The Spontaneous Combustion of Jeremy Irons
An oral account
By James Farish-Carradice
Henry Spencer (Childhood friend)

No doubt it came as a shock; yes shocked would definitely be the best word to describe my reaction. I mean it’s not everyday someone you used to know blows up.

Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson (Yorkshire Police)

I received the call at approximately 0900 hours. According to report from the first officer on the scene, a passer-by discovered the remains at approximately 0730 hours and immediately called 999. The police switchboard has confirmed this phone call. 
Jennifer Irons (Wife)

Well the police told me…was it the police? It might have been the paramedics or whoever it is that deals with these things. The coroner maybe? In any event someone in charge told me that what had happened to Jeremy was referred to as spontaneous human combustion. Just like that. Like they have a specific term for this sort of thing.

Nigel Teller (Friend/television personality)

Jeremy always told me that he wanted to go out with bang ha ha ha. I’m sorry that was terrible. Great chap though. He will be sorely missed.

Jennifer Irons (Wife)
I just don’t understand how they can just leave it at that with no further explanation. Spontaneous human combustion? I don’t…I can’t accept that. There has to be more to it than that. 

Dr Michael Baden (Forensic pathologist)

Spontaneous human combustion or SHC as it is sometimes referred describes reported cases of the burning of a living human body without an apparent external source of ignition. There have been roughly 200 cases reported worldwide, since the scientific revolution.
Henry Spencer (Childhood friend)
I saw it on the news actually. I hadn’t had a lot of contact with Jeremy in recent years. I heard his name on the telly and I thought they must have been talking about the other Jeremy Irons, the guy from Die Hard and stuff.  

Nigel Teller (Friend/television personality)
Funny story here, Jeremy actually wasn’t aware of the actor Jeremy Irons and so he didn’t see the irony of the situation when he decided to take up drama. I suppose you could say that Jeremy wasn’t generally aware of a lot of things going on around him. Very generous man though, always looking out for people.

Jennifer Irons

I guess that’s why I’ve been doing what I’ve been doing the last few weeks since it happened, looking into all these whole spontaneous combustion phenomena. There isn’t much written about it in medical journals and most doctors don’t have much to say about it. They tell me that they’re aware of it but that it’s so infrequent that it doesn’t really warrant any serious investigation. I guess they never lost a loved one from an unexplained explosion.
Henry Spencer 
Jeremy almost always referred to me as Hank. This is back when we were 13 maybe 14 years old. That was probably when we were closest; going to the same college and playing in the same football teams and all that. We began drifting apart when we finished school. He got into his whole acting thing and I got my job at the plant.
Nigel Teller

We, that is a group of us at Northern Film and Drama, tried to persuade him to take a stage name. We were convinced his real name would hold him back, invite unfair comparisons, and possibly even make him the subject of ridicule. Jeremy would have none of it though, he was going to achieve fame and he was going to do it using his real name.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson (Yorkshire Police)

I arrived at the scene at 0930 hours and parked my unmarked car next to the area car that had responded to the initial call. The area had been cordoned off although to tell you the truth there wasn’t really much to cordon. Officer Selby was speaking with the gentleman who discovered what was left of the body a Mr…hold on I’ll just check my notes, a Mr Henry Spencer.

Henry Spencer 
It was a bit of coincidence that I be the one to discover Jeremy’s remains, of course I had no idea that it was Jeremy at the time. There really wasn’t any way to identify who or even what it was that I discovered. The pavement was just so black and then I saw the feet…

Dr Michael Baden
The common result is that the body is completely or almost completely incinerated. Damage is limited to the victim's clothing, to the area of the floor or furniture on which they died, and to the ceiling above the corpse. The torso is the focus of the fire and if remains are found these are of the extremities; that is to say the hands or the feet.

