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! Read this first — carbon monoxide is the real danger

A running generator's exhaust contains carbon monoxide — an invisible, odorless gas

that can kill in minutes. Never run a generator indoors, in a garage, in a shed, or on a

porch, not even with the door open and a fan going. Run it outside only, well away from

the house — the safety agencies say at least 20 feet — with the exhaust pointed away

from every window, door, and vent. Put battery-backup carbon-monoxide alarms on

each floor and outside the bedrooms. If an alarm sounds, or anyone feels dizzy, sick,

or sleepy, get everyone into fresh air first and ask questions later. Winter is exactly

when folks are most tempted to wheel it into the garage or breezeway to warm it up —

please don't; we will cover why in detail ahead.

Let's get your generator ready for winter
Cold weather changes how a generator starts, what the fuel does inside it, and

where it is safe to set up. None of it is complicated once you know what to expect.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. Between lake-effect snow

and the ice storms that roll through some winters, I get a lot of calls this time of year about a

generator that won't start, or a family wondering how to run one safely in the snow.

The good news is that winter doesn't ask much of you — a little patience, the right oil, and a

few habits around where you set it up. This guide walks through all of it, plainly and in order.

★ Don't wait for the first snow to find out

The worst time to learn your generator won't start in the cold is during the outage itself.

If you'd like me to come start it, check it over, and walk you through winter habits

before the weather turns, call or text me at (330) 200-8042.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you only remember a handful of things about cold-weather generator use, make it

these.

❑ Cold slows everything down — give the engine an extra beat of patience to start.

❑ Propane may not vaporize well in bitter cold; gasoline or a dual-fuel switch-over helps.

❑ Use the oil grade your manual recommends for cold weather, and check it before every

start.

❑ A cold battery loses starting power — keep the recoil pull-cord ready as backup.

❑ Let the engine run a minute or two before you plug in your biggest loads.

❑ Never, ever run it in the garage 'just to warm it up' — outside only, every time.

✔ Patience is the whole trick

A generator that starts instantly every summer morning may take an extra pull or two in

January. That's normal, not a sign it's broken — give it a moment.
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Why cold weather changes the rules
A generator is a simple machine, but cold air, cold metal, and cold fuel all behave a

little differently — and it helps to know why.

Engine oil thickens when it's cold, which makes the engine turn over more slowly and work

harder to start. A cold battery holds less punch than a warm one, right when the engine needs

the most help. And the fuel itself changes behavior — gasoline gets a little harder to vaporize,

and propane can struggle to vaporize at all in a hard freeze.

None of this means your generator is broken or wrong for winter. It means winter deserves a

little extra patience and a few adjusted habits, which is exactly what this guide covers.

The good news

Once it's running and warmed up, a generator works in January the same as it does in July.

Getting it started and keeping it safe in the snow is really the whole story.
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Gasoline and propane behave differently in the cold
Your fuel choice matters more in a hard freeze than it does the rest of the year.

Gasoline

Gasoline holds up reasonably well in cold weather and remains the easier fuel to get flowing

on a frigid morning. It's still worth using fresh fuel — stale gasoline is a headache in any

season, and doubly so when the engine also has to fight through the cold.

Propane

Propane stores beautifully for years, but it has one real winter weakness: in bitter cold, it may

not vaporize well enough to feed the engine properly. If you lean on propane and expect hard

freezes, a dual-fuel unit that can switch to gasoline is a genuine comfort.

✔ Not sure which fuel is right for you

We cover the full gasoline-versus-propane tradeoff — including storage life and how

much power each gives up — in our fuel-types guide. This page is just the

cold-weather piece of that picture.
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The right oil makes a cold start easier
Thick, cold oil is one of the biggest reasons a generator is reluctant to start on a

frigid morning.

Your owner's manual lists which oil grade to use in cold weather — often a lighter-flowing

winter grade than what it calls for in summer. Using the manual's cold-weather

recommendation makes a real difference in how easily the engine turns over.

Check the oil level every time before you start it, cold weather or not — a low-oil shutoff will

refuse to let a thirsty engine run, and that's a safety feature working exactly as intended, not a

malfunction.

★ When did you last change the oil?

If you can't remember, winter is a good nudge to check. We go deep on oil grades,

change intervals, and the rest of the upkeep routine in our maintenance guide — this

page is just the cold-weather half of that story.
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Batteries lose punch in the cold — keep a backup plan
Electric start is a wonderful convenience, right up until a cold battery doesn't have

quite enough muscle for a frigid morning.

