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Introduction: Our Mysterious World

I have been interested in strange phenomena since I was a child. In
that time I have read many books and watched quite a few documentaries!
on the subject. However, like many people, I feel the idea of strange
unknown events occurring does not really become real until we ourselves
have an “encounter with the unknown.”

In my case, it happened in 1985 when I was teaching English in Madrid,
Spain. I was on a day out to some woods just outside the city with three friends.
It was an interesting place which had some history as there had been tunnels?
built for military purposes during the Spanish Civil War? of 1936 —1939. We had
seen some of the tunnels and were walking back to have some lunch when
something strange happened.

I was walking beside one friend and there were two others in front of me.
We were walking in the woods with no house or other building anywhere near
by. Suddenly, I heard a sound as if a creaky old door was being slowly opened in
an old house. The wind was blowing through the trees and the first thing I
thought was that it had been an unusual sound effect caused by that. However,
my two friends in front immediately turned back to speak to me. They asked me
if we had heard it and when I said I thought it was due to the wind they said that
no, that was not the reason. They informed me that the woods had a reputation
for being a place where groups of witches (the occult! was very popular at the
time) used to gather to hold strange ceremonies. Other people walking through
the woods had also had strange experiences. I never went back there as I left
Spain a few months later but I have always remembered it.

Through the years I have heard or read about many different stories of
strange happenings: UFOs’, ghosts, strange animals, ball lightning (now
accepted by many scientists), electric people, fire walking® and so on. I
am now able to bring some of that information together in this book for the
entertainment and education of the reader.

However, it is all too easy to bring a set of stories together in one book and

amaze’ and shock readers without getting them to think. Here I have tried to
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present, in a balanced way, stories that have been told many times in the
English-speaking world. I do not want people to accept them uncritically® and
just to believe anything they read. Now, more than ever, it is important for
people to think about what they read and hear. Advertisements, politicians,
religious leaders and others want us to believe them without thinking too hard.
Many of us want simple solutions to complex problems. It is too easy to believe
everything we hear.

There are difficulties with the ideas of alien visitors coming to Earth, crop
circles being created by aliens’ (or by massive teams of hoaxers!® for that
matter; skepticism'! works both ways) and a large animal living in a Scottish
lake. Even with well-established events there are problems. How does ball
lightning work? How come none of the explanations for the Tunguska event
which might seem readily explainable!? really seem to work 100% 7 Therefore,
some of the problems in explaining these events are presented.

So enjoy the stories presented here. But be aware that people tell lies,
make mistakes, suffer hallucinations'® and sometimes pass on stories that
they want you to believe even though they have not checked them. This is
not the attitude behind this book. But also be aware, as I mention in
unit 10, that sometimes people honestly report things and are not believed
until evidence finally proves them right.

Word Bank

1. documentary [ dokju'mentart ] n. a film or television or radio program
that gives facts and information about a subject & &% #

2. tunnel [ 'tanl] n. a long passage that allows pedestrians or vehicles to
proceed under or through an obstruction such as a river, mountain, or
congested area [ if ; Wuif

3. Spanish Civil War civil war in Spain (1936 —1939) in which General
Franco succeeded in overthrowing the republican government & 3£ 5 &
9

4. occult [ a'kalt | n. the realm of magic, witcheraft, or supernatural
phenomena #¥ £k 3 ; 3 L AL X,



UFO [ 'jufau] n. unidentified flying object; an object seen in the sky
which is thought to be a spacecraft from another planet g%

fire walking the ceremony of walking barefoot over hot stones or a
bed of embers #5 Xk

. amaze [ a'meiz ] v. to cause someone to be extremely surprised & X % 1%

e

8. uncritically [ an'kritikali] ad. in an uncritical manner & #2 % %) 3

9. alien [ 'etlion | n. a creature from a different world SFEA

10.
1.

