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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. A portable generator

is the most common way folks out here bring their water back — but it is a fuel-burning

engine, so where you run it matters as much as whether it can start the pump.

Can a portable generator run my well pump?
The short, honest answer is: often yes — but only if it is the right kind of generator,

connected the right way. This guide walks through both parts in plain English.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. A portable generator is the

choice I see most often on well-water homes, and for good reason — it is affordable, you can

move it, and a good one will bring your whole water system back to life. But not every

generator can do it, and the way you hook it up matters enormously.

So let's take it slowly. There are really just two questions to answer: can this generator start

and run my pump, and how do I connect it safely? Get both right and you are in good shape.

★ Want me to look at your generator with you?

If you already own a generator, or are eyeing one, I am glad to help you figure out

whether it fits your pump. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 — no obligation.
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The whole answer, in about a minute
If you remember only these things, you already understand the heart of it.

❑ Most home well pumps need 240 volts — so your generator must have a 240-volt outlet,

not just regular 120-volt ones.

❑ The pump takes a big gulp of power the instant it starts — often around three times its

running draw — so the generator needs surge power to spare.

❑ Small 120-volt generators and most tiny inverter units cannot start a 240-volt pump at all.

❑ A soft starter can shrink that startup gulp and sometimes let a smaller generator handle

the pump.

❑ The pump is hardwired — it must be connected through a transfer switch or interlock by a

licensed electrician, never a cord.

❑ Get the pump's real numbers from your well company before you buy anything — do not

guess.

✔ The two-part test

A portable generator can run your pump when it has (1) a 240-volt outlet and (2)

enough surge power for the startup. If either is missing, it will not work — no matter

how new or expensive the generator is.
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First hurdle — your pump almost certainly needs 240
volts
This is the single most common reason a generator cannot run a well pump, so it is

worth understanding first.

The everyday outlets in your house are 120 volts — lamps, phones, the coffee maker. But

bigger appliances like an electric dryer, a range, and almost every home well pump run on

240 volts. A generator has to be able to supply 240 volts to run one.

Many smaller and mid-size portable generators put out only 120 volts. They may power your

fridge and some lights beautifully, and never be able to run your pump. Look for a generator

that clearly offers 240-volt output — often shown as a larger, round twist-lock outlet — and

confirm it before you count on it.

! A few small pumps are 120 volts

Some shallow-well jet pumps run on 120 volts. If yours is one of those, the voltage

hurdle is easier — but you still need enough surge power, and it must still be

connected safely. Check the pump's nameplate or ask your well company which you

have.
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Second hurdle — the big startup gulp
Even a 240-volt generator can fail here if it does not have power to spare for the

split second the pump kicks on.

A well pump motor draws far more power to start than it does to keep running — a common

rule of thumb is around three times as much, and sometimes more, for just a moment. That

brief spike is called the starting surge, and it is the hardest thing you will ask your generator to

do.

That is why generators list two numbers: a running (or rated) watts figure and a higher starting

(or surge) watts figure. For a well pump, the surge number is the one that matters most. If the

generator's surge cannot cover the pump's startup, the pump will hum, strain, and trip — even

though the running numbers looked fine on paper.

✔ Leave yourself headroom

Do not size a generator right to the edge of the pump's startup. A little extra surge

headroom means the pump starts cleanly, and you can run a light or the fridge at the

same time. Our sizing guide walks through the whole thing.
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So what size generator do I need?
I will not throw a specific wattage at you, because the honest answer depends on

your particular pump — and guessing is how people end up with the wrong

machine.

The right size depends on your pump's horsepower and how deep your well is. A shallow-well

pump asks for less; a deep-well submersible lifting water hundreds of feet asks for

considerably more. Two homes on the same road can need very different generators.

The reliable way to get it right is simple: find your pump's numbers on its nameplate or from

your well company's records, then match a generator whose surge comfortably clears the

pump's startup. Our sizing guide covers exactly how, and your electrician can confirm it. That

little bit of homework saves you from buying twice.

! Bigger is not automatically better

An oversized generator burns more fuel, costs more, and is heavier to move. The goal

is the right size with sensible headroom — not the biggest one on the shelf.
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The trick that can shrink the problem — a soft starter
If your pump's startup surge is more than your generator can handle, there is often

a way to meet in the middle.

