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Read Me First

Welcome to Take Control of Troubleshooting Your Mac, Second
Edition, published in May 2011 by TidBITS Publishing Inc. This
book was written by Joe Kissell and edited by Adam Engst.

Macs are easy to use, but they can experience problems like any
other machine. When something goes wrong with your Mac, use
this book to discover the solution.

If you have an ebook version of this title, please note that if you
want to share it with a friend, we ask that you do so as you would

a physical book: “lend” it for a quick look, but ask your friend to
buy a new copy to read it more carefully or to keep it for reference.
Discounted classroom and Mac user group copies are also available.

Copyright © 2011, Joe Kissell. All rights reserved.

Updates and More

You can access extras related to this book on the Web (use the link
in Ebook Extras, near the end of the book; it’s available only to
purchasers). On the ebook’s Take Control Extras page, you can:

» Download any available new version of the ebook for free, or
purchase any subsequent edition at a discount.

» Download various formats, including PDF, EPUB, and—usually—
Mobipocket. (Learn about reading this ebook on handheld devices
at http://www.takecontrolbooks.com/device-advice.)

* Read postings to the ebook’s blog. These may include new
information and tips, as well as links to author interviews. At the
top of the blog, you can also see any update plans for the ebook.

* Get a discount when you order a print copy of the ebook.
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Basics

Here are a few “rules of the road” that will help you read this book:

« Lion: At publication time, Apple had not yet released Mac OS X
10.7 Lion, but developer preview versions were widely available.
Although Apple’s non-disclosure agreement prohibits developers
with access to the software from publicizing any details about it,
the rule doesn’t preclude mentioning information that has already
become public (even if that happened without Apple’s permission).
As a result, everything I say in this book about Lion simply repeats
what has already been posted publicly on numerous Web sites. Be
aware, however, that the final version of Lion may be different from
what I describe here.

* Big cats: I frequently mention features specific to a particular
version of Mac OS X, which Apple usually refers to by a “big cat”
code name:

» Lion: Mac OS X 10.7

» Snow Leopard: Mac OS X 10.6
» Leopard: Mac OS X 10.5

» Tiger: Mac OS X 10.4

» Panther: Mac OS X 10.3

To find out which version of Mac OS X your Mac is running, follow
the directions in Get System Information.

* Menus: Where I describe choosing a command from a menu in
the menu bar, I use a compact description. For example, to create
a new folder in the Finder, you choose New Folder from the File
menu; [ abbreviate this by saying “File > New Folder.”

* Contextual menus: In Mac OS X, when you hold down the
Control key and click, a pop-up contextual menu appears, with
commands appropriate to whatever is under the mouse pointer.
For example, if you Control-click a file in the Finder, you'll see
commands such as Get Info, Duplicate, and Make Alias. Control-
clicking nearly always works to open a contextual menu, but your
mouse or trackpad might support a better method. The default
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behavior, the alternative methods, and the ways to set them vary
depending on the type of input device; the typical alternative (for
right-handed users) is to right-click with a mouse—click the right-
hand mouse button—so that’s the term this book uses by default
for the action that opens a contextual menu.

* Finding System Preferences: I sometimes refer to settings in
System Preferences that you may want to adjust. To open System
Preferences, click its icon in the Dock or choose Apple & > System
Preferences. When the System Preferences window opens, click the
icon of the pane whose settings you want to adjust. I refer to these
panes using an abbreviated notation such as “the Network
preference pane.”

» Finding an application’s preferences: I often refer to
preferences in an application that you may want to adjust. Don’t
confuse an application’s preferences with the system-wide settings
found in System Preferences. For example, in the program Disk
Utility, you would choose Disk Utility > Preferences.

« Path syntax: This book occasionally uses a path to show the
location of a file or folder in your file system. For example, Mac
OS X stores most utilities, such as Terminal, in the Utilities folder.
The path to Terminal is: /Applications/Utilities/Terminal.

The slash at the beginning of the path tells you to start from the root
level of the disk. You’ll also see paths that begin with ~ (tilde), which
is a shortcut for the user’s home directory. For example, if a person
with the user name joe wants to install fonts that only he can access,
he’ll put them in his ~/Library/Fonts folder, which is just another
way of writing /Users/joe/Library/Fonts.

