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Introducing SlickEdit

Welcome to SlickEdit, a text editor for programmers. In this first chapter, I start by telling you
something about what makes SlickEdit so good, and why I think it is one of the best programming
tools around. In the remainder of the chapter, we cover some of the central concepts of SlickEdit,
which we use throughout the rest of the book.

Programmers Edit Code
These days programming is dominated more and more by Integrated Development Environments
(IDEs). IDEs can be very useful and productive in many situations. They tend to emphasize certain
aspects of the development process such as setting up projects, organizing code, and debugging.
Many tasks in IDEs are done with wizards, which lead the user through a process, collecting infor-
mation to complete a task.

Software development does involve a lot of different activities. It’s important to use tools that
make your workflow smooth and efficient. But the focus on wizards and other bells and whistles
in IDEs misses an important point. Despite all these other activities, the single thing programmers
spend most of their time doing is editing code.

In his book Code Complete (2nd ed., Microsoft Press, 2004), Steve McConnell cites evidence that
some programmers estimate they spend “as much as 40 percent of their time editing source code.”
He recommends using “a good IDE,” and gives a list of features:

❑ Compilation and error detection from within the editor.

❑ Integration with source-code control, build, test, and debugging tools.

❑ Compressed or outline views of programs.

❑ Jump to definitions of classes, routines, and variables.

❑ Jump to all places where a class, routine, or variable is used.

22150c01.qxd:WroxPro  9/25/07  12:20 AM  Page 3



❑ Language-specific formatting.

❑ Interactive help for the language being edited.

❑ Brace (begin-end) matching.

❑ Templates for common language constructs.

❑ Smart indenting.

❑ Automated code transforms or refactorings.

❑ Macros programmable in a familiar programming language.

❑ Listing of search strings so that commonly used strings don’t need to be retyped.

❑ Regular expressions in search and replace.

❑ Search and replace across a group of files.

❑ Editing multiple files simultaneously.

❑ Side-by-side diff comparisons.

❑ Multilevel undo.

McConnell adds, “Considering some of the primitive editors still in use, you might be surprised to learn
that several editors include all these capabilities.”

SlickEdit is one of those editors. SlickEdit provides all the features in McConnell’s list, to some degree,
and more. However, it is not just about features.

Some of these features are about the workflow of developing software: compiling, debugging, source
code control, and so on. IDEs typically do these things fairly well. Where SlickEdit really comes out on
top is in editing code. Most IDEs’ editors, although they may have a lot of fancy features such as toolbars
and Class Wizards and so forth, are simply not advanced editors. They make you type and click too much.

Then there is the problem that most IDEs are only good for a single programming language or environ-
ment. Many programmers need to work in a lot of different environments, and it is frustrating and inef-
ficient to use a different editor for each one.

Power Editing with SlickEdit
In The Pragmatic Programmer (Addison-Wesley, 1999), Andrew Hunt and Dave Thomas devote a section
to “Power Editing.” They summarize their position as “Use a Single Editor Well.” They list several
environment-specific features it is desirable for an editor to have, such as syntax highlighting, autocom-
pletion, and autoindentation. But more important than any such specific features, they outline three
“basic abilities we think every decent editor should have”:

❑ Configurable — All aspects of the editor should be configurable to your preferences, including
fonts, colors, window sizes, and keystroke bindings (which keys perform what commands).
Using only keystrokes for common editing operations is more efficient than mouse or menu-
driven commands, because your hands never leave the keyboard.
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❑ Extensible — An editor shouldn’t be obsolete just because a new programming language
comes out. It should be able to integrate with whatever compiler environment you are using.
You should be able to “teach” it the nuances of any new language or text format (XML, HTML
version 9, etc.).

❑ Programmable — You should be able to program the editor to perform complex, multistep
tasks. This can be done with macros or with a built-in scripting language (Emacs uses a variant
of Lisp, for instance).

These abilities are at the center of SlickEdit’s philosophy and design.

SlickEdit As a Development Environment
IDEs tend to be targeted at specific programming platforms and specific development processes. They
automate a variety of standard tasks with wizards and other tools. They can be very productive if you
are comfortable working the “IDE’s way.”

