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When Bud and I think about 
safety while traveling, our minds 
usually go to keeping our “things” 
safe from loss or theft—passports, 
cash, credit cards, jewelry, camera 
equipment, phones and other elec-
tronic devices. We have a myriad of 
packing protocols, back-up infor-
mation and travel habits that have 
worked beautifully throughout our 
25+ years of travel to 99 countries 
around the globe.

But a few weeks ago, the na-
tional networks broadcast a horrific 
story about a lovely family of four 
from Iowa—all dead from inhaling 
toxic fumes at their vacation rental 

condo near Tulum, Mexico. The 
current thinking is that the water 
heater had an undetected gas leak. 
Wow…this is an entirely different 
kind of safety issue. This isn’t about 
the inconvenience of losing some 
key items. This is life-and-death 
personal safety.

The Iowa family had booked 
their vacation rental through Home-
away.com, a popular website now 
the parent company of Vacation 
Rentals by Owner (vrbo.com) and 
vacationrentals.com. Together the 
sites offer about 2 million rentals 
in about 190 countries. Airbnb.com 
is another website that connects the 
public to accommodations on virtu-
ally all the continents. The idea is 
to get high quality rentals—houses, 
villas, condos and more—directly 
from the owners, saving some (but 
not all) fees and gaining access to 
spacious home-like accommoda-
tions for much less than a tradition-
al hotel or resort. Bud and I have 
been using this concept with nary a 
misstep for about two decades.

But here’s the problem. The 
properties are not vetted by anyone 
at the website. You can get an in-
kling of the property’s condition by 
looking at the pictures (be sure to 
notice any date stamps on the pho-

tos—photos should be recent!) and 
reading the reviews thoroughly. Is 
there a guarantee that all systems 
will be up to local electric, plumb-
ing, fire, safety and building codes? 
No, there is not. Some of the sites 
provide and/or offer insurance if the 
deal goes bad—say, someone else is 
in residence when you are supposed 
to move in or the owner won’t re-
turn a security deposit. But does 
anyone guarantee that there won’t 
be a gas leak or an electrical fire?
No.

To be sure, travel insurance—
and even your credit card if you 
used one of the good ones—can 
provide benefits if you get sick or 
die while on vacation (see insure-
mytrip.com for good info). But 
heck…who wants that?

The fate that befell the Iowa 
family is tragic, but it is a rare in-
stance and it doesn’t mean you 
should abandon booking these 
types of vacations.  What it does 
mean is that you might want to con-
sider protecting yourself and your 
family by adding some inexpensive 
safety devices to your “must have” 
packing list.

For example, First Alert offers 
a plug-in Explosive Gas and Carbon 
Monoxide Detector (GCO1CN), 

which is wireless, has a battery 
back-up and even works with a re-
mote (not included). It can be found 
at most of the big box and discount 
stores, or on amazon.com for well 
under $50. It is light and easy to 
pack and plugs into any AC outlet. 
It detects natural and propane gas 
as well as CO.

In terms of frequency, a fire 
event is more likely than a toxic 
fume event, of course. Sadly, I have 
not found an inexpensive and reli-
able plug-in travel smoke/fire alarm. 
But homes and accommodations 
both here in the US and around the 
world are more often outfitted with 
smoke/fire alarms than toxic gas 
alarms. Also, fire and smoke are 
visible to neighbors and passers-by, 
whereas toxic fumes are silent and 
deadly.

As for us, I have First Alert gas/
CO on order and it will be one of the 
first things we pack from now on.
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On Saturday, April 7th, the geese were out on the Town Pond looking 
for Spring.  Ice-Out isn't here yet!          Photo by Eric Anderson