 Hidden ~/Library folder in Lion: The ~/Library folder, which I
refer to frequently in this book, is hidden by default in Lion. To view
it in the Finder, choose Go > Go to Folder, enter ~/Library, and click
Go. Or, to unhide it permanently, open Terminal (in /Applications/
Utilities) and enter chflags nohidden ~/Library (you can reverse
the command by using hidden instead of nohidden).

* Volumes and partitions: I follow Apple’s terminology in
referring to any disk or partition on a disk as a volume. So if a hard
disk has not been partitioned, it has just one volume. If a disk has
been partitioned, each partition is a volume.
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A Note about My Mac Fithess Books

This book is one of three I've written that involve keeping your Mac
healthy and fit. Inevitably, they all overlap slightly, but they have
different emphases:

+

This book is about solving problems that prevent your Mac from
operating properly. It includes basic troubleshooting procedures,
ready-made solutions to common complaints, and techniques that
can help you diagnose and treat issues the book doesn’t cover
specifically.

Take Control of Maintaining Your Mac focuses on preventive
maintenance—avoiding future problems, reducing clutter, making
your Mac easier to use, and monitoring its ongoing health.

Take Control of Speeding Up Your Mac goes into great detail about
ways to increase your Mac’s performance, returning to (or even
surpassing) the speed it had when it was brand new. This includes
finding and taming rogue processes, improving disk and CPU
responsiveness, installing hardware upgrades, optimizing your
wireless network, and many other tasks that contribute to overall
speed.

What’s New in The Second Edition

In the roughly two years since the previous version of this book was
released in 2009, Mac OS X has undergone lots of changes, as have
third-party tools. In addition, I've accumulated more troubleshooting
advice I wanted to share. As a result, I've made extensive changes in
this edition. Some of the most significant changes include:

Information on Apple’s USB Software Reinstall Drive, other flash
drives, and Lion’s Recovery HD volume in Acquire a Secondary
Startup Volume

Suggestions for alternative ways to Start Up from Another Volume

Updated instructions (for 10.6 Snow Leopard and later) in Erase
and Restore from Backup

A thoroughly revised list of resources in Reset PMU, SMU, SMC,

NVRAM, or PRAM
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* Improved guidelines and updated information in Check Free Disk
Space

» Revised instructions (now supporting Snow Leopard and later, and
Microsoft Office 2011) in Clear Caches

» Expanded information about bad RAM in Your Computer Keeps
Turning Itself Off

» Additional suggestions about what to do if You Experience
Repeated Kernel Panics

» Drawing from Take Control of Speeding Up Your Mac, a revised
discussion of easy things to try if Your Mac Is Abnormally Slow

* Ready-to-use solutions to even more common problems:
» Spotlight Searches Fail
» Keychain (Seemingly) Forgets Passwords
» Apple Mail Fails to Connect
» Time Machine Misbehaves
» A Volume Won’t Unmount

* Updated information about Apple’s support offerings in Ask the
Vendor for Help

Click here to buy the full 110-page “Take Control of Troubleshooting Your Mac, Second Edition” for only $10!


http://www.takecontrolbooks.com/speeding-mac?pt=INTERNAL
http://www.takecontrolbooks.com/speeding-mac?pt=INTERNAL
http://store.eSellerate.net/s.asp?s=STR5625274989&Cmd=BUY&SKURefnum=SKU83789515786&PT=TRK-0051-SAMPLE

Introduction: Don’t Panic!

You've always heard that Macs are easy to use and less prone to
misadventures than Windows PCs. And that’s true. But they’re still
only machines. And sure enough, one day it happens: you encounter a
serious problem with your Mac and have no idea what to do. Perhaps,
since you're reading this book, that day is today.

Repeat after me: Everything is going to be all right. Now take a deep
breath and try again, this time with feeling! Everything is going to

be all right. I want you to believe that. Even if you're feeling panicked
right now because your Mac is doing something wonky and you’re
facing a deadline, I want you to set aside your anxiety for a moment.

Almost every Mac problem you may encounter has a solution. True,
some solutions are more elusive, more time-consuming, or more
expensive, than others, but still: don’t worry. I've been solving
problems with Macs for more than 20 years, and I'm here to tell

you that solutions come more easily when you have a clear head and
approach a problem systematically. That’s what this book helps you
to do.

Make yourself a nice cup of tea. (Keep the tea away from your Mac,
by the way—let’s not add to your problems, eh?) Close your eyes and
think happy thoughts. Then page through this book to learn the most
efficient way to deal with whatever difficulties you may be having.