12,

13.

hoaxer [ 'hauksor | n. someone who plays practical jokes on others 3 -+
skepticism [ 'skeptisizem | n. skeptical attitude or temper; doubt R &%
MESERE®R

explainable [ 1k'spleinabsl ] a. capable of being understood T #L88 &4 ; 7T
A o

hallucination [ ho/lusi'neifan] n. when you see, hear, feel or smell
something which does not: exist, usually because you are ill or have

taken a drug 47
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Spontaneous Human Combustion
ANEBERINR

Passage 1| NI

On December 5, 1966 a man named Don Gosnell went down into the
basement of an apartment building to read a gas meter' . While he was
there, he smelt a strange odor and noticed some blue smoke hanging in the .
air. He thought he should go to find Dr Bentley, a retired doctor who lived
in one of the apartments.

In the bedroom Gosnell found more blue smoke and then, when he
glanced into the bathroom he saw a horrific® sight. There, beside a metal
walking frame, was a hole in the floor of the bathroom. It looked as if
there had been a fire that had burned through the floor. But the horrible
thing was that there was a part of a burnt human leg beside the hole!

Throughout the last 400 years or so, in many parts of the world,
people have reported finding the rcmains’ of people whose bodies have
been almost completely burned up. How it is possible to do this without
using a large amount of fuel — such as in a cremation' — is difficult to
explain.

But there are other even stranger parts of the mystery. Usually, there
is very little damage to anything beyond a few feet from the remains of the
victim. Yet surely to burn a body requires high temperatures which should
burn the entire building down.

Sometimes, as in the case of the retired physician mentioned above, it
has been suggested that the victim was a carcless” smoker®. At other times,
it has been argued that the person was a drinker who got drunk, fell asleep
by the fire and then the clothes caught alight”.



n Text to Talk: <,
Strange Happenings From Around the World -

Word Bank

1. gas meter a dcvice installed inside or outside a residential or
commercial building to measure the amount of gas consumed in a
specific period % %

2. horrific [ho'rifik] a. very bad and shocking 7T 14 #

3. remains [rr'memz] n. someone’s dead body or the remaining parts of
it kA '

4. cremation [ krr'merfon] n. the burning of a corpse until only ashes are
left k % ; #1

5. careless [ 'keolis] a. not paying enough attention to what one does
AWy REH

6. smoker [ 'smovks] n. somebody who smokes something, especially
tobacco products & 8 %

7. alight [o'lart] a. burning; on fire ¥z %

Passage 2
But these ideas do not fit the facts. First of all, they have often been
put forward® at times (such as the Victorian Age® in Britain) when many
people thought it was disgraceful to get drunk. Therefore they reasoned
the person was being punished by God for their sins by being burnt alive.
But in Dr Bentley’s case, although he was a pipel® smoker, his plpe was
found in a tidy position beside his chair and

there was no evidence he had somehow set
himself on fire!! .

These strange events have happened so
often that writers, especially about 200 years
ago, used them as the basis for their stories.
Most of the stories were not very good; most
of them were written for the so-called
“penny dreadfuls!? ,”cheap magazines full of
badly written horror stories. However, one
exception was the famous English writer Charles Dickens
Charles Dickens!® who had a villain!* die by (1812 - 1870)

2



Unit | ABERAR

Spontaneous Human Combustion

spontaneous combustion'” in his novel Bleak'® House .

These deaths are so strange and mysterious that coroners!?
investigating them often try to explain them rationally, as accidents of one
kind or another. One exception was in 1905 when a coroner ruled that a
death by fire was mysterious and that he did not understand it. The reason
was that the victim, a woman who had been asleep by the fire had burns on

her back not on the front, as you would expect if a hot cinder'® had shot
out from the fire.

Word Bank

8. put forward to make something known, e. g. by stating it,
publishing it, or formally submitting it for discussion #2 i
9. Victorian Age a period in British history during the reign of Queen
Victoria in the 19th century % % #| & 8t 38
10. pipe [paip] n. a short narrow tube with a small container at one end,
used for smoking, especially tobacco & -} i
11. set (oneself) on fire to cause to burn; ignite & K -+ s ikeeeee %X
12. penny dreadful cheap book or comic containing lurid stories of
adventure, crime, or passion g #{% &4
13. Charles Dickens an English writer whose novels depicted and
criticized social injustice (1812 —1870) & R #f « 2K E W
14. villain [ 'vilan] n. a character in a play, novel, or the like, who
constitutes an important evil agency in the plot (X &] ./ P )R %K A
&%
15. combustion [ kam'bastfen | n. the process of burning % %%
16. bleak [blrk] a. bare, desolate, and often windswept % /&8 ; &7X ¥
17. coroner [ 'koronar | n, a public official formerly responsible for
investigating deaths that appears not to have natural causes % F &