SlickEdit has a lot of overlap with IDEs. It also provides support for a lot of IDE-type features: building,
running, and debugging programs. The main focus of SlickEdit is a little different though. Rather than
focusing on a particular programming platform, SlickEdit places the emphasis on editing and navigating
code. The SlickEdit philosophy is that programmers spend most of their time writing code, and SlickEdit
aims to make that as fast and productive as possible.

SlickEdit is fast. IDEs get loaded up with more and more features. Many of them are useful, but they all
come at a price. How long does it take the IDE to open a file? How responsive is it while typing in code?
Many IDEs have so many “intelligent” features that they spend a lot of time thinking while you’re trying
to type in code. SlickEdit is always responsive.

Multiple Platforms
SlickEdit is not tied to a particular programming platform. Most of its features are generic and apply
equally well to any programming language or platform. On top of that, it does provide IDE-like tools
and language-specific support for many popular programming languages. 

SlickEdit is also not tied to an operating system. I started using SlickEdit on OS/2, but I’ve also owned
copies for Windows, AIX, and GNU/Linux. Virtually all the functionality is the same. Just as importantly,
the customizations and macros I’ve done while using one operating system have all been carried through
to other operating systems. I don’t have to learn a whole new tool and create a whole new set of customiza-
tions, just because I am switching from Windows to GNU/Linux for a project.

Customizable
SlickEdit is very customizable. Out of the box, SlickEdit provides “emulations” for more than a dozen
popular editors. These emulations provide a basic starting point for the behavior of the editor. Virtually
every aspect of the editor can be customized. Don’t like the way the Enter key moves to the next line?
You can change it. Don’t like the indentation or brace style? You can change them.
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Many configuration settings are available as settings in the extensive configuration dialogs. Others are
controlled by environment and “macro” variables. But it doesn’t stop there. Beyond configuration,
SlickEdit is also very extensible.

Many Integrated Development Environments (IDEs) are extensible to some degree. These days, “plug-ins”
are a popular way to extend IDEs. But in most cases, the plug-in system is relatively complex, with a
steep learning curve before anything useful can be achieved. Because most plug-ins require a consider-
able amount of work, plug-ins are generally used for significant add-on modules only.

Extensible: Slick-C
You can customize and extend SlickEdit using Slick-C, a macro, or scripting language. One of the most
important goals in this book is to introduce you to Slick-C and show you how easy it is to use it to cus-
tomize or extend SlickEdit. Slick-C is easier to use than most plug-in systems.

Slick-C is named after C and derives many of its features from C, such as control structures and declara-
tion style. But Slick-C is really more of a scripting language. It is remarkably easy to learn and to use and
is much more productive to code in than C. So if you’re not a C programmer, or you don’t like C, don’t
worry. Even if it sounds too hard for you, try it! You will be surprised.

Many of SlickEdit’s features are implemented in Slick-C. The complete source code for those features is
provided with the product, more than 750,000 lines of it at last count! 

Having the source code to such a major part of SlickEdit’s functionality makes using it a lot like using an
open-source product. If you’ve worked with open-source libraries or tools, you probably know how use-
ful it is to be able to dive into the source code. You can often use features more effectively if you know
how they really work. You can extend or alter features if they don’t fit your needs. You can write your
own features. And, sometimes, you may even find a bug and see how to fix it. All of these benefits apply
to SlickEdit and its supplied Slick-C source code, even though SlickEdit is a commercial product.

This book aims to explain some details about macro programming and provides many useful examples you
can use or adapt to your own needs. As we discover features of SlickEdit, we will often show examples
of how they can be used or extended with Slick-C. The last two chapters of the book go into Slick-C in
depth and show detailed examples of customization. But, as we mentioned already, the main point is to
show you how easy it is and to get you started on your own macros.

This Book
SlickEdit is a powerful and versatile programming editor. Much of its power comes from its design and
the large number of features that are included. Some important features are very simple, like being fast to
edit and navigate even very large files. Some features are advanced and specific, such as syntax assistance
for various programming languages. We will be covering a lot of these features throughout this book.

