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in ketone bodies, like acetone; indeed the tell-tale odour on the breath is often indica-
tive of the disorder. Parents have been advised for years to suspect their children of 
glue-sniffing if solvents can be detected on the breath – and I hate to think how many 
families have had their lives ruined through a failure to recognise that the body can 
naturally produce acetone. It is a highly inflammable gas: as little as 2.6% in air can ex-
plode and its flashpoint is -17.8°C. It can also cause flashback, where a trail of methane 
can lead ignition back to the source. Acetone is miscible with lipids and could surely 
render body fat – itself combustible – into a highly inflammable compound. 

In my view, this offers the perfect explanation. A patient experiences ketosis; ac-
etone and its allies form a reserve in the fatty tissues of the body and collect in gaseous 
form under the clothing; the patient is thus potentially inflammable. A static spark 
from fabric or combing the hair could set off fierce combustion. The energy required to 
trigger an explosion of gaseous hydrocarbons is as little as 0.02 mJ, which falls below 
the threshold of human perception, whereas static sparks from clothing can produce a 
painful jolt. 

The reported cases support my proposal perfectly. Many of the victims have high 
levels of body fat, which provide the fuel depot and the likelihood of ketosis. The rela-
tively fat-free extremities often survive the conflagration relatively intact, likewise the 
heart and intestines. The areas that are consumed are centred on the abdomen, which is 
where primary fat deposits accumulate. And – in an era before static sparks from syn-
thetic fibres – acetone-rich fat could likely spontaneously combust. The auto-ignition 
temperature of acetone is only 465°C.

This is a proposal that should now be investigated. Meanwhile, what should you do 
if experiencing ketosis? I’d advise you to wear loose clothing. Avoid wearing artificial 
fibres – and don’t smoke. 

This all that remained of 
Helen Conway, a victim of 
SHC in 1964. The fire chief who 
reported on the case said her 
torso was consumed within 21 
minutes, far too short a time 
for the ‘wick effect’ to have 
been the explanation
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