Jennifer Irons 
And so I started doing my own research on the Internet. I know that you can’t really trust everything you read on there but a lot of it has to be true right? Wikipedia was particularly helpful, not all that supernatural stuff, I mean the stuff about how it usually only happens to older people and all that. Jeremy wasn’t old; he was in the best condition of his life.
Dr Michael Baden
Nearly all reported cases of SHC involve persons with low mobility – due to advanced age or obesity – and poor health. Victims show a high likelihood of dying in their sleep, or of being unable to move once they have caught fire.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson 

Dental records confirmed that the victim was a Mr. Jeremy Irons, 47, of Morely, West Yorkshire. It really is impressive how quickly these things can be processed in this day and age. We notified the victim’s wife, Mrs. Jennifer Irons, later that afternoon; needless to say she was distraught.

Nigel Teller

Jeremy met Jennifer during our 3rd year. Forgive the hackneyed expression but it was love at first sight. From that moment on they were inseparable; he had no time for the rest of us.

Henry Spencer 
It didn’t take the police long to put 2 and 2 together; I’m suppose Jenny told them about me when she heard I discovered the body About 8 hours after they had let me leave the scene they came knocking at my door. 

Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson
We returned to interview Mr. Spenser at his home at approximately 1800 hours. I got the impression that he was expecting us. He told me that he had only just heard confirmation of the victim’s identity on the news but that he knew Yorkshire’s finest, his words not mine, would be on top of things.
Henry Spencer 

Don’t get me wrong, I know they were only doing their jobs, exhausting all possibilities and what not; that D.I. Thompson though, I didn’t appreciate her attitude, especially not from a young lass.

Jennifer Irons 
When the police told me that Hank Spenser was the person who discover Jeremy’s remains I was taken aback. I had only met him a couple of times but Jeremy was always going on about the adventures they used to have. Later, when they told me he was a suspect I was…I don’t know what I though actually. Confused I guess.
Nigel Teller

I hardly knew henry Spencer but I knew him well enough. A rather uncouth gentleman. I know we’re not supposed to say it anymore but he was decidedly lower class. Yes it’s a horrible thing to say considering he and Jeremy grew up together. Jeremy was different though. Jeremy was special.
Dr Michael Baden
The "wick effect" hypothesis suggests that a small external flame source, such as a burning cigarette, chars the clothing of the victim eventually splitting the skin and releasing subcutaneous fat, which is in turn absorbed into the burned clothing, acting as a wick. The combustion will continue as long as the fuel is available. This hypothesis has been successfully tested with animal tissue and is consistent with evidence recovered from cases of human combustion.
Jennifer Irons
The police didn’t have a motive but they told me that Henry would have had access to a number of flammable chemicals from his work at the industrial process plant. At least they were taking me seriously at this point. I have no idea why Henry would want to hurt Jeremy though,

Henry Spencer
And then a few days later they had the nerve to come back and arrest me. What a joke! Their entire case was built on the fact that I work at a chemical plant and the coincidence that I be the one to find the remains. As if I was responsible for him going for a jog in my neighborhood.

Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson
Henry Spencer was guilty of being a terrible misogynist but nothing more. Tell you the truth I didn’t like him for the crime in the first place. The widow, sorry, Mrs. Irons got us thinking though and with the chemical plant stuff and him being the first person to discover the remains, well we had to look into it didn’t we?

Nigel Teller

How they let him walk I have no idea. It’s as obvious as the nose on your face isn’t it? He had access to all sorts of flammable substance at that horrible plant of his, he was conveniently the first person to discover Jeremy’s remains, and there was that whole falling out they had a few years after Jeremy and I graduated. Oh, no one’s told you about that let have they?
Jennifer Irons
I think the whole falling out thing was blown a little bit out of proportion, clearly the police ended up thinking it was. What happened was, a few years after Jeremy and I graduated Jeremy got this fantastic gig on one of the local soaps. He was set to play plant worker or something like that, you know, a real working class type like from where Jeremy grew up. Well he decided to go to Henry for help, him working at the plant and all, and some of Jeremy’s NFD friends didn’t like it, them being all middle class and what not. 
Henry Spencer 

Yeah Jeremy did come see me when he got that job on Barnaby Street or whatever that show was called. I got to meet some of his new friends, they didn’t like me one bit but that suited me to a T. Bunch of pretentious gits. This one fella in particular really did me head in, a skinny little runt always following Jeremy around like a lovelorn puppy.