However, most of these features are already covered pretty well in the User Guide and Online Help
shipped with the product. This book is not a reference manual and is not intended to replace the user
guide. While we will cover some details of many of the features, we will focus more on general capa-
bilities and the versatility of SlickEdit. 
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This book is written from my own perspective. I was a C++ programmer when I started with SlickEdit,
and C/C++ programming is perhaps SlickEdit’s strongest area. But I’m not a C/C++ programmer
now, and I have not used SlickEdit for C or C++ for quite some time. I don’t know the details of many
aspects of C/C++ features in SlickEdit, and we won’t be covering those features. For example, SlickEdit
has debugger integration, but we don’t cover that at all in this book.

Although SlickEdit is available for many different operating systems, Windows is probably the most
common. The screen shots in this book are almost all taken on Windows. In most cases, the discussion
should apply to all operating systems equally well, but in some cases there are differences. For example,
Macs use different keyboards from most computers, thus the discussion of Alt key bindings in Chapter 2
does not work with Macs.

The current version of SlickEdit at the time of this writing is 12.0.2, which was released in July 2007. The
“12.x” series of SlickEdit is marketed as “SlickEdit 2007.” Most of this book was written using SlickEdit
12.0.0 and 12.0.1 for examples. Naturally, things change from version to version. I hope that most of the
material in this book will remain useful and relevant through future versions of SlickEdit, but without
doubt some changes in future versions will be incompatible with information presented here. Updates to
macro sources will be placed online.

SlickEdit Terminology
Before we start to look at SlickEdit concepts, we should get a few terms straight.

When you open a file in SlickEdit, the file is loaded into a buffer. The buffer is the in-memory representa-
tion of the file. The buffer has the same name as the physical file. Changes to the buffer are saved to disk
when you save the file. Sometimes the terms file and buffer are used interchangeably.

The buffer is displayed in a window. The window is the GUI view of the buffer. In the default configura-
tion, there is one window created for each buffer.

We talk about managing windows in more detail in Chapter 3.

In this book, while explaining certain dialogs, we use phrases such as “Click OK to dismiss the Project
Properties dialog.” Most of the time, of course, you will not actually click OK; rather, you will simply
press Enter, because OK is the default button. However, we stick to the “Click” terminology most of the
time, because it is commonly used in help and user guides, and it makes it clear which dialog control we
really mean. After all, if you tab around, the focus might change to a control where the Enter key is not
the same as clicking OK.

Overview of Interface
Figure 1-1 shows the SlickEdit user interface. The main part of the window is the editing pane. Below the
editing pane is the File Tabs toolbar, showing the open files. SlickEdit has several other toolbars, not shown.
Toolbar functions are generally invoked using the mouse, and in most cases it is a lot faster and easier to
use the keyboard, rather than the mouse.
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Figure 1-1

Many computer users use the mouse a lot. The mouse is a great way to learn a program. When you first
start using a program, you use the mouse to browse around. It’s kind of like browsing the Web: You’re
just looking around; you aren’t really doing anything. Once you start really using a program to do
things, you tend to find you’re doing some things a lot. For those things, you will do them a lot faster
using the keyboard.

For example, saving a file is something you do a lot. You can use the mouse to click the File menu on
the menu bar, and then click Save. But that’s a lot of work just to save the file. Having a toolbar with a
Save icon isn’t much better. Since the goal of this book is to save you work, we’ll mostly be looking at
using the keyboard, especially for things you need to do a lot. For that reason, we won’t talk much
about toolbars.

As well as toolbars, SlickEdit also has tool windows. Tool windows tend to contain considerably more
information and functionality than toolbars. They are like miniature applications within the editor. 

There are many tool windows, and it is not feasible to show them all on the screen at the same time. In
Figure 1-1, there are several tool windows that are hidden and are only visible through their tabs, which
are arranged down the left- and right-hand sides, and across the bottom (under the File Tabs toolbar). 

