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Human Spontaneous Combustion: The sci-
ence behind the wick effect

Imagine the scene. It is a quiet morning in 1951 in St. Petersburg, Florida. A landlady attempts to deliver

a telegram to one of her tenants, Mary Reeser, a 67-year-old woman. As she touches the doorknob,
she recoils: the metal is burning hot. She calls for help, two men force the door open, and what they find
defies all criminalistic logic. In the center of a circle of ashes, only a piece of skull shrunk to the size

of a teacup, a few vertebrae, and a perfectly intact left foot remains, still inside its black satin slipper.
The rest of the room is almost pristine. The walls have a thin coating of soot, but the silk curtains and

newspapers just inches from the corpse are not even singed.

This is the classic scenario of what folklore and tabloids call 'Spontaneous Human Combustion' (SHC).
The idea is as terrifying as it is cinematic: that a human being can, without warning and without an
external ignition source, burst into flames from the inside out, becoming a human furnace that consumes
bone and flesh in minutes. For centuries, this phenomenon was the ultimate 'X-file'. Charles Dickens
used it to Kill off a character in his novel 'Bleak House', and forensic reports often closed cases with a

shrug, suggesting that perhaps, just perhaps, the human body holds a volcanic secret.

» How is it possible for a human body, made up of 70% water, to burn to ash without setting the house

on fire?

» Why does the fire spare the feet or hands while devouring the torso?
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* Is it possible for our own cells to decide, from one moment to the next, to turn into fuel?

The myth is perfect because it touches our deepest fears: the total loss of control over our own biology.
But what if | told you that the answer lies not in the paranormal, but in a physical phenomenon as simple
as a wax candle, and that the 'spontaneity’ of these deaths is just a trick of our perception? Are we truly

facing an impossible mystery or simply a tragic accident that science has already solved?

The Impossible Crime Scene

To understand why Spontaneous Human Combustion (SHC) captivated humanity, we must first analyze
the 'corpse’. In reported cases, there is always a disturbing pattern: the torso and head are reduced

to fine ash, a process that normally requires temperatures exceeding 1,000 degrees Celsius (like

in a professional crematorium), yet nearby flammable objects remain intact. It is a thermodynamic
contradiction. If the fire was hot enough to incinerate bone, why didn't the entire carpet burn? This is

where the human brain, a lover of epic stories, fills the gaps with magic.

The Physics of a Human Candle: The Wick Effect

Modern forensic science has a much more earthly and fascinating explanation called the ‘wick effect'. To
understand it, forget about flamethrowers and think of an ordinary birthday candle. A candle has three
components: a wick, wax, and a flame. Wax on its own does not burn well; try setting fire to a block of

wax and you will see it melts, but doesn't explode. However, when the wick is lit, it melts the wax, which
is absorbed by the wick through capillary action. The liquid wax vaporizes and keeps the flame burning
for hours, consuming the fuel very slowly.

In the case of human combustion, the roles are macabrely reversed. The victim's clothing (or their own
body hair) acts as the wick. The body's subcutaneous fat—adipose tissue—acts as the wax. The process
almost always begins with a small external heat source: a lit cigarette, an ember from a fireplace, or a
short circuit. The person, usually elderly, with reduced mobility, or under the influence of medication or

alcohol, becomes unconscious or dies of a heart attack before feeling the fire.

The Slow and Persistent Combustion
Once the clothing ignites, it burns the skin and begins to melt the body fat. This liquid fat soaks into the
clothing and creates a constantly fed fire. Unlike a forest fire that spreads quickly, this is a localized,

low-intensity fire, similar to the flame of an oil lamp. It can burn for 10 or 12 hours. During that time, the
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heat is sufficient to disintegrate tissue and, eventually, bones, but it is not expansive enough to set the
rest of the room on fire. Heat rises (through convection), which is why the ceiling is often black with soot,
but things to the sides of the body remain safe.

Why are the feet and hands left behind?

This is the favorite 'piece of evidence' for mystery enthusiasts. In almost all cases, the feet or legs remain
intact. The explanation is a matter of anatomy and fuel. Feet have very little subcutaneous fat compared
to the abdomen or thighs. Without 'wax' (fat) to feed the 'wick effect', the fire simply goes out when

it reaches the thin extremities. Furthermore, the feet are usually outside the main focus of heat if the

person is sitting or lying down. It is pure fluid physics, not a selective choice by an intelligent fire.

The Psychological Factor: Why do we want to believe?

Our brain is a pattern-seeking machine. Faced with an incinerated body in an intact room, the explanation
'they fell asleep with a cigarette and their body fat acted like lamp oil for 8 hours' sounds boring and

too technical. Instead, 'their body exploded due to an unknown cellular energy' is a powerful story. We
prefer the myth because it grants us a narrative of wonder in the face of a reality that is, honestly, quite

sad and lonely.

Researchers have recreated the wick effect in laboratories using animal tissues with results identical to
SHC cases. In 1998, the BBC program 'Q.E.D." conducted an experiment with a pig wrapped in a blanket.
The fire burned for hours, consuming flesh and bone but leaving the surroundings almost undamaged.

The mystery dissolved under the rigor of the scientific method.

The Autopsy of the Myth

In conclusion, spontaneous human combustion is not 'spontaneous' nor is it an internal biological
phenomenon. It is the result of a tragic combination of factors: an external source of ignition, a victim
unable to react, and the relentless physics of adipose tissue acting as fuel. We are not biological
time bombs; we are, under the wrong conditions, human oil lamps. The next time you read about an
'impossible case' of someone who turned to ash, remember the candle. Truth is not always explosive;
sometimes it is a small, persistent, and silent flame that reminds us how fragile we are, even at a

molecular level.
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