I've seen more than one Mac troubleshooting book that was upward
of 600 pages long, and troubleshooting Web sites with thousands
of pages of suggestions. By contrast, this book makes no attempt to
be comprehensive, because merely listing vast numbers of problems
and their accompanying solutions doesn’t help one bit if you have

a different problem or don’t realize how your problem is like some
other one. What I hope to do, instead, is show you some handy
troubleshooting techniques, provide instructions for solving several
common problems, and then help you figure out what to do when

a problem’s cause or solution isn’t immediately apparent. In other
words, I want to teach you how to be your own technical support
person—to do what I do when something goes wrong with one of
my Macs.
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Because my focus here is on getting your Mac back into working order,
I intentionally skip over lots of background information and technical
details. So don’t worry if you're unsure exactly why some technique
solves your problem. If you're really interested in the deep background,
some exploration on the Web will probably turn up oodles of detail.

As confident as I am that most Mac problems have straightforward
solutions, I must point out that some problems can’t be solved with a
few mouse clicks or other clever fiddling. If flames are shooting out of
your Mac or the screen is in a thousand pieces, you’ll need more help
than I can provide here. Even simpler hardware problems, such as a
faulty component on your logic board or a busted power cable, may
require a trip to the repair shop. And a few—very few—hardware
problems are either entirely beyond repair or more costly to repair
than is worthwhile. Nevertheless, don’t panic. By the time you finish
this book, you’ll not only know how to solve most problems, you’ll
have the tools and techniques you need to prevent many problems in
the first place, or at least to nip them in the bud. And even if you have
a problem that requires professional help, following the steps in this
book will help you talk to a repairperson more effectively.

If you don’t have any problems right now and are merely reading this
to prepare yourself for future mishaps, good for you! You’ll especially
appreciate the information in the first couple of chapters about
preventing problems and preparing for an emergency.

This book is designed to help troubleshoot problems with any version
of Mac OS X from 10.4 Tiger onward, though many of the techniques
also work with older versions. At press time, Mac OS X 10.7 Lion
hadn’t yet been released, but based on my preliminary testing with
preview versions, I expect that nearly everything in this book will
continue to work with it. Use the link in Ebook Extras, near the end
of the book, to check for any new information or updated versions of
this book.

Font of knowledge: One large category of Mac trouble I don’t
cover here is font misbehavior. If you need help troubleshooting a
font-related problem, read Sharon Zardetto’s Take Control of Font
Problems in Leopard. It hasn’t been revised in several years, but it
remains the only book on the market about font problems and much
of its advice is still worthwhile.
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Troubleshooting
Quick Start

When your Macintosh has problems, you undoubtedly want to
jump right to the solution. So feel free to skip immediately to Solve
Common Problems and see if your symptom is listed there. If not,
and time permitting, I recommend reading this book in order,
because earlier sections provide useful background information for
later sections. However, you may also try the steps in Troubleshoot
Novel Problems, following the cross-references as necessary to
earlier parts of the book where certain procedures are described

in detail.

Prepare for Trouble

* Even if your Mac is healthy now, take steps to keep it that way. Read
Prevent Problems.

* When your Mac starts acting up, you’ll be glad to already have a
toolkit with which you can diagnose and fix it. Learn what you need
to have on hand in Prepare for an Emergency.

* Most of the steps you’ll go through when a problem occurs rely
on several common procedures. Learn how to do these tasks before
problems arise so that fixing them will be easier. See Learn Basic
Troubleshooting Procedures.

Solve Problems

» If your Mac misbehaves, the problem may be something that many
other people have experienced (and that’s easily repaired). Start
with Solve Common Problems.

* Not all problems are common. If you encounter something not
covered in the previous section, learn how to solve it—or find
someone who can—in Troubleshoot Novel Problems.

Find More Information
» For further instruction in troubleshooting, check out the electronic
or printed books in Learn More.
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Prevent Problems

Although this book is mainly about solving problems, not
preventing them, I'm sure you don’t want any issues you've fixed
to recur. And a few preventive steps can make solving problems
much, much easier if and when they do occur.

At the risk of sounding overly promotional, I would like to note
that some of my other books (chiefly Take Control of Mac OS X
Backups and Take Control of Maintaining Your Mac) offer a great
deal of advice that will help you prevent problems, and I certainly
recommend those titles if you need additional help. In this chapter,
though, I cover three particularly important preventive
maintenance tasks.

