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Advance Praise for Hello! Flex 4


      
         “Everything I know about Flex I learned from Peter. Absolutely true statement. And here’s the cool part: I can’t think of
            a better way to learn it...you may not be lucky enough to sit beside him as you learn Flex, but this book is the next best
            thing. It is Peter’s voice you’re hearing as you read through the book: hyper-caffeinated, fast-talking, smart, and (extremely!)
            knowledgeable and opinionated about what makes good Flex code.”
         

         Scott Patten, Cofounder Ruboss Technology Corp.

      

      
         “I wish I’d had this book when I started developing in Flex. Manages to cover nicely some in-depth topics while still remaining
            a great introductory text.”
         

         Joe Hoover, Web Developer Tech Lead at RMG Connect

      

      
         “If you were using time as an excuse, that excuse is now gone...you’ll be making cool apps in no time...The fastest read on
            Flex I’ve seen to date.”
         

         Tariq Ahmed, Author of Flex 4 in Action

      

      
         “This book provides an outstanding overview of the latest version of Flex. You’ll learn how to build Flex projects for the
            real world from start to finish.”
         

         Sean Moore, Lead Flex Developer Kannopy, Inc.

      

       

      

Preface
      

      All books have a low point during writing, and this book had a lower one than most. Specifically, this book was born out of
         three almost simultaneous failures at the end of 2008:
      

      

      
	The failure of the Ruboss Framework as a commercial product
         

         	The failure of Enterprise Flexible Rails as a book
         

         	The failure of the format of Hello! Flex 3
         

      

In the immortal words of hip-hop superstar Friedrich Nietzsche,[1] “That which does not kill us makes us stronger,” and this perfect storm of failure that ended 2008 for me definitely made
         me stronger—and made Hello! Flex 4 a much better book.
      

      
         1 What, you thought I was quoting German philosopher Kanye West?
         

      

      That is the short version; if you want the long one, read on...

      Shortly after Flexible Rails was published by Manning in early 2008, I began working full-time on my company Ruboss and recruited a co-founder, Dima Berastau.
         We were bootstrapping a product called the Ruboss Framework by doing consulting. The Ruboss Framework was licensed under GPL
         v3 and a commercial license, so it was free for Flex and $499 for the AIR version. I wanted to market the Ruboss Framework
         by writing a book about it, so I discussed with Mike Stephens at Manning a sequel to Flexible Rails, titled Enterprise Flexible Rails, which would pick up where Flexible Rails left off and lead readers to using the Ruboss Framework for their Flex projects.
      

      In parallel to my working on the Ruboss Framework and Enterprise Flexible Rails, Mike approached me in early 2008 and asked if I had any recommendations for someone to write Hello! Flex 3 for Manning. The publisher was creating a new series of books called “Hello! X,” and the format was going to be a fun, lighthearted
         introduction to a topic, featuring cartoons. In a true Dick Cheney moment, I said, “I pick me.” I knew J.D. Frazer (a.k.a.
         “Illiad,” the creator of the web comic User Friendly), so I proposed to Manning that they use User Friendly cartoons in the Hello! series and I made the introduction. Since I had just finished a book about using Flex 3 with Rails, I thought it would be
         fairly simple to write another one, adding cartoons and removing Rails. Just like runners at the end of a marathon, I must
         have been on an endorphin rush, since Hello! Flex 3 seemed easy in comparison to Flexible Rails. Mike said that they strongly discourage anyone from trying to write two books at once. However, in a moment of supreme hubris,
         and against Mike’s better judgment, I prevailed. So, I started writing Hello! Flex 3.
      

      Over the course of 2008, I wrote six chapters of Hello! Flex 3, using the same iterative code example format that I had used in Flexible Rails, but with the addition of cartoons. I also wrote two chapters of Enterprise Flexible Rails. That sounds respectable, but basically it was a washout. (Hubris breeds nemesis, after all!)
      