A soft starter is a small device an electrician wires in near the pump. Instead of letting the

motor slam to full speed the instant it gets power, it eases the pump up over a second or two.

That gentler start dramatically lowers the surge the generator has to cover.

In plain terms: a soft starter can sometimes let a smaller, quieter, cheaper generator run a

pump it otherwise could not. It is not magic and it is not right for every setup, but it is one of

the most useful tricks out here. Our guide on the startup surge and soft starters goes deeper.

✔ Ask about it before you buy a bigger generator

If a generator that fits your budget falls just short on surge, ask your electrician whether

a soft starter would close the gap. It is often cheaper than jumping up to the next

generator size.
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How you connect it matters as much as the generator
This is the part I never want anyone to get wrong, so I say it plainly.

Your well pump is hardwired into your electrical panel — there is no plug and no outlet to

reach. You cannot run an extension cord to it, and you must never try to power it by

backfeeding a dryer outlet or using a so-called 'suicide cord.' The safe, legal way is a transfer

switch or an interlock kit at your panel, installed by a licensed electrician.

That switch lets the generator power selected circuits — including the pump — while safely

keeping your house disconnected from the utility lines. Our guide on connecting backup

power safely walks through both options and what to expect.

! Never a cord, never a backfeed

Backfeeding can push deadly voltage onto the power lines outside and injure or kill a

lineman working to restore your power. It is unsafe, against code, and never worth it.

The panel hookup is licensed-electrician work, every single time.
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Fuel, runtime, and the practical side
A generator that can start your pump is only useful if you can keep it fed and

running through the outage.

Portable generators run on gasoline, propane, or in the case of dual-fuel models, either one.

Propane stores for years without going stale, which many rural folks like; gasoline is easy to

find but needs fresh stock and stabilizer. Whichever you choose, store fuel safely, outdoors

and away from living space.

The good news for well pumps is that you do not have to run the generator around the clock.

Because your pressure tank holds a small reserve, many households run the generator for a

stretch to refill the system and fill some containers, then shut it off and run it again later. That

stretches your fuel and gives you quiet.

✔ Run it in sessions, not nonstop

Starting the generator a few times a day to refill your water and the pressure tank often

uses far less fuel than leaving it running all day — and it is kinder to your neighbors

and your ears.
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The one danger I will not let you skip — carbon
monoxide
A generator is a wonderful tool and a serious machine. Treat its exhaust with real

respect.

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

can kill in minutes. It is the real danger of generator use, far more than any electrical worry.

Every year people are harmed by running a generator in a garage or too close to the house,

even with a door or window open.

• Run it outside only — never in a garage, shed, basement, or on a porch, not even with the

door open.

• Keep it well away from the house — the safety agencies say at least 20 feet — with the

exhaust pointed away from windows, doors, and vents.

• 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.

! Fresh air first, always

There is no water emergency worth risking carbon monoxide. Place the generator far

from the house before you start it, every single time.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
A portable generator is useful almost anywhere, but what you are asking it to do is

very different depending on your water.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs on city water, an outage does not cut your water, so a generator is

about comfort — the fridge, the furnace fan, some lights, maybe a window air conditioner. You

likely have no 240-volt pump to start, so a smaller, 120-volt generator often does the job

nicely.

• No pump to start means you can usually get by with a smaller, quieter, cheaper generator.

• Focus on your fridge, freezer, furnace fan, and a few lights — our generator guides help

you pick.

• You still must connect anything hardwired through a proper switch, but a lot of comfort

loads simply plug in.

• A little stored water is still smart, but you are not depending on the generator for it.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country on a well, the generator has a much bigger job: it has to start a 240-volt

pump against a big surge, then keep your water flowing. That raises the bar on size, on the

240-volt requirement, and on a safe panel hookup.

• You need genuine 240-volt output and surge to spare — a comfort-only generator will not

start the pump.

• The pump must be wired in through a transfer switch or interlock by a licensed electrician.

• Keep stored water too, so you are covered even before the generator is running.

• Some larger suburban lots are on a private well — if you are unsure, check a water bill or

ask a neighbor.

★ Not sure which describes you?

If you have never checked whether you are on a well, a quick look at a water bill settles

it. Call me at (330) 200-8042 and I will help you sort out what size generator actually

fits your home.
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What about those quiet inverter generators?
They are wonderful machines — but there is an honest catch for well-pump duty.