Use a Surge Protector or UPS

Surge protectors are to a computer what airbags are to a passenger in

a car. No matter how carefully you drive, another driver could cause a
collision—and that airbag could save your life. Likewise, no matter how
clean or reliable the power in your building normally is, a lightning
strike or power surge could damage components or even wipe out your
computer. It’s unlikely, but it can and does happen.

Considering how inexpensively you can buy a surge protector, using
one is common sense. If you haven’t already done so, spend a few
dollars to prevent hundreds or thousands of dollars worth of damage.
(Still, don’t buy the cheapest surge protector you can find, which may
not offer enough protection. Get one that includes a warranty covering
damage to your computer in the event of a power surge.)

Path of least resistance: A lightning strike can also travel through
phone lines, Ethernet cables, USB cables, or any other conductor. If
your computer has phone or Ethernet cables attached, I recommend
purchasing a surge protector with the necessary jacks to protect your
computer from these additional sources of potential damage; I also
recommend plugging any attached USB devices into a surge
protector or UPS.
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Much better yet, if you can afford it (and they’re not terribly
expensive), is an uninterruptible power supply (UPS), which includes
not only significantly better protection from power surges but a battery
that can keep your Mac running for minutes or hours during a power
interruption. Models from APC and Tripp Lite work with Mac OS X’s
Energy Saver preference pane to shut the Mac down automatically in
case of power failure. Bear in mind, however, that UPS batteries must
be replaced every 3—5 years—a potentially awkward and expensive
undertaking.

For more information and to determine the size of UPS you would
need, visit http://www.apc.com/ or http://www.tripplite.com/.

Back Up Your Mac Regularly

Statistically speaking, your odds of having some sort of problem with
your computer that results in a loss of data are high. It may not happen
for years, but if and when it does, the consequences can be devastating.
Crucially for our purposes in this book, some of the troubleshooting
and repair techniques I cover here assume that you have a backup
from which you can restore your data in the event of a serious problem.
So if you’ve never set up a backup plan, don’t delay. Start today!

Backups come in all shapes and sizes. I advocate an approach that
includes a couple of different backup types, having redundant backups,
and storing your media off-site. But if I had to choose just one sort of
backup, it would be a bootable duplicate—an exact copy of your startup
volume, stored on another hard disk, and configured in such a way that
you can boot from that backup drive in the event of an emergency.
Ideally, you should update this bootable duplicate at least once a week
so that it reflects the files that have been added or changed since the
last run.

Lots of software tools provide easy ways to make bootable duplicates.
My favorites are:

 Shirt Pocket’s SuperDuper: http://www.shirtpocket.com/
SuperDuper/ ($27.95)

* Bombich Software’s Carbon Copy Cloner: http://
www.bombich.com/software/ccc.html (free, donations requested)
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Prepare for an Emergency

You probably carry a spare tire, a jack, and jumper cables in your
car (perhaps along with the phone number for roadside service).
These sorts of basic problem-solving tools are just common sense.
If you don’t have comparable tools for your Mac, you’ll be in a pickle
if and when a problem occurs. Don’t get stranded without the
means to get back up and running again.

All the items mentioned in this chapter can come in handy when a
problem occurs. You might not use them all, but I've used each of
them at one time or another, and I've found them all to be sound
investments.

Acquire a Secondary Startup Volume

You can’t replace your car’s oil filter while the engine is running—

it would not only be messy but it could potentially ruin the engine.
Similarly, some repairs can’t be done when your Mac is running from

a disk that’s experiencing problems. In these cases, you must start your
Mac from another volume. You may also need to start from another
volume if your internal hard drive dies completely.

A secondary startup volume can take numerous forms. I prefer an
external hard drive with FireWire and USB interfaces, because it’s
fast, flexible, and can be used for things other than starting up in an
emergency. But that is just one of several options. Be sure you have
at least one of these handy:

* A bootable CD or DVD, such as a Mac OS X Install DVD or an
emergency repair disc from a third party. Examples include:

» DiskTools Pro: http://www.macwareinc.com/products/
DiskToolsPro/overview.html ($79.99)

» DiskWarrior: http://www.alsoft.com/DiskWarrior/ ($99.95)

» Drive Genius: http://www.prosofteng.com/products/
drive_genius.php ($99)

» TechTool Pro: http://www.micromat.com/ ($99.99)
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http://www.micromat.com/
http://www.micromat.com/
http://store.eSellerate.net/s.asp?s=STR5625274989&Cmd=BUY&SKURefnum=SKU83789515786&PT=TRK-0051-SAMPLE

» The USB Software Reinstall Drive included with certain Macs (such
as the MacBook Air and the Mac mini server) that lack an optical
drive

« A USB flash drive, or even an SD card (for Macs with built-in SD
card readers), on which you've installed a bootable copy of Mac
OS X.