In Chapter 3, we will see how to arrange the tool windows effectively and how to invoke them using the
keyboard. The most commonly used tool windows can be used quite effectively without the mouse.

At the bottom of the screen, on the left, is the message area, which doubles as the command line. We’ll dis-
cuss commands and the command line in detail shortly.
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To the right of the message area are several status indicators. For example, you can see the current line
and column, the state of the current selection, and the character code at the cursor position. There is a lot
more to SlickEdit than this main window. We cover many dialogs and tool windows throughout the book.

The Build Tool Window
One tool window worth mentioning now is the Build tool window. This tool window contains build out-
put when you compile and/or run programs within SlickEdit. 

We cover compiling and running in Chapter 4.

The Build tool window also provides an operating system shell environment. For example, Figure 1-2
shows the Build tool window with the output of a dir command on Windows. You can enter any oper-
ating system command in the Build tool window. You can also navigate around the window, scroll back
through its history, and copy/paste from and to it.

Figure 1-2

Commands and the Command Line
Commands are at the core of SlickEdit’s power and flexibility. Virtually every operation in SlickEdit is a
command. For example, simple cursor movement is performed by the commands cursor-up, cursor-
down, cursor-left, and cursor-right. Complex operations are also performed by commands, such
as config and project-compile. In fact, SlickEdit ships with several thousand commands! Don’t
worry though; you only need to remember a small fraction of these to master SlickEdit.

When a command consists of two or more words, it is defined internally in SlickEdit with the words sep-
arated by underscores, like cursor_up. You will use this form when you define your own commands.
However, for better readability, SlickEdit displays these commands using hyphens instead of underscores,
and they can usually be entered either way: cursor-up or cursor_up.

Commands are fundamental to the way SlickEdit works, particularly when customizing and extending
SlickEdit via macro programming. For example, when doing macro programming, you probably will
have occasion to use the cursor-up command to move the cursor. With this in mind, we focus on com-
mand names first and give keyboard shortcuts and menu choices when applicable. When we introduce
a feature, we’ll show the SlickEdit command for that feature, and then, if there is one, the standard key
binding or menu item.
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Commands can be invoked in several different ways:

❑ All commands can be entered on the command line.

❑ Commands without mandatory arguments can be bound to keyboard shortcuts.

❑ Commands without mandatory arguments can also be added to toolbars and menus.

❑ Commands can be invoked by other Slick-C macros and commands.

Commands can have arguments, and these arguments can be mandatory or optional. For example,
cursor-up can take an optional numeric parameter specifying how many lines to move up. When
you invoke a command via a keyboard shortcut, toolbar, or menu, no arguments are provided. A com-
mand may prompt for an argument in these cases. An example of a command for which you would
normally provide an argument is find.

The Command Line
The bottom-left area of the SlickEdit window doubles as both a message area and the command line.
Use the Escape key to toggle the cursor between the edit buffer and the command line.

Even toggling from and to the command line is done by a command: cmdline-toggle. The cmdline-
toggle command is bound to the Escape key in CUA and several other emulations. In other emulations,
it is bound to different keys.

When you start typing a command, SlickEdit begins prompting with matching commands based on
what you have typed, as shown in Figure 1-3.

Figure 1-3

When you enter a command on the command line, you can specify arguments. Many commands know
what kinds of arguments they require, and SlickEdit can autocomplete arguments for these commands.
For example, if a command requires a filename, SlickEdit can complete filenames or directories from the
current directory on the command line. Figure 1-4 shows an example.

Figure 1-4

Autocompletion for command-line arguments works for several other kinds of arguments, as well as
files.
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We’ll show how you can make autocompletion work with your own commands in Chapter 16.

When autocomplete for command-line arguments is active, you can also press the question mark key to
open a selection list for matching arguments.

The command line also supports history. You can navigate backward and forward through the history
list using the up and down arrow keys. You can edit commands and execute them again. 

You can enter several different types of commands on the command line. These include:

❑ SlickEdit Commands — These can be commands provided by SlickEdit, such as find, or com-
mands you write yourself in Slick-C. There is no difference between SlickEdit-provided com-
mands and user-written commands.

