that had just arrived at a distributor. dBase II was the first sophisticated database for microcomputers and my sale was, to my knowledge, the first of tens of thousands in Australia.. dBase II and its successors dBase III and dBase IV were hugely successful in the 1980s and early 1990s. When people discovered PCs they discovered spreadsheets and word processors, but they also discovered databases.

I wrote about databases on larger computers, where they are often called database management systems (DBMSs) in this column last week. The concept is the same no matter what size computer they run on. Database software allows you to store and sort and report on any kind of information, from customer names, to a library catalogue, to my film producer's list of scenes and props. For most people, that is what computing is all about.

Databases are not actually themselves applications, but they enable applications to be written. dBase and its many rivals fought a ding-dong battle in the early 1990s, when the desktop market was a real free-for-all. There were the spreadsheet wars between market leader Lotus 1-2-3 and upstarts Quattro and Microsoft Excel. Microsoft Word battled with WordStar. On the database front it was mostly dBase versus Paradox, with a few high end products like Rbase and lower end products like Q&A nibbling round the edges.

Then Microsoft, already a major player on the strength of its MS-DOS operating system, released a version of Windows that finally performed adequately. The success of Windows allowed Microsoft to adopt a new marketing strategy, which was either very clever or very sneaky, depending how you look at it. Microsoft began the practice of "bundling" its applications with its operating system. It gave its applications the generic title of Microsoft Office, and through aggressive or predatory pricing (take your pick) it made Microsoft applications the software of choice for most new computer users during the great PC boom of the early 1990s.

Before its rivals knew what hit them, Microsoft was the undisputed king of desktop applications software. Its rivals all but disappeared. Ashton-Tate, which made dBase, was absorbed into Borland. WordPerfect was absorbed into Novell, and Lotus into IBM. Too late, they all tried the office suite approach employed by Microsoft. But of course, they didn't own the operating system. Novell tried to rival Microsoft on that front, but its abject failure remains a classic case study in self-delusion.

An essential part of Microsoft's strategy was to develop a database product as part of its Office suite. That product was called Access, and within three years it had driven the dBases and Paradoxes of the world into near-oblivion. It did not do this because it was a better product. It did it because it was bundled with Word and Excel and Windows. No matter that it was hopelessly complex - it was the safe option.

A couple of times in these pages in recent months I have had a go at Access. It is a powerful product, and it has a place amongst IT developers, but it is totally out of place in end user land. I never found dBase and Paradox particularly easy to use, but at least they made it possible for someone with no database skills to get a simple system functional without too much effort. Access is the work of the Devil, and is the most ill-named product I have ever come across. It is all but inaccessible.

After I criticised Access recently the volume of email I received in support was truly phenomenal. Never in a decade or more of writing IT opinion columns have I received more shouts of approval. Access and its inelegance and unwarranted complexity has made enemies of millions. It is another reason people love to hate Microsoft.

Many people have asked me whether there is an alternative. There is. The great PC databases of ten years ago are all but gone, and Access's main rival nowadays is called FileMaker. FileMaker is a very good product, and provides the ease of use so missing from Access, but it is doubly interesting because it has grown out of a database on the Apple Mac. Indeed, FileMaker is a wholly owned subsidiary of Apple, which is itself now part owned by Microsoft. It's a funny old world.

FileMaker has long been the database of choice on the Mac. In recent years its Windows version has provided some much needed competition to Access, a rivalry that will be heightened with the new release of FileMaker (version 5.5) today. I have now started using FileMaker, because I too need a decent PC database, and I was able to get myself operational in a few minutes. If you're after a good PC database, I urge you to consider it.

Anything but Access. There is, at last, a real alternative.
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