      First, Enterprise Flexible Rails was selling moderately well for a niche book, but with the direction it was headed, it didn’t have a broad enough appeal.
         Also, the book was not progressing fast enough. It turned out that I didn’t have the time, so Mike was right: I shouldn’t
         have attempted two books at once. Mike and I agreed to cancel Enterprise Flexible Rails. (Also, Ruboss subsequently changed the name of the Ruboss Framework to the RestfulX framework, made the product free, and
         changed the license to the MIT license.)
      

      Second, Hello! Flex 3 had an identity crisis. We realized that “Flexible Rails plus cartoons” did not make a good Hello! series book. Hello! Flex 3 was going to need to be completely rewritten—both to update the format to one better suiting the series, and also to rewrite
         the book to target Flex 4 (which was due to be released in the second half of 2009).
      

      So, Hello! Flex 3 was scrapped, and the code in its six chapters was used as the basis of one chapter in this book: the “SocialStalkr” example
         in chapter 7, which I rewrote to use Flex 4 and the Spark components. I also realized that the best format for the remainder of the book
         was that of a fake workshop. I thought it would be funny to do a cartoon mashup, so I drew a stick figure (yes, inspired by
         that famous web comic) to represent me giving a workshop to the User Friendly cartoon characters. This would be a meeting of Web 2.0 (the stick figure) and Web 1.0 (the User Friendly characters), with lots of opportunity for humor as well as instruction.
      

      I spent the next three months working ridiculous hours, writing chapters 1–6 from scratch. I got the book done in late summer 2009, and we proceeded to edit and produce the book. Manning excels at the
         production process, which is one reason their books have such a great reputation.
      

      The story ended happily—and I feel that a really good book is the result.
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About this book
      

      You can think of this book as a two- or three-day workshop, transcribed into book form—and much cheaper! The stick figure character is a stand-in for me teaching the workshop, and the cartoon characters are your classmates. The
         questions they’ll ask or the opinions they express may be your own.
      

      I have two goals for this book: first, to teach Flex 4 in a way that exposes you to real-world Flex problems in an accessible
         way, and second, to have a bit of fun with this book, without being cutesy, distracting, or insulting. The purpose of the
         cartoons in this introductory section is to provide an amusing backstory; in the rest of the book I’ll use them to draw attention
         to important concepts.
      

      
Who should read this book
      

      You should read this book if you’re a software developer who is either completely new to Flex or new to Flex 4 in particular.
         My assumption is that you do know how to write computer programs, and that you know how to use the web. I don’t explain either
         of those, and if something is better referred to by a URL instead of paraphrased (poorly), that’s what I do. If you’ve done
         a bit of Flex programming or seen articles or blog posts about Flex, that’s great—but I don’t assume any Flex knowledge in
         this book. Also, if (like me) you’ve already shipped production Flex 1, 2, or 3 code, you can still read this book to learn
         Flex 4—since the book is short and fast-paced, my hope is that blasting through it will get you up to speed faster than any
         alternative. Finally, since this book includes 27 self-contained examples, if you already know what’s in one of them, you
         can just skip it and move on to the next one.
      

      
How this book is organized
      

      Briefly, this book is divided into seven chapters. The first six chapters contain 26 workshop sessions, and every example
         is stand-alone. These examples are toy examples, focused on what you’re trying to learn in that workshop session—and nothing
         else. (Most of the workshop session examples fit on one or two pages, with the exception of the Only Connect game we’ll build
         in workshop session 14.) In the last chapter, we’ll build a real Flex 4 application. This chapter is essential, since it provides
         you with the big picture that toy examples can’t provide. Furthermore, it will teach you Cairngorm, which is the dominant
         Flex 4 application framework.
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      Oh yeah, the application: it’s called SocialStalkr, and it’s a Twitter and Yahoo! Maps mashup. (Can you get any more Web 2.0
         compliant than that?) Besides, there are actual books entirely about Twitter now, so it’s like you’re getting a free book
         here.
      

      
About the code
      

      All source code in listings or in text is in a fixed-width font like this to separate it from ordinary text. Method and function names, object properties, XML elements, and attributes in text are
         presented using this same font. In many cases, the original source code has been reformatted: we’ve added line breaks and reworked indentation to accommodate
         the available page space in the book.
      

