1. Documenting your project using the
Eclipse help system

Build easy-to-use and searchable help documentation
Arthur Barr, Software engineer, IBM

Summary: The Eclipse Platform, which provides a very pdwldDE, includes its

own help system based on an XML table of contesfeyencing HTML files. What isn't
immediately obvious is that you don't have to wEtdipse plug-ins to use it. Any
project can use a cut-down version of the platftomrovide professional, easy-to-use,
and searchable documentation. This documentatitersyhas been successfully used
on a number of IBM projects, including those agéaas the IBM® WebSphere®
Application Server.

Tagsfor thisarticlee documentationeclipse researchxml

When you access the Eclipse help system (thréigyph > Help Contents), you are
actually starting up an embedded Apache TomcaesefAvwindow based on a Web
browser is then opened, pointing to the correcepaygthat server (see Figure 1).
Documentation is provided with a collapsible indexthe left side and HTML
documentation on the right, and can be searchedK#hto the Apache Lucene search
engine). Since Tomcat is used, you are not limibed TML. For example, you can use
JSPs to make your documentation change dynamightywgh we will discuss later a
possible reason to avoid doing this).



Figure 1. Example of Eclipse help
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The Hello, World of documentation plug-ins

Documentation is split into "books," and you caméras many books as you like in one
instance of the help system. Each book is writeearaEclipse plug-in, but thankfully,
the work involved here is minimal. To write a simlug-in, you will need a

plugin.xml file to describe your plug-in, which shid look like Listing 1.

Listing 1. Plug-in definition
<pl ugi n name="Sanpl e Docunentati on Plug-in" id="comibm sanple. doc"
version="1.0.0" provider-nanme="|BM >
<ext ensi on point="org.eclipse. help.toc">
<toc file="toc.xm" primary="true" />
</ ext ensi on>
</ pl ugi n>

Change the plug-inisane, i d, ver si on, andpr ovi der - name to values appropriate to
your project. The extension pointafg. ecl i pse. hel p. t oc identifies this as a plug-in
to the help system. The file toc.xml is referenasdeing the table of contents for this
plug-in. This file will provide the data for thednarchical information in the left pane of
the Eclipse help window. A simple file contains sthing like that shown below.



Listing 2. Table of contents definition
<toc | abel =" Sanpl e Docunent ati on">
<topic | abel ="My Section" href="mySection.htm ">
<topi c | abel ="Foo" href="foo. htm "/ >
<topic | abel ="Bar" href="bar.htm"/>
</t opi c>
</toc>

Packaging the plug-in

Each topic element is represented in the final demtation by an entry in the
navigation list. These topics can be nested (tlagyocontain more topics), and each one
points to an HTML or JSP file. Once you've dons,thil you need to do is package
everything in the structure shown in Figure 2 (c®that the plug-in directory name
matches théd andver si on attributes of the plug-in defined in the pluginlkm

Figure 2. Plug-in directory structure
—-{== com.ibm.sample.doc_1.0.0

Bl bar.himl

Bl foo.himl

Ef mySection. html

:r{éz plugin, xmi
[{] toc.xml

As a convenience, and to reduce file size, Eclghesvs you to keep all your actual
documentation (the HTML files) in a ZIP file calleldc.zip, so you could use the
directory structure shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Alternative plug-in directory structure
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Viewing your documentation

The easiest way to test your plug-in is to simplypdthe entire directory (as above) into
the plugins directory of an installed Eclipse Riati, then launch Eclipse and select
Help > Help Contents. You will get a help window with your plug-in addiésimilar to

the one irFigure ).

Using the IDE is all very well for testing, butlbe useful without the IDE, the
documentation needs to be more accessible, sowghegally want is to run a process
in the background that lets us connect to it witlr@vser. This mode of operation is
known as an InfoCenter (see Figure 4). Instructfonstarting an InfoCenter process
(basically Apache Tomcat) are included with theifisd help system documentation
(seeResourcers Note that there also instructions on how to plren the Eclipse
system to give you just the bits you need.