❑ Slick-C “batch macros” — These are routines written in Slick-C that are not compiled into
internal commands.

❑ Operating System Commands — You can enter any operating system command on the
SlickEdit command line, as well as in the Build tool window.

We cover Slick-C batch macros in Chapter 16.

If you want to enter an operating system command that has the same name as a SlickEdit command, use
the dos command. For example, suppose you want to run the operating system find command. Since
there is a SlickEdit command named find, you need to enter dos find on the command line. Although
the dos command appears to be named after the DOS operating system, it actually works on all operat-
ing systems.

An operating system command is run in its own window. The window closes after the command com-
pletes. You can use the dos command with the –w option to keep the window open until you press a key.
Alternatively, if a command has output you want to see, you can use the Build tool window instead of
the command line.

There are several SlickEdit commands with the same name as operating system commands. We’ve seen
find as one example. A few more are:

❑ cd

❑ del

❑ dir and ls

❑ pwd

Key Bindings
You can bind commands to keys. Many commands are bound to keys already when you install SlickEdit.
The set of default key bindings you select when you install SlickEdit is called an emulation. In this book,
we assume that you are using the CUA emulation. 

We cover emulations in more detail in Chapter 2.
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comparing large sets of key bindings, such as those provided by different emulations. It can also help
sometimes if you are trying to plan a set of key bindings and need to review which keys are currently in
use and which are not.

Appendix A contains several tables listing key bindings.

Macros
The term macro is used generically in SlickEdit to mean any of these things:

❑ Any Slick-C routine.

❑ A Slick-C command.

❑ A Slick-C batch macro.

In this section, we are referring to macros in the command sense. This section shows you how to create
your own commands in SlickEdit. We’ll start with recorded macros and then give an introduction to
writing macros in Slick-C and compiling them. After reading this section, you will be ready to compile
and load the example macros presented throughout the book.

We cover macro programming in more detail in Chapter 16.

Recording a Macro
The first kind of macro that most people encounter is the recorded macro. This is probably the quickest
way to get started with Slick-C programming and is also a great way to see how easy it is. SlickEdit pro-
vides two commands for creating recorded macros and playing them back, shown in Table 1-1.

Table 1-1

Let’s record a macro to duplicate the current line. We’ll also bind this key to Alt+quote. It turns out that
SlickEdit already has a duplicate-line command. Also, we cover line selections and copy commands
in more detail in Chapter 8. For now, just follow along with the example.

This example assumes that you have the CUA emulation loaded. Before you start, you also need to have
a buffer open with the cursor on a line in the buffer. To record the macro, follow these steps:

1. Invoke record-macro-toggle (Ctrl+F11). SlickEdit prompts you with a message and shows
the macro recording status indicator as shown in Figure 1-7.

Command Key Description

record-macro-toggle Ctrl+F11 Start recording macro, or stop recording and
save macro.

record-macro-end-execute Ctrl+F12 Stop macro recording and execute macro.
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9. Click in the “Search by key sequence” field.

10. Press Alt+quote.

11. Click Add. SlickEdit displays the Bind Key dialog with wrox-dup-line as the command, and
Alt+’ as the key sequence.

12. Click Bind. SlickEdit adds the binding and updates the Key Bindings dialog.

13. Click Close to close the Key Bindings dialog.

Congratulations! You have created a macro and bound it to a key. Try it now by pressing Alt+quote a
few times. It should duplicate the line the cursor is on.

The exact behavior of commands like copy-to-clipboard and paste can vary with some configu-
ration settings. If you are not using CUA emulation, or you have altered other settings, you may need
to follow a slightly different sequence of steps to duplicate a line. In particular, if the line remains
selected after you invoke copy-to-clipboard, you need to invoke deselect (Ctrl+U) afterward.

When you record a macro and save it with a name, SlickEdit places the source code for your macro into
a file called vusrmacs.e in your configuration directory. On Windows, the default location for the con-
figuration directory is in the My SlickEdit Config directory in My Documents. The configuration direc-
tory is named after the SlickEdit version number, for example, 12.0.2.

