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Avoid the Split, Make the Spare 
Following an after-hours fire in a 32-lane 
bowling alley, where the only ignition 
sources in the room of origin were elec-
tric appliances and room lighting, jump-
ing to the conclusion that the fire was 
electrical in nature was not difficult. A 
detailed investigation and witness inter-
views revealed, however, another possi-
bility.  Less than three hours prior to the 
fire, an employee had pulled a stack of 
towels from the dryer, which had been 
used to clean up vegetable oil in the 
kitchen.  It was reported that the towels 
had an odor to them and an oily feel  
even after being washed and dried. Upon 
eliminating the possible electrical fire 
causes, careful excavation of the site un-
covered remnants of the towels, support-
ing the determination that the fire was 
caused  by spontaneous ignition of vege-
table oil-soaked rags. 
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Finished by the Finishing 
The hardwood floors were one of the last 
things to be installed in a newly con-
structed home before the owners took 
possession.  Once moved in, significant 
problems were found with the installation 
of the flooring, and the owners demanded 
that the floors be redone.  On the night 
following the rework, installers left a 
sanding machine, and an iron used to 
heat and shape molding at the house.  
They planned to pick up the equipment 
after the final walk-through the next day.  
At approximately three in the morning 
the house caught fire. Fire patterns, and  
photographs from a passerby showed that 
the fire started on the side deck of the 
house outside the living room.  Investiga-
tion revealed that the stained sawdust as-
sociated with the refinishing work had 
been discarded in a plastic garbage bin, 
and placed on the side deck.  The sander 
and iron, which were initially suspected 
as possible causes, were determined to be 
unplugged at the time of the fire.  It was 
concluded that the fire was caused by 
spontaneous ignition of the stained saw-
dust. 
 
As these case studies demonstrate, it can 
be easy to assume a fire was electrical in 
nature if all that is considered is the out-
wardly, obvious data.  For this very rea-
son, it is critical that investigators be 
thorough and methodical.  It is important 
that they are not quick to dismiss some-
thing because it is not burned or damaged 
as heavily as other items, or because it is 
outside the anticipated area of origin (i.e., 
expectation bias).  Doing so may result in 
missing valuable pieces of information 
that can make or break a case.  Take 
those few extra minutes during any ex-
amination to step back and take it all in, 
look at all the details - you may find just  
what you are looking for.  
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It was a dark and stormy night, and Mike 
and Linda were enjoying a night out 
when they received a call that their house 
was on fire.  They rushed home and were 
greeted by the fire department, curious 
neighbors, and the burnt shell of what 
used to be their house.  While they were 
trying to remember if they turned off the 
space-heater, unplugged the toaster, and 
shut off the lights, an investigator was 
considering the bigger picture, knowing 
that all too often people are quick to 
point to electronics and wiring as the 
probable cause of a fire.  Here are a few 
real-life examples to demonstrate this 
tendency. 

Electrical cause?  Think again. 