      Code annotations accompany many of the listings, highlighting important concepts. Numbered cue balls link to explanations
         of the code that follow the listings.
      

      The source code for all the code examples in the book is available from the publisher’s website at www.manning.com/HelloFlex4.
      

      
Author Online
      

      Purchase of Hello! Flex 4 includes free access to a private web forum run by Manning Publications where you can make comments about the book, ask technical
         questions, and receive help from the author and from other users. To access the forum and subscribe to it, point your web
         browser to www.manning.com/HelloFlex4. This page provides information on how to get on the forum once you’re registered, what kind of help is available, and the
         rules of conduct on the forum.
      

      Manning’s commitment to our readers is to provide a venue where a meaningful dialogue between individual readers and between
         readers and the author can take place. It’s not a commitment to any specific amount of participation on the part of the author,
         whose contribution to the book’s forum remains voluntary (and unpaid). We suggest you try asking the author some challenging
         questions, lest his interest stray!
      

      The Author Online forum and the archives of previous discussions will be accessible from the publisher’s website as long as
         the book is in print.
      

      
About the author
      

      Peter Armstrong is the cofounder of Ruboss Technology Corp., a Vancouver, BC, company focusing on Adobe Flex and Ruby on Rails
         development and consulting, typically using the RestfulX framework. He’s the author of Flexible Rails (www.manning.com/armstrong), the book that inspired the creation of the MIT-licensed RestfulX framework for building RESTful Flex applications that
         easily integrate with server-side frameworks like Ruby on Rails. He was a key part of the team that won the 2006 Adobe MAX
         Award for RIA/Web Development, and is a frequent conference speaker on using Flex and Rails together.
      

      Peter’s blog is http://peterarmstrong.com. You can follow him on Twitter at @peterarmstrong. Peter’s email address is peter@ruboss.com.
      

      

About Hello! books
      

      At Manning, we think it should be just as much fun to learn new tools as it is to use them. And we know that fun learning
         gets better results. Our Hello! series demonstrates how to learn a new technology without getting bogged down in too many details. In each book, User Friendly cartoon characters offer commentary and humorous asides, as the book moves quickly from Hello World into practical techniques.
         Along the way, readers build a unique hands-on application that leverages the skills learned in the book.
      

      Our Hello! books offer short, lighthearted introductions to new topics, with the author and cartoon characters acting as your guides.
      

      
Chapter 1. Getting started
      

      In this chapter, you’ll learn how to get Flex 4 and how to build a few basic Flex 4 apps. Your goal is to grasp the basic
         structure and syntax of a Flex 4 application. We’ll also explore a high-level picture of the Flex 4 ecosystem.
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Why Flex 4?
      

      Chances are you already know why you want to use Flex, so I won’t bore you. In case you don’t, what follows is the one-paragraph
         version.
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      Flex 4 is a sexy framework that lets you write code that feels more like coding a desktop application—except it runs inside
         the Flash Player. Because it targets the Flash Player, you can build new rich Internet applications (RIAs) without worrying
         about browser compatibility nonsense, JavaScript, CSS, and so on. Because Flex 4 targets one platform (Flash 10), you don’t have to worry about platform compatibility issues. The write
         once, run anywhere (WORA) dream that client-side Java programmers had—before it turned into write once, debug everywhere—can
         finally be realized, but with Flex. Flex achieves what previous technologies such as Java applets failed miserably in attempting:
         applications that feel like desktop applications but that run inside any modern web browser on Windows and Mac. We can use
         Flex 4 to build RIAs today that look and feel more like Web 3.0 than many of the “me too [point oh]” sites you see copying
         37signals and each other today.
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Flex 4 overview
      

      Now that you’re excited about Flex 4, let’s take a deep breath and get an overview of the platform. This section will present
         a high-level overview; don’t worry if you don’t understand a particular point here; rest assured I’ll explain it later.
      

