Carbon Monoxide Dangers - Revisited
Just over a year ago I wrote a short article about the “station wagon effect” of sucking up exhaust fumes in the back of the boat while underway. What alerted us then was that we could smell all of this because it was engine exhaust which made us feel bad in its own right – notwithstanding the Carbon Monoxide (CO- a colorless, tasteless, odor free gas). This time Lisa and I weren’t quite so lucky – but we were lucky enough to survive it – and that’s enough luck for us! This time wasn’t from engine exhaust. You frequently hear warnings about onboard generators and potential CO hazards. Ours wasn’t the onboard generator – it was a portable 6.5KW generator we were using to stay warm on the boat up the Chester River at Bill Brady’s in Maryland off the Chesapeake Bay. We were re-boarding the boat to keep moving south to the Keys, but it was already late November. We left snow and sleet, and it was in the 20’s at night where the boat was. We didn’t have power at the dock so we brought the portable generator for power to stay warm until we left. We’d done that about 2-3 weeks prior for the same reason and had no problems. This time was different. The generator was sitting on the aft deck of the sportfish boat, outside the cabin, and there were drain scuppers in the cockpit that would vent off any gases there. What I didn’t count on were the strong winds blowing from astern. This time the winds were forcefully blowing the exhaust right up against the aft sliding doors to the cabin (which were closed). These doors are not air tight and the gas (without the intense smell of the exhaust) was being forced into the cabin. Lisa awoke during the middle of the night feeling bad. She passed out, fell down, and cracked her head. With great difficulty I managed to get her back into bed and opened the hatches to let the frigid 20+ degree air come in. That helped and probably saved both of us. A while later I got up myself, promptly passed out, fell and hit my head on the cabinet going down. I came to, but couldn’t quite come to full consciousness. Lisa now was up helping me – she was closest to the open hatch and was now alert (but sick). My brain was barely working, but she had me shut the generator totally down. We spent the rest of the night freezing under a sleeping bag – BUT ALIVE! We were really sick that night and until about noon the next day but fully recovered. Fortunately our members living in the Florida Keys don’t have to worry about running generators to stay warm, but northern members might. 
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