PC Technicians
The system looks dead
Lesson 01


The first thing to observe when the problem appeared, did the system emitted any unusual noise, or any sign of smoke, or any smell of burning material?  You should not power up the system and perform a visual check of the hardware. A bad fan, a cable touching a fan or a bad HDD whose plate is not balanced anymore can make the noise. If there was smoke or burning smell, the PSU is likely to be dead, and possibly has damaged the motherboard too, as well as other components. Try to boot with a new PSU and see what happens.

This kind of problem can be really weird, from personal experience, a surge can burn the CPU and leave everything else OK, or can kill the whole system but the CD-ROM, and a surge protector isn't a 100% guarantee.   Some surge protectors offer a warranty, and that's a good reason to spend a couple bucks more.

If when you turn the computer on the screen remains black, look at the power LEDs on your case: if they're off, and you hear no noise from the fan(s) it's probably a power problem. Either something is shorting out the motherboard, or you have a bad power supply, or at least power cables plugged in incorrectly.

A power supply can be confirmed to be bad it you take it out the case, unplug all the connectors, and ground (connect to a black wire) the green wire (there is only one in the ATX connector). This will turn on a good PS. Also, some are set so that when you plug them to the power, the fan spins for a (very) short while.

If the led came on, the error/conflict may be somewhere else in the hardware or software.

The system doesn't POST 

If the system still doesn't POST, listen for beeps from the system speaker, which may address you to the exact error. For example, in the Award BIOS, three beeps mean "Bad RAM", and one long and two short mean "Video error". Also, in the newer ABIT BIOSs, one single long beep means that there is no fan connected to the fan header number one, and this will make the machine shut down in the seconds.

Some motherboards also have other diagnostic devices included, like a smart led system or a voice synthesizer, which gives more detailed information, if it's your case take advantage from it.  Most motherboard manufacturers have websites and forums dedicated to diagnosing board faults. Try to make a quick search on Google, or go post in the forums!

If it does POST 

If your system finally POSTS, try to load Windows.

If you can load Windows 

If the system successfully loads Windows in normal mode, press esc while it's loading and you'll see what is going on in the process. Look for errors in the DOS text.
If you're running Windows2k, it is a little different: there is no DOS to spy, but you can take advantage of the administrator's tools, like event log.


When in Windows, go in the system property window, and look for yellow question marks on hardware components.

If any, make sure that the IRQ setting isn't in conflict with any of the other hardware or change it if needed (in some cases, you may need to change the IRQ of the conflicting hardware instead). Try to install the newest driver for that hardware, preferably downloaded directly from the manufacturer's website for your specific version of Operative System. If the device has a flash-able ROM you might want to update it too, following the instruction provided by the manufacturer.

Try to change it's physical location (different PCI slot, DIM bank) or connection (IDE controller, COM port, USB port...), if it's an IDE drive make sure that it's primary /slave setting doesn't make any conflict, if it's a SCSI one make sure that there is a terminator and that the ID is unique.

Also, flashing the motherboard BIOS to the newer version might help, but be careful: it's not a risk free process. Also, look around or ask for advice, there might be something wrong with the motherboard.

Try to run a Scandisk, and if Windows reported any errors in the loading (like missing DLLs, VXDs or INI files), load a backup version.

If you recently uninstalled any software, make sure that there is no reference to it in the system registry, and if needed manually remove the keys (do a backup before). Also, use msconfig to remove any reference to it in the startup sequence.

If a missing VXD error persists, you can try to reinstall windows, but this will force you to reinstall the programs you have. If you don't format your drive, you won’t lose any saved file or document.

If Windows doesn't work... 

If Windows fails to load, try the safe mode (press F8 before windows start loading, and select from the menu), and follow the same steps.


Lots of times, if save mode goes there where normal startup doesn't, it's either a hardware conflict or a problem with a program that is scheduled to start when windows boots. Make sure to check msconfig, it's a helpful little tool.

Neither in Safe Mode 

If the Safe mode fails too, try to boot in command prompt (from the same menu as before), or with a DOS system disk, and perform a scandisk.

Since Scandisk is not likely to help anyway, check the partition table with Fdisk, and if the disk was single partitioned, try to restore the partition table running Fdisk with the /MBR flag.

If DOS works... 

If the only OS you can load is DOS, make sure that there is enough space on your HDD for the win SWAP file, about 5% of your drive or 100-MB (those dimensions might vary).
And if it doesn't 

If you cannot load the DOS prompt from the HDD, but only from the floppy, it's likely a Hard Drive hardware problem, check the cables, the master/slave settings and make sure that the master is the HDD which windows is installed in.

Try to boot with only one HDD as a Primary Master, making it auto detect by the BIOS, and remove all the other IDE (or SCSI) drives.

If the DOS load fails even from a floppy, it's a hardware problem, probably with some basic component, like RAM with a bad sector in the first couple of MBs.

Hardware Procedure: 

Remove from your system any external peripherals, printer, modem, keyboard, everything.

Remove all the expansion cards in the slot but the video one, and all but the smallest stick of RAM, and place it in the slot #1.

Make sure that the processor is seated properly, and that the HSF is flat on it.
Clock the processor at the default speed and voltage.

Reset the CMOS memory by removing the battery and waiting 10-15 minutes (there are other ways, but you need to POW-up).

Unplug the reset switch connector from the motherboard, sometimes those just short out and prevent the system to boot.

Remove all the Hard drives, CD-ROM, make sure your IDE/SCSI channels are empty, and try to boot.

If there is nothing coming on the screen, try a different video card, a different slot if you can (i.e. PCI video cards) or a new monitor.

Technically the BIOS should report a bad video card with some beeps combination, so if the system remains silent it's likely to be a bad monitor, but don't take the BIOS word for this, and try it with a known working machine and a new cable.

If everything is OK, you should either post or see a "no keyboard error".


If it's still a no-go, try to test your RAM/CPU on a different machine, and if those are OK should be the motherboard.

Shut down the system, plug in the keyboard, and try again.

Then, once at the time, try to add the first hard drive, the floppy drive, and all your other components, until you receive some error or the system doesn't POST again.

When an error occurs with a component, try to change it's physical location (different PCI slot, DIM bank) or connection (IDE controller, COM port, USB port...) , if it's an IDE drive make sure that it's primary /slave setting doesn't make any conflict, if it's a SCSI one make sure that there is a terminator and that the ID is unique, and if it's still a no-go, you got your troublemaker!

Might be a hardware fault, or simply an incompatibility problem, post in the forums and report your results.

If none of those helps, or you want to double-check, feel free and more than welcome to post on the Technical Support section of our Forums and feel free to include your frustration :). Make sure to include in your problem your full system specs, all the steps you have taken.  The only stupid question is the one not asked!!!

Glossary: 

POST: Power On Self Test: when the system is turned on, it performs an auto check. It's when you can see the RAM check going.
HDD: your Hard disk
FLASHING: updating the content of any ROM, usually the motherboard BIOS.
PSU: Power Supply Unit
Source - http://www.mikhailtech.com/articles/crisis.shtml