Every battery, generator or car, holds less usable power when it's cold. A battery that cranked

the engine over easily in October may struggle in January, especially if it's older or wasn't kept

charged.

• Keep the battery charged between uses, especially heading into winter.

• If your generator has a pull-cord as well as electric start, keep it in good working order as

your cold-weather backup.

• A weak or dying battery is worth replacing before winter, not during the outage.

• Store the generator somewhere the battery won't freeze solid, if you have that option.

✔ Recoil starting in the cold

If you do fall back on the pull-cord, a slow, firm pull to feel the engine's compression

first — then a brisk pull — works better than yanking hard right away.



THE DANGEROUS SHORTCUT BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 8 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

The dangerous shortcut: warming it up indoors
This is the single most important page in this guide, so please read it slowly.

When it's bitterly cold, there's a very human urge to wheel the generator into the garage, start

it, and let it warm up before dragging it back out into the weather. Please don't. A garage,

even with the door wide open, is not outdoors — carbon monoxide builds up fast in that space

and can drift into the house.

! There is no safe version of this shortcut

Not for a minute, not with the door open, not with a fan blowing, not 'just to warm it up.'

Start it and run it outside, well away from the house, every single time — cold mornings

included. If your hands are cold, warm them inside after it's running safely outdoors,

not the generator.

If starting it outside in the cold feels hard on your hands or your patience, that's a fair

complaint — but the answer is a warmer coat and a little patience, not a change of location.
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Give it a minute before you ask it to work
A cold engine appreciates a short warm-up before you plug in your biggest loads —

outdoors, of course.

Once it starts, let it run for a minute or two with nothing plugged in, especially in cold weather.

This gives the oil a chance to circulate and the engine a chance to settle into a steady idle

before it has to work.

Then bring on your loads one at a time, biggest surge first if you can, rather than plugging in

everything at once. This is easier on the generator in any season, and especially in the cold.

✔ A note on frost and condensation

Moving a generator from a cold shed into use, or the reverse, can create a little

condensation. A dry cloth wipe-down before you start it is a good habit.
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Setting it up on snow and ice
Where and how you set it down matters just as much in January as the fuel in the

tank.

Run it on a dry, solid surface — a couple of boards, a platform, or a cleared patch of

pavement — rather than directly in snow or on glare ice. A generator that's tipped or half-sunk

in slush is both a safety risk and hard on the machine.

• Clear a dry spot before the storm arrives, if you can see it coming.

• Keep it off bare ground that's turned to mud or slush as things thaw and refreeze.

• Use a running-rated cover or canopy if snow or freezing rain is falling — never a plain tarp

draped over a running unit.

• Recheck its footing after heavy snow shifts or drifts around it.

Our placement and weather guide covers wet-weather setup, distance from the house, and

footing in full — this page is the cold-specific add-on to that advice.
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Keep the exhaust clear — snow buries it fast
A blocked exhaust is a problem in any weather, and snow makes it easy to happen

without noticing.

Falling or drifting snow can pile up against a generator's muffler and exhaust outlet faster than

you'd think, especially in wind. A blocked exhaust can let dangerous fumes collect around the

unit instead of dispersing.

Situation What to do

Snow starts piling up nearby Check and clear around the exhaust often

Wind is drifting snow toward it Reposition or shield it from the drift

A running-rated cover is in use Make sure the exhaust side stays open

You can't easily check on it Move it somewhere you can see and reach

! Don't let 'out of sight' become the plan

A generator running behind a snowbank where you can't easily see it is a generator

you can't easily check. Keep it somewhere you'll walk past.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Winter changes the calculus a little for both kinds of homes, but especially for a

place on a well.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town, an ice storm is more likely to be a shorter inconvenience — but shoveling a path for a

heavy generator and finding a dry, snow-free spot to run it still takes planning.

• Clear and salt a path to wherever the generator will run before you need it in a hurry.

• A smaller, lighter unit is easier to wheel through snow than a large one.

• Even with neighbors close and snow on the ground, the 20-foot rule and clear exhaust still

apply.

• Keep a battery-powered light near the door — fumbling for a cord in the dark and cold is no

fun.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, ice storms tend to hit hardest and linger longest, and a well pump without

power means no water at all — for drinking, cooking, or keeping livestock watered.