* A suitably partitioned external Thunderbolt, FireWire, or USB hard
drive or flash drive—see the sidebar Partitioning Schemes, just
ahead, for details. (Note that only Intel-based Macs can boot from
USB drives.)

Pod people: Some iPods can also be used as startup disks, as long
as they have enough free space and an interface appropriate for
your computer. Note that iPod hard disks weren’t designed to run
continuously for any amount of time, so it’s fine to use one as an
emergency repair disk, but don’t work from it regularly. You can
learn more about starting up from an iPod in this article from
Apple: http://support.apple.com/kb/HT1478.

Partitioning Schemes

A drive’s partitioning scheme describes things like how many volumes
the drive has, how large they are, and where they’re located. Even
if a disk has only one partition, it must use the correct partitioning
scheme to be bootable. The choices are GUID Partition Map (the
default for Intel-based Macs), Apple Partition Map (APM) (the only
scheme supported for PowerPC-based Macs), or Master Boot Record
(which is never bootable on a Mac). An APM-partitioned drive can
boot either a PowerPC- or Intel-based Mac, but a GUID-partitioned
drive can boot only an Intel-based Mac. To select a scheme when
partitioning a drive in Disk Utility, click the Partition button, click
Options, and select the appropriate radio button.

* Another Mac that can boot into FireWire target disk mode—
assuming both Macs have FireWire ports. (To make this work,
connect the Macs with a FireWire cable, restart the one whose disk
you want to boot from, and hold down the T key until you see the
FireWire icon; see http://support.apple.com/kb/HT1661.)
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Learn Basic
Troubleshooting
Procedures

If I were teaching you how to cook, I'd start by making sure you
knew the basic techniques you’d be repeating many times: how to
julienne vegetables, deglaze a pan, cream butter, roast poultry, and
so on. That way, when we got to specific recipes later, I could simply
say, “sweat the aromatics in butter and puree the tomatoes” without
having to explain the meanings of words like “sweat,” “aromatics,”
and “puree.”

I want to do the same thing in this chapter: make sure you have

a grasp of all the procedures that come up in many different Mac
troubleshooting tasks. Then, when I describe the specific steps
you’ll follow to solve various problems, I can say, “start up in Safe
Mode” without having to spell out that process every time. And of
course, you can always follow links back here if you need a reminder
of what I'm talking about.

If you've been using Macs for any length of time, you may raise your
eyebrows at some of the procedures just ahead. “Restart Your Mac?
Is he kidding? Who doesn’t know how to restart a Mac?” But please
read through those sections anyway, because they include details
that may not be obvious (such as what to do if the usual means of
restarting doesn’t work).

Restart Your Mac

Restarting is the most powerful Mac troubleshooting technique I
know. This simple procedure can resolve a huge variety of crashes,
hangs, and other problems. It may not be the first thing you should
try (because it takes a few minutes), but it should certainly be high
on your list.
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When the need to restart arises, try each of these methods in turn until
you succeed:

1. The menu command: Choose Apple & > Restart. When the
confirmation alert appears, click the Restart button.

Quicker restarting: Another way to restart is to press your
computer’s power button, which will cause your Mac to display a
dialog with four buttons (Restart, Sleep, Cancel, and Shut Down).
When this dialog appears, you can either click the Restart button
or simply press the R key to restart immediately, without the
confirmation alert.

Mac OS X then instructs all running applications and background
processes to quit. After a few seconds (or, in some cases, as long as
a few minutes—if whatever’s running takes a while to respond), the
screen goes blank, the startup chime plays, and the Mac restarts.

In some situations, restarting in this way isn’t possible. Perhaps the
Apple @ menu won’t drop down, or your Mac is completely frozen
and won’t respond at all. Or maybe the Restart command appears to
take, but 10 minutes later the machine is still chugging away. When
this happens, move on to...

2. The keyboard shortcut:

» If your keyboard has a power button, hold down Co