Jennifer Irons
Jeremy ended up siding with his new friends I suppose. I was a little saddened by that. I didn’t really like them all that much either. I’m glad he moved away from that lot eventually, I didn’t like the influence they had on him. Some of them really odd as well like the little one, Nick or Neville or something like that. I think he was a little bit obsessed with Jeremy.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson
We did continue the investigation into the Jeremy Irons case after we ruled out Mr. Spencer as a suspect but we really were clutching at straws at that point. The coroner was satisfied even if Mrs. Irons wasn’t. I can sympathise with her of course but there is only so much we can do. No suspect, no motive, we can’t spend all of our time on one death just because it’s unusual.
Dr Michael Baden
Another hypothesis suggests high-energy particles coupled with susceptibilities in the potential victim, such as a high blood alcohol level, triggers the initial reaction. This process may use no external oxygen to spread throughout the body, since it may not be an oxidation-reduction reaction. Of course this hypothesis fails to explain how the high-energy particles cam to be in the victim’s body nor how the reaction mechanism itself would work.
Nigel Teller

That Henry really was a stick in the mud and you could tell he was quite jealous of Jeremy’s new friends. We did give him a bit of grief but we gave everyone a bit of grief back then on account of us being drunk so often. Those were great times. Really great times. 
Jennifer Irons
Jeremy gave up alcohol shortly after he had his falling out with Henry. As far as I’m aware he hadn’t touched a drop in over 20 years. Didn’t drink, didn’t smoke, always out for a morning jog, that’s the Jeremy I knew and loved. That’s another reason I’m convinced someone did this to him. No other explanation makes sense.
Dr Michael Baden
Of course there are also the many various supernatural explanations – voodoo, witch craft and what not – but as a learned medical professional I have no need to further comment on these.

Henry Spencer

If you ask me, if someone had caused Jeremy to explode and it wasn’t just a freak accident, I’d look at that University lot he used to pal around with until he met Jenny. That lot always seemed strange to me – always talking about channeling energy, carrying books with pentagrams on them and all that hokey pokey.
Nigel Teller

I decided to go and see Jennifer after I had heard what had happened. I was worried for her; such a terrible thing to happen. I know we didn’t always see eye to eye back in the day but we had grown up a lot since then. I am a respected television personality now as you well know.
Jennifer Irons
Funny thing was that strange young man came to visit me a few days after the incident. Neil, that was his name, Neil Tanner, only he didn’t introduce himself as Neil when he came to visit. He said his name was Nigel and that as a fellow member of the creative arts he was sorry to hear of Jeremy’s death. I asked him what he meant and he told me he was a famous television presenter. I don’t know, I’d never heard of him. I still didn’t like him though; he gave me the spooks to be perfectly honest.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson
We did a routine follow up with Mrs. Irons about a month later, she was glad to see us. She asked me to look into a gentleman by the name of Neil Tanner for her. It’s not something we usually do but I still felt bad about the case so I told her I’d be in touch in a few days.
Henry Spencer 
There is one encounter from back in those I can’t get out of my head. I was having a drink with Jeremy discussing his new character, I went for a slash but on my way back that annoying little lad stopped me and basically gave me a warning. I didn’t think much of it at the time but I can now remember something he said, he said ‘You better stay away from Jeremy he’s mine.’ Like I said: very strange fella.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson 

I tried calling Mrs Irons a number of times before I decided to pop round. Turns out this Neil Tanner she wanted me to look up had died about 25 years ago. The odd thing was, listed under cause of death, another one of those strange coincidences I suppose, but listed under cause of death it said Spontaneous Human Combustion.
Dr. Michael Baden: remains the acting coroner of the City of Leeds in West Yorkshire. He has just written a book on Spontaneous Human Combustion.
Jennifer Irons: has been on the missing persons’ register for the last 2 months.
Henry Spencer: has retired from his job at the Morley industrial plant. He spends his time gardening and watching local television dramas.

Nigel Teller: was reported to have died from drowning whilst holiday on his yacht off the southern coast of France. His remains have yet to be found.
Detective Inspector Penelope Thompson: is still working for the Yorkshire Police. She is currently investigating the disappearance of Jennifer Irons.