Figure 4. InfoCenter in action
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Handling large tables of contents

If your project has more than a few people worlongt or has a large documentation
set, updating a single table of contents (toc.xXit@)}can become impractical. You can
change this by addinglank element into your topic in the main toc.xml fikeé
Listing 3 for an example).

Listing 3. Table of contents definition
<toc | abel =" Sanpl e Docunent ati on">
<topic | abel ="My Section" href="nySection.htm ">
<t opi ¢ | abel ="Foo" href="foo.htm "/ >
<topic | abel ="Bar" href="bar.htm ">
<link toc="bar-toc.xm" />
</t opi c>
</t opi c>
</toc>

The file bar-toc.xml is just another table of caoni$g and should take exactly the same
format as any other toc.xml file. When the docuragan is viewed, there will be no
difference between using this method and simpliuoting the additional opi ¢
elements directly.



Back to top

Generating a stand-alone documentation set

Of course, using the Eclipse help system is all amdl good if you don't mind
distributing the 20-plus MB of code required, duistisn't realistic for smaller projects.
Hosting an InfoCenter on a central server allongppeto connect remotely. People
receive all the benefits of using the Eclipse fsigtem (such as searching), but people
without connectivity are left stranded. So, in didadi to using a hosted InfoCenter, it's
useful to include the plain HTML in a downloadapkckage. As long as you haven't
used any server-side technologies such as JSPsayoeasily generate an HTML table
of contents to replace the XML one used by Eclipgkich is why we have eXtensible
Stylesheet Language Transformations (XSLT).

XSLT is a technology used to transform one fornXbfL to another, such as XHTML
(a stricter, XML version of HTML). XSLT providesrach and powerful language to
perform transformations, and is the topic of maogks and articles on its own, so we
won't go into detail here. Listing 4 shows an exengh a simple transformation of a
toc.xml file, rendering the entries as nested HTIMLts. Note that this particular
transformation creates a single HTML file for thentents of the whole documentation
set, which will be unwieldy for large numbers dé&. Therefore, this XSLT will not
work if you have split your table of contents asrasultiple files.

Listing 4. Sample XSLT to generate HTML table of contents
<?xm version="1.0"?>
<xsl : styl esheet

version="1.1"

xm ns: xsl ="http://ww. w3. org/ 1999/ XSL/ Tr ansf or ni' >

<xsl:output nethod="htm " indent="no" encodi ng="1S0O 8859-1" />

<xsl:tenplate match="toc">
<htm >
<head />
<body>
<hl><xsl :val ue-of select="@abel" /></hl>
<ul >
<xsl:apply-tenmpl ates />
</ ul >
</ body>
</htm >
</ xsl : tenpl at e>

<xsl:tenplate match="t opi c">
<li>
<xsl : choose>
<xsl:when test="@ref">
<l-- Only add a hyperlink when there is sonmething to |ink
to ->
<xsl : el enent nane="a">
<xsl:attribute nanme="href">
<xsl| : val ue-of select="@ref" />
</xsl:attribute>
<xsl : val ue-of select="@abel" />
</ xsl : el enent >



</ xsl : when>
<xsl : ot herw se>
<xsl : val ue-of select="@abel" />
</ xsl : ot herwi se>
</ xsl : choose>

<l-- If there are any nested topics, then start a new sub-list -

<xsl:if test="descendant::topic">
<ul >

<xsl : appl y-tenpl at es/ >
</ ul >
</ xsl:if>
</li>
</ xsl : tenpl at e>

</ xsl : styl esheet >

Processing the toc.xml file through an XSLT prooessuch as Apache Xalan using the
above XSLT, yields an HTML file that looks sometlilike Figure 5, when viewed
with a browser.

Figure5. Generated index.html
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Conclusion

Using the Eclipse help system is a fairly painleay to develop professional-looking,
searchable documentation that will amaze your disegend colleagues. If you don't have
a requirement for a stand-alone documentatiortrsen, you don't even need to go near



XSLT; you can write just two simple XML files ane lon the road to documentation
happiness. Off you go.