• Longer, colder outages mean planning for more fuel, safely stored, than a quick summer

outage would need.

• A dead cold battery is a worse surprise on a well-pump generator — test electric start, and

keep the recoil cord ready, before the season turns.

• Frozen pipes become a real risk fast without power for heat tape or a furnace blower —

know your must-run list cold.

• If a long lane or driveway fills with snow, think through how you'll get fuel in if you need to

restock.

★ Getting ready before the first ice storm

Tell me about your setup — in town or out on a well, how your outages usually go —

and I'll help you get the generator itself, and your winter habits, ready before you need

either. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Getting ready before an Ohio ice storm
Ohio winters are unpredictable — some years quiet, some years an ice storm that

takes power out for days. A little prep in the fall pays off all winter.

Before the cold really sets in is the time to change the oil if it's due, top off or stabilize the fuel,

charge the battery, and actually start the generator to confirm it runs. Finding a problem in

October is a fix; finding it in the middle of a January outage is an emergency.

• Start it and let it run under some load, not just idle, before the season's first hard freeze.

• Confirm your carbon-monoxide alarms have fresh batteries and still test properly.

• Stage a dry spot, boards or a platform, and a running-rated cover where you'll actually use

them.

• Walk through your must-run list again — it may shift in winter toward heat and away from

air conditioning.

✔ Watch the forecast, not just the calendar

An ice storm watch is your cue to top off fuel, charge everything, and do a test start —

a day ahead beats a scramble in the dark once the lines start cracking.
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Covers and canopies — keeping it dry without boxing
it in
Snow and freezing rain are exactly when you want a cover — and exactly when it's

easiest to get that cover wrong.

A cover made for a running generator is built to shed weather while still allowing the engine to

breathe and the exhaust to vent freely. A plain tarp draped over a hot, running unit is a

different story — it can trap heat and fumes and even become a fire risk against a hot muffler.

Look for a cover or canopy specifically rated for a running generator, sized for your model,

that leaves the exhaust side open. Store the everyday dust cover for when it's off and put

away — the two are not interchangeable.

! Never fully enclose a running generator

A cover, canopy, tent, or lean-to that fully boxes it in traps carbon monoxide right

where you need to reach it. We cover this in more depth in our guide to quiet operation,

where the same mistake shows up for a different reason.
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Cords stiffen up in the cold too
An extension cord that lies flat and flexible in summer can go stiff as a stick in a

hard freeze.

Keep using outdoor-rated cords, fully uncoiled, exactly as you would any other time of year. In

the cold, handle them gently — a stiff, cold cord forced into a tight bend is more likely to crack

its jacket than a warm one.

• Let a cold cord warm and soften a little before forcing tight coils out of it.

• Keep connections up off wet snow and slush with a cover or a plastic tub.

• Inspect cords for cracks more often in winter — cold makes existing damage worse.

• Never run a cord under a door or window where it gets pinched by ice buildup.
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Refueling and running through a multi-day cold snap
The refueling basics don't change in winter, but a longer outage tests your fuel plan

harder.

Always shut it off and let it cool before refueling, even in freezing weather — spilled fuel on a

hot engine is still a fire risk regardless of the temperature outside. Refuel outdoors, away from

any flame or pilot light, and wipe up spills promptly.

A multi-day cold snap or ice storm burns through more fuel than a quick summer outage,

especially if you're running a furnace blower around the clock. Plan a modest, safely stored

reserve, and cycle your loads — fridge, then freezer, then other essentials — rather than

trying to run everything at once.

! Cold hands, hot engine

It's tempting to rush refueling when your hands are freezing. Resist that — cool the

engine fully first. A few extra minutes of patience is worth it.
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Common cold-weather mistakes
A handful of winter-specific slip-ups cause most of the cold-weather calls I get.

• Warming it up in the garage — the single most dangerous habit covered in this whole

guide.

• Forcing a cold, weak battery over and over instead of switching to the recoil cord.

• Running last summer's oil through a January cold snap instead of the manual's winter

grade.

• Letting snow bury the exhaust while the generator runs unattended.

• Skipping the fall test-start and finding out it won't run during the storm itself.

! If you take one thing from this list

It's the first one. Every other mistake here costs you a frustrating morning. That one

can cost a life.
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A winter readiness checklist
Run through this before the first hard freeze, and again anytime a big storm is

forecast.