Inverter generators are prized for being quiet, fuel-efficient, and gentle on sensitive

electronics. For a camper, a tailgate, or running a few household comforts, they are hard to

beat. Many folks already own a small one.

The catch is that the smaller, popular inverter units are usually 120-volt only and do not have

the surge to start a 240-volt well pump. There are larger inverter generators that do offer 240

volts and plenty of surge — they simply cost more and weigh more. So an inverter generator

can run a well pump, but the little quiet one you may already have often cannot.

✔ Check the two things that matter

Before you count on any inverter generator for your pump, confirm it offers 240-volt

output and that its surge clears your pump's startup. If both are yes, its clean, quiet

power is a real bonus.
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How to read the numbers — without a math headache
You do not need to be an electrician to line these up. You just need two numbers

from the pump and two from the generator.

• From your pump: its horsepower and voltage, from the nameplate or your well company.

These tell your electrician the running and startup demand.

• From the generator: its running (rated) watts and its starting (surge) watts, printed on the

label or in the manual.

• The match: the generator's surge should comfortably clear the pump's startup, with

headroom left for a few other things.

• The voltage check: the generator must offer 240 volts if your pump is a 240-volt unit —

most are.

If lining those up feels fiddly, that is exactly the kind of thing I or your electrician can do with

you in a few minutes. There is no prize for doing the arithmetic alone, and getting it right the

first time saves money.

✔ Write your pump's numbers down now

Jot your pump's horsepower and voltage on a card and keep it with your home papers.

Then you will have them ready when you shop, without climbing back down to the

pressure tank.
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A simple path to the right generator
Take these in order and you will avoid the two big mistakes — buying too small to

start the pump, or buying blind.

❑ Find out your pump's horsepower and voltage — nameplate or well company.

❑ Decide what else you want running: fridge, freezer, furnace fan, a few lights.

❑ Pick a generator with 240-volt output and surge that clears the pump plus a little

headroom.

❑ Ask your electrician whether a soft starter would let a smaller unit work.

❑ Have the electrician install a transfer switch or interlock so it all connects safely.

❑ Test the whole thing on a calm day, before you ever need it.

★ I can walk this path with you

From reading your pump's numbers to lining up a trustworthy electrician, this is exactly

what I help well-water families do. Call or text (330) 200-8042 and we will take it one

calm step at a time.
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Test it before you trust it
A generator you have never started against your pump is a question mark. A calm

afternoon turns it into an answer.

Once your electrician has the transfer switch or interlock in, run the whole sequence on an

ordinary day: fuel and start the generator outdoors, switch the pump circuit over, and watch

water come back at the tap. Notice how the generator sounds when the pump kicks on — a

clean start is what you want, not a strain and a stall.

Doing this once, in daylight, with no storm overhead, is worth more than any spec sheet. If

something is off — the pump will not start, the generator bogs down — far better to find out

now. Our guide on testing your setup covers the whole run-through.

★ Happy to be there for the first test

If you would like company for that first test run, or just a second set of eyes, call or text

me at (330) 200-8042 and we will do it together.
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A few common myths, gently corrected
These come up all the time, and believing them leads to buying the wrong machine

or a dangerous hookup.

The myth The honest truth

Any generator can run a well pump. Only one with 240-volt output and enough surge
— many cannot.

I can run a cord from the generator to the pump. The pump is hardwired with no plug — it needs
a proper switch.

Watts are watts, so the running number is
enough.

The startup surge is the real test — that is the
number to clear.

A bigger generator is always safer. Right-sized with headroom beats oversized —
less fuel, weight, and cost.

! When in doubt, verify

Every one of these myths ends the same way — a pump that will not start or an unsafe

hookup. Check the two numbers and use a proper switch, and you sidestep them all.
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What I can do — and what I bring in a pro for
I want to be plain about my role, because honesty is the whole point of these

guides.

• What I do: help you read your pump's numbers, compare generators sensibly, decide

whether a soft starter makes sense, line up the right electrician, and be there for the first

test — at your pace.

• A licensed electrician does the panel work — the transfer switch or interlock and any

240-volt wiring. That is their trade, and it usually needs a permit and inspection.