2. Installing the help system asan
Infocenter

You can allow your users to access the help systemthe Internet or an intranet, by
installing the infocenter and the documentatiorgphs on a server. Clients view help
by navigating to a URL, and the help system is showtheir web browser. The
infocenter help system can be used both for cheptications and for web applications,
either of which can have their help accessed rdymaié features of help system
except infopops and active help are supported.

The infocenter help system allows passing numbeptbns that can be used to
customize various aspects of the infocenter. THeving options are supported:

« -eclipsehome eclipselnstallPath - specifies Eclipse installation directory. This
directory is a parent to "plugins” directory andise executable. The option
must be provided, when current directory from whidlecenter is launched, is
not the same as Eclipse installation directory.

« -datainstanceArea - specifies a path that Eclipse can use to wniséance data.
The value can be an absolute path of a directorg,gath relative to Eclipse
installation directory. The option must be providelden Eclipse is installed in
the read only location, or has been customized/¢ormle osgi.instance.area or
osgi.instance.area.default properties.

+ -host helpServerHost - specifies host name of the interface that hetges will
use. It overrides host name specified in the apptio server plugin preferences.

« -port helpServerPort - specifies port number that help server will use.
overrides port number specified in the applicagerver plugin preferences.

+ -localeslocalelist - specifies a list of locales that infocenter wdtognize and
provide a customized content for. If the optiomds specified, infocenter will
build navigation, and index documents for eachepretl locale of the browsers
accessing the infocenter. When the option is ptekarales from browser
requests will be matched with locales in the lisbrowser preferred locale does
not exist in the list, but its language part daesjll be used. Subsequently,
additional browser locales in decreased order efigpence will be matched
against the list. If none of the browser localasit®language part) matches any
locale on the list, the client will be served corite the default locale - server
locale or locale passed with -nl option. For examying options

-nl en -locales de en es fr it ja ko pt_BR zh CN zh_TW

will cause infocenter operating in 10 locales. dtlher locales will receive
content for en locale.



3.

« -dir Itr or-dir rtl - forces left-to-right or right-to-left renderirayrection of help

Ul in the browser for all languages. By defauliediion is determined based on
the browser locale.

« -noexec - indicates that Eclipse executable should naidmsl. You may need to

use this option when running on a platform for whiclipse executable is not
available.

« Additionally, mostoptions accepted by Eclipse executatda be passed. They

are especially useful during debugging and for yppglcustomization to
Eclipse. For example, passing options

-vmar gs - Xnx256M

increases memory available to the infocenter aticallow serving a larger
book collection.

| nstallation/packaging

These steps are for the help system integratoaendot meant to address all the
possible scenarios. It is assumed that all younoh@ntation is delivered as Eclipse
plug-ins and, in general, you are familiar with gadipse help system.

4.

1. Download the Eclipse Platform Runtime Binary drifrem www.eclipse.org

2. Install (unzip) the driver in a directorg;\myApp. This will create an eclipse
sub-directory, d:\myApp\eclipse that contains tbhdecrequired for the Eclipse
platform (which includes the help system).

How to start or stop infocenter from command

line

The org.eclipse.help.standalone.Infocenter classalraain method that you can use to
launch infocenter from a command line. The commarearguments syntax is:

-comand start | shutdown | [-eclipsehone eclipselnstallPath] [-data
i nstanceArea] [-host hel pServerHost] [-local es | ocal eList] [-port

hel pServerPort] [-dir rtl] [-noexec] [platformoptions] [-vnargs
JavaVMar gunent s

To start an infocenter on port 8081 issue a startrnand by running

java -cl asspath

d: \ myApp\ ecl i pse\ pl ugi ns\org. ecli pse. hel p. base_3.1.0.jar

org. ecli pse. hel p. st andal one. I nfocenter -commuand start -eclipsehone
d:\myApp\ ecli pse -port 8081

To shut the infocenter down issue a shutdown condrbgrrunning

java -cl asspath
d: \ myApp\ ecl i pse\ pl ugi ns\org. ecli pse. hel p. base_3.1.0.jar
org. ecli pse. hel p. st andal one. | nfocenter -comand shut down -eclipsehomne

d: \ myApp\ ecl i pse



5. Using the infocenter

Start the web server. Point a web browser to ttie 'heelp” web application running on
a port specified when starting the infocenter. t@nmachine the infocenter is installed,
this would be http://localhost:8081/help/.