❑ Oil changed if due, and it's the grade my manual recommends for cold weather.

❑ Battery charged, and the recoil cord still works as backup.

❑ Fuel fresh or properly stabilized, with a safely stored reserve for a longer outage.

❑ A dry, solid spot picked out, with a running-rated cover staged nearby.

❑ Carbon-monoxide alarms tested, with fresh batteries.

❑ I've actually started it and run it under some load this season, not just looked at it.

★ I can run this whole list with you

A fall check-up visit covers this entire checklist in less time than you'd think, and it's a

lot more reassuring than hoping it all still works. Call (330) 200-8042.
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When it won't start in the cold
Before you assume the worst, walk through the usual cold-weather suspects.

Most winter no-starts trace back to a handful of causes: a weak or dead battery, oil that's too

thick for the temperature, stale fuel, or propane that simply won't vaporize in a hard freeze.

Work through them calmly, in order.

• Try the recoil cord if electric start is sluggish or silent.

• Switch to gasoline if you're on a dual-fuel unit and propane won't catch.

• Check the oil level and grade — a low-oil shutoff will block starting on purpose.

• Confirm the fuel is fresh and the valve is open, choke set for a cold start.

✔ Still stuck?

Our maintenance guide covers deeper troubleshooting steps and when it's worth a

small-engine shop's help rather than more guessing. Don't force it repeatedly — that

wears down a weak battery or floods the engine.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about running a generator through the cold months.

Q: Can I just run it in the garage with the door open to warm it up?

No — never. Carbon monoxide builds up dangerously fast in a garage, open door or not, and

it can drift into the house. Start it and run it outside, every time, cold mornings included.

Q: Do I need a special winter generator, or will my regular one do?

Your regular generator is fine. What changes in winter is the oil grade, a little extra patience

starting it, and where and how you set it up in snow — not the machine itself.

Q: Is propane a bad choice for winter?

Not necessarily, but in bitter cold it may not vaporize well enough to run smoothly. A dual-fuel

unit that can switch to gasoline covers you either way.

Q: How cold is too cold to run a generator outdoors?

There's no firm cutoff — with the right oil, fresh fuel, and a little patience, most generators

handle typical winter cold fine outdoors. Extreme, sustained cold is when propane and

batteries struggle most.

Q: Should I keep it running all the time during a long cold-weather outage?

Not necessarily — cycling your loads and letting the generator rest periodically is often kinder

to the machine and the fuel supply than running everything nonstop. Follow your manual's

guidance on duty cycle.

★ Still have a winter worry?

Cold-weather calls are some of the most common I get this time of year. Call or text me

at (330) 200-8042 and let's talk through your setup.
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A fall walk-through beats a January surprise
Most of the winter headaches I get called about were entirely preventable with

fifteen minutes of attention back in the fall.

On a visit, I'll start your generator, check the oil and battery, look over your fuel situation, and

make sure you have a dry, sensible spot picked out for when the snow flies. If something

needs a licensed electrician's attention — say, a hookup at the panel — I'll help line that up

too.

None of this is about selling you anything. I don't sell generators, and I don't earn a

commission on parts or fuel. It's just about you not finding out the hard way, in the cold and

the dark, that something needed attention.

★ Let's get ahead of winter together

A first visit is a flat $99, and every visit is 30-day come-back-free. Call or text (330)

200-8042 and let's get your generator squared away before you need it.
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A final word on Ohio winters
Winter asks a little more patience of a generator, and of you — and that's really all

it asks.

None of what's in this guide is complicated. Give the engine a moment, use the right oil, keep

a dry spot ready, and hold the line on running it outdoors, always. Do those few things and

your generator will carry you through an Ohio winter just as reliably as it does the rest of the

year.

• Patience with a cold start is normal, not a sign of trouble.

• The right oil and a charged battery solve most cold-start struggles.

• A dry spot and a proper cover keep snow and ice from becoming a problem.

• Outdoors, always, no exceptions for the cold — that one never changes.

✔ Keep this guide handy

Tuck this guide in with your other winter-prep papers. A quick reread each fall, before

the first hard freeze, keeps all of this fresh when you need it.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made cold-weather generator use feel a little less daunting and a lot more

doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page whenever you

need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed electrical or gas work

myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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