We cover the configuration directory in more detail in Chapter 2, including how you can specify its
name and location.

If you record a macro and do not give it a name (e.g., by pressing Escape in the Save Macro dialog),
SlickEdit names it last_recorded_macro and stores the source in lastmac.e in your configuration
directory. Unnamed macros are handy for sequences of commands you want to repeat quickly a few times,
but not save. You can invoke the last unnamed recorded macro using record-macro-end-execute
(Ctrl+F12). If you can plan to finish recording your macro so that your cursor is already set up for the
first invocation, you can use record-macro-end-execute to finish the recording and execute the macro
immediately. This is very handy for doing repetitive edits on multiple lines, or at multiple search matches.

We cover some more examples of unnamed macro recording and playback in Chapter 10.

If you are recording a macro and wish to abort recording, press Escape. SlickEdit confirms that you have
canceled recording with a message, shown in Figure 1-10.

Figure 1-10

Writing a Macro
Locate and open the vusrmacs.e file. You should find that it contains content like this:

#include “slick.sh”
_command wrox_dup_line() 
name_info(‘,’VSARG2_MACRO|VSARG2_MARK|VSARG2_REQUIRES_MDI_EDITORCTL)

{
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_macro(‘R’,1);
select_line();
copy_to_clipboard();
paste();

}

The macro you’ve recorded for duplicating a line is a nice start, but it could be somewhat better. Some of
the drawbacks of the macro as it stands are:

❑ It uses selections, which means it disrupts any existing selection.

❑ It uses the clipboard.

It would be better if we had a command for duplicating a line without disrupting either the selection or
the clipboard. We can do this by editing the code SlickEdit placed in vusrmacs.e. Don’t worry too much
about the details for now. Change the macro body of wrox_dup_line() to look like this:

#include “slick.sh”
_command wrox_dup_line() 
name_info(‘,’VSARG2_MACRO|VSARG2_MARK|VSARG2_REQUIRES_MDI_EDITORCTL)

{
push_bookmark();
_str the_line;
get_line(the_line);
insert_line(the_line);
pop_bookmark();

}

Now, instead of using clipboard and selection commands, we are manipulating the buffer directly. We
also added push_bookmark() and pop_bookmark() to ensure the cursor remains on the original line
after duplicating it.

We cover bookmarks in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6.

However, simply changing the text in the source file is not enough to change the behavior of the macro
in SlickEdit. SlickEdit macros are loaded (compiled), thus we need to get SlickEdit to reload our macro.
(Recorded macros are automatically loaded.)

Loading a Macro
Compiling a macro and loading it into memory in SlickEdit is referred to as loading the macro. To load
the macro, ensure that vusrmacs.e is in the current buffer. Then invoke the load command (F12). If
there are no errors, SlickEdit reports that the module is loaded, as shown in Figure 1-11.

Figure 1-11

You can place macro code in any file you like. By convention, Slick-C code is stored in files with the
extension .e. Throughout this book, we give more examples of Slick-C code. The examples are all
included on the accompanying CD-ROM, in files under directories corresponding to the chapter in
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which the code is presented. For example, the wrox-dup-line command above is found in Author/
Chapter01/wrox_dup_line.e. To load any example, simply open the .e file in SlickEdit, and invoke
the load command (F12).

We cover modules and loading in more detail in Chapter 16, along with other aspects of Slick-C programming.

Supplied Macro Source
The entire source code for all of SlickEdit’s features that are implemented in Slick-C is included with
the product. The macro source is installed in the macros/ directory underneath the product installation
directory. In this book, we occasionally refer to files in the supplied macro source.

Summary
In this chapter, we introduced SlickEdit and explained what differentiates it from IDEs and other tools
for programming. The most important things that differentiate SlickEdit are:

❑ SlickEdit is configurable.

❑ SlickEdit is extensible.

❑ SlickEdit is programmable.

We covered some central concepts in SlickEdit: the command line, key bindings, and recording and
loading macros. These concepts are used throughout the rest of this book.

In the next chapter, we look in detail at some general aspects of SlickEdit configuration.
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