6. How tostart or stop infocenter from Java

When including infocenter as part of another agpion, it may be more convenient to
start it and stop using Java APIs instead of usysgiem commands. Follow the steps if
it is the case:

1. Make sure d:\myApp\eclipse\plugins\org.eclipse.lmpe 3.1.0.jar is on your
app classpath. The class you use to start, andskut the infocenter
isorg.eclipse.help.standalone.Infocenter.

2. Create an array of String containing options tlzat want to pass to the
infocenter. Typically, the eclipsehome and poria@p are needed.

String[] options = new String[] { "-eclipsehone",
"d:\\nmyApp\\eclipse" , "-port", "8081" };

3. In your application, create an instance of the Hidigs by passing the options.

I nfocenter infocenter = new Hel p(options);

4. To start the help system:

hel pSystem start();

5. To shut the infocenter down:

hel pSyst em shut down();

7. Making infocenter available on the web

Eclipse contains a complete infocenter and doesauptire other server software to run.
However, in unsecure environment like Interneis recommended infocenter is not
accessed directly by clients, but is made availdbleugh an HTTP server or an
application server. Most servers come with modateservlets for delegating certain
request to other web resources. For example, ogecordigure a proxy module of
Apache HTTP Server to redirect requests made to
http://mycompany.conmymyproduct/infocenter to http://internal server:8081/help that

runs an infocenter. Adding the lines

LoadModul e proxy_nodul e nodul es/ ApacheModul eProxy. dl |
ProxyPass /myproduct/infocenter http://internal server: 8081/ hel p
Pr oxyPassReverse /nyproduct/infocenter http://internal server: 8081/ hel p

to conf/httpd.conf file of Apache server runningeagnpany web site accomplishes
this.



Some versions of Apache HTTP server, may contamiD&daultCharset directive
enabled in configuration file. Remove the directivaeplace with

AddDef aul t Charset O f

to have browsers display documents using correantacter set.

8. Running multiple instance of infocenter

Multiple instances of infocenter can be run on &imge from one installation. Each
started instance must use its own port and be geowivith a workspace, hencgor t
and- dat a options must be specified. The instances can skreementation from
different set of plug-ins, by providing a valid fitam configuration with

confi guration option.

If - configuration is not used and configuration directory is shanemng multiple
infocenter instances, with overlapping set of lesalt must be ensured that all search
indexes are created by one infocenter instancedaftther instance is started.
Indexes are saved in the configuration directong \arite access is not synchronized
across infocenter processes.

9. [Optional] Installing a minimal set of plug-ins

The infocenter does not require the entire Ecliplsgform package. It is possible to run
the infocenter with the following plug-ins (locatadthe eclipse\plugins directory):

or g. apache. | ucene
org.eclipse.core.runtine

org. eclipse. help

org. ecli pse. hel p. appserver

org. ecli pse. hel p. base

org. ecli pse. hel p. webapp

org. ecli pse. osgi

org. eclipse. tontat

org. ecli pse. updat e. confi gurat or

Some documentation plug-ins may have dependengiether plug-ins, usually by
specifying required plug-ins in their plugin.xmhd& dependent plug-ins need to be
installed on the infocenter as well. Additionailyug-ins that were designed for earlier
than 3.0 version of Eclipse implicitly require an

org. eclipse.core.runtime. conpatibility being present plug-in to work.

Infocenter plug-ins can be updated without restgrthe infocenter, using commands
explained inUpdating a running infocenter from command liopic. To use this
functionality, the minimal set of plug-ins mustlmdeor g. ecl i pse. updat e. core

plug-in.

SeeHelp System Preferencés more information on customizing help system.