      In Flex 4, we write code in MXML (XML files with an .mxml extension; M for Macromedia, the company that created Flex and that
         was acquired in 2005 by Adobe) and ActionScript (text files with an .as extension) files and compile them into an SWF file
         (that is, a Flash movie), which runs in the Flash Player. This SWF is usually referenced by an HTML file, so that when a user
         with a modern web browser loads the HTML file, it plays the Flash movie (prompting the user to download Flash 10 if it’s not
         present). The SWF contained in the web page can interact with the web page it’s contained in and with the server it was sent
         from.
      

      Even if you’ve never created a Flash movie in your life, don’t consider yourself a designer, and wouldn’t recognize the Timeline
         if you tripped over it, you can use Flex to create attractive applications that run in the Flash Player. Flex development
         is easily learned by any intermediate-level developer with either web (HTML and JavaScript) or desktop UI (such as Windows
         Forms or Java Swing) programming experience. A Flex 4 application is just a Flash movie (SWF), which lives inside a web page
         loaded by a web browser that has Flash 10 installed.
      

      
Flex vs. Ajax? Flex and Ajax?
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      Now that we have seen what Flex is, let’s consider the main alternative to Flex: Ajax. (Silverlight doesn’t count—yet—since it doesn’t have a large enough installed base to be a pragmatic choice for a consumer-facing application.)
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      The question of when to use Flex, when to use Ajax, and when to use both is extremely controversial. There’s no one right
         answer: it depends on many factors, including the size of your application, the skills of your developers, how important search
         engine optimization is, and so on. Furthermore, as both Flex and Ajax frameworks evolve, the answer itself evolves. That said,
         there’s one question I like to use: “Are you building a publication or an application?” The more “application like” what you’re
         building is, the better a fit Flex usually is. (Another way of thinking about this is to ask yourself if you could visualize
         your app being or competing with a desktop application.)
      

      
Getting Flex 4 and Flash Builder 4
      

      So, since this is a book about Flex 4, and since you’re presumably interested enough in Flex 4 to be reading or browsing it,
         the next step is for us to actually download Flex 4 and play with it. Somewhat confusingly, Flex 4 applications are built
         using something called Flash Builder 4. (In Flex 1, 2, and 3 this was called Flex Builder.) The marketing rationale for this
         is as follows: Flex applications can be built in conjunction with designers using something called Flash Catalyst, so it makes sense for them to both be called Flash Something,
         to emphasize that they play nicely together. Second, Flex applications are compiled into Flash movies (SWFs), just as Flash
         applications developed in Adobe Flash CS4 are compiled into SWFs. However, since the code editor in Flex Builder 3 was so
         much better than in Flash CS4, many Flash developers were using Flex Builder to build SWFs, without actually using the Flex
         framework. Or, they’d use Flex Builder and Flash CS4 together. So, Adobe realized that since they had Flash CS4 and Flash
         Catalyst, they should rename Flex Builder to Flash Builder to fit in.
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      Looking a little deeper, the real reason Flex Builder could be renamed Flash Builder is that Flex has been so successful in
         making the Flash Platform something that’s considered suitable for enterprise use, not something that’s dismissed as intended
         for games and annoying ads. So, instead of the Flex name having to essentially run away from the Flash brand, it can be used
         for the open source Flex framework and all the corporate branding can be Flash.
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      Let’s begin by downloading Flash Builder 4. Currently it’s available at http://labs.adobe.com/technologies/flashbuilder4/; once the final release of Flex 4 is made, this URL will change and you’ll find the new URL on Adobe.com easily enough (hint:
         Google). A trial version is available that should last long enough for you to follow along with this book. Download the stand-alone version, not the
         Eclipse plug-in version, if you want to follow along with the book verbatim.
      

      [image: ]

      Flash Builder is Adobe’s Eclipse-based IDE for building Flex applications. However, you can also do Flex development using
         the Flex Software Development Kit (SDK) without Flash Builder: just use your favorite text editor and the command-line compiler
         that comes with the SDK. This book won’t go into how to do that, since most people will end up using Flash Builder.
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