• A well or pump professional can give you your pump's real horsepower and voltage and

speak to its startup demand.

I am a patient tech helper with 30-plus years of experience, not a licensed electrician — and I

will never pretend otherwise. What I am is the person who helps you make sense of it all and

coordinates the folks who do the licensed work. I do not sell generators, so my advice is just

honest advice.

★ One friendly point of contact

Think of me as the person in your corner who helps you ask the right questions and

lines up the right pros. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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The mistakes that catch people out
Most generator regret on a well home comes down to a handful of avoidable

slip-ups.

• Buying a 120-volt-only generator and discovering it cannot start the 240-volt pump.

• Sizing to the running number instead of the startup surge, so the pump strains and trips.

• Planning to run a cord to a pump that is hardwired with no plug.

• Skipping the transfer switch and backfeeding — unsafe, illegal, and dangerous to

linemen.

• Never testing it until the day of a real outage, when there is no room for surprises.

Our common-mistakes guide covers each of these in detail. The good news is that every one

is easy to avoid once you know it is coming.

✔ The fix for most of them is one phone call

Getting your pump's real numbers from the well company, and having an electrician do

the hookup, quietly removes most of this list at once.
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Questions worth asking before you buy
A few good questions now save a great deal of money and worry later.

Q: What is my pump's horsepower and voltage?

Get this from the nameplate or your well company. It decides which generators can even start

your pump.

Q: Does this generator offer true 240-volt output?

Confirm it on the label — not just 120-volt household outlets. Most well pumps need 240 volts.

Q: Does its surge clear my pump's startup, with headroom?

Compare the generator's starting watts to the pump's startup demand, and leave room for a

light or the fridge.

Q: Would a soft starter let a smaller generator work?

Ask your electrician — it can be cheaper than jumping to the next generator size.

✔ Take the answers shopping

Write these four answers on a card before you shop. A good salesperson will respect

that you came prepared — and you will not be talked into the wrong machine.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most from well-water families about portable generators.

Q: Can a small portable generator run my well pump?

Usually not, if it is 120-volt only or short on surge. Most well pumps need 240 volts and a

healthy startup surge. Check both before you rely on one.

Q: Do I really need a transfer switch, or can I use a cord?

You need a transfer switch or interlock. The pump is hardwired with no plug, and backfeeding

is unsafe and illegal. This is licensed-electrician work.

Q: How long can I run my generator during an outage?

As long as you keep it fueled and let it rest and cool for refueling. Many folks run it in sessions

to refill water, which saves fuel.

Q: Will a generator hurt my pump or my electronics?

A properly sized generator and a proper hookup are fine for a pump. For sensitive electronics,

cleaner inverter power is gentler — but the pump itself is not fussy that way.

★ Still have a question? That is what I am here for

There is no silly question. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and we will talk it through

together, with no obligation.
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A gentle word about cost
A generator that can run a well pump is a real purchase, so let me be straight about

it.

A 240-volt generator with enough surge for a pump costs more than a little comfort-only unit,

and the transfer switch or interlock is a separate, one-time electrician expense. That said, it is

a one-time setup that serves you for years, and it brings back your whole water system, not

just a few comforts.

You can soften the cost by pairing a right-sized (not oversized) generator with a soft starter,

which sometimes lets a smaller machine do the job. And remember stored water is your

cheap first layer, so you are never depending on the generator alone. I do not sell any of this,

so my advice is just honest advice.

★ Start where you are

Even before a generator, a few jugs of stored water is a real start. When you are ready

to choose a machine, my first visit is a flat $99 with a 30-day come-back-free

guarantee, and I can often help pick one right on your screen for $49.
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Bringing it all together
If this guide did its job, the answer feels clear instead of confusing. Here is the

whole thing in three lines.

❑ Can it start the pump? Only with 240-volt output and surge to spare — check both.

❑ Can I connect it safely? Only through a transfer switch or interlock, by a licensed

electrician.

❑ Have I tested it? Do a calm-day run-through before you ever need it.

Answer those three yeses and a portable generator will keep your water flowing through an

outage for years. Take them one at a time — there is no prize for rushing.

★ And whenever you would like a hand

That is exactly what I do — come to your home, work at your pace, and never make

you feel rushed or silly for asking. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042.
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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 running your well pump on a portable generator 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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