18. cinder [ 'sinds] n. the ashes that remain after a fire has burned out 4%



From Text to Talk:
Strange Happenings From Around the World

Passasge 3

How could a human body catch fire? After all it is largely made up of
water with a few chemicals added (to put it very simply). However, there
is a lot of water in wood and it burns well enough. It should be re-
membered that the human body is largely composed of fat and those who
have suffered a fire in the kitchen knows that fat can also burn without
difficulty.

One theory is that if the human body is ¢nclosed'” in a room (which is
how most of the victims are found) , there is not enough oxygen®” to start a
normal fire. However, there is enough for the body to start burning slowly
like a wick’! inside a candle. Over several hours the body can be largely
consumcd?®® but of course, often the oxygen runs out and part of the body is
left.

Another theory is that microwaves®™ are somehow generated within
the body and begin to burn it. Some people believe that there might be a
connection with ball lightning (see unit 10).

We still do not know what causes these mysterious fires and it is hard
to see where to begin in order to investigate them. However, as time passes,
scientists who are skeptical about such matters are beginning to be intrigued*' by
the weight of evidence and are starting to put forward some theories.

Perhaps in time, even this most difficult of all mysteries may be found
somehow to have a rational®" explanation.

Word Bank_.

19. enclose [mn'klovz] v. to surround or shut in something B 4% ; % % 4
20. oxygen [ 'pksidzon ] m. colorless gas that forms a large part of the air
on Earth and which is needed by people, animals and plants to live

£ 4

21. wick [wik]|n. a string or piece of fabric that uses capillary action to
draw the fuel to the flame in a candle, oil lamp, or cigarette lighter
(3 Jk 84D 7%

22. consume [ kon'suim] v. to destroy something or somebody completely

e K



Unit | ABEMBS

Spontaneous Human Combustion

23. microwave [ 'matkrouwerv | m. a very short electromagnetic wave
used for cooking food or for sending information by radio or radar
R '

24. intrigue [mn'triig] v. to make somebody greatly interested or curious
WAL oo F Fou

25. rational [ raejanal] a. agreeable to reason; reasonable; sensible &322
ORE e pk: £ X5

Questlons

When did Don Gosnell visit Dr Bentley’s apartment block?
What did he experience at first?

Where did he see a horrific sight?

Describe the horrific sight he saw.

For how long have people been reporting these strange events?
Explain why these deaths are so mysterious.

. What idea is put forward to explain them?

Why does it not fit the facts?

Who was the famous author who used spontanecus human combustion
in one of his novels?

10. Name the novel.

W NOODWN =

: ;Hints to help w:th answerm‘ the questions
- Q1: The answer 13 m the first sentence c:f Passage 1, but uses a d.ﬁerem
veb. . . ‘

_0_2 1 you_: expenenoe scmethmg, you use the fwe senses so the answer
- must use two cbf them . .




Strange Happenings From Around the Worid

Conversation 1 a2
M. Mark S: Sarah J. .Jane

M: Well, I have to say I’ve eénjoyed these spooky! stories but you know, as

the man said “There are more mysteries in Heaven and Earth than are
dreamt of in your philosophy?.”

S: [Laughs] Oh listen, we’ve got a Shakespeare scholar here! A real man
of culture!

J: Well, you said you weren’t interested in a guy for his looks!

M: [ A little embarrassed ]| You know what I mean. There are a lot of
strange things going on in the world if half the stories can be believed.

§. Well, I've told my share of tall tales’ tonight, Mark, have you got a
contribution? to make?

M. Ok, have any of you heard of spontaneous human combustion? I've
been interested in it for a long time.

J: Right, Mark. Fire away® if you’ll pardon the pun®!

M: The thing that fascinates me about it is that there is no obvious answer
to it. T mean if you think you saw a UFO, you can theorize’ that aliens
have visited the Earth.

J: Orif you see a ghost, you can talk about the dead coming back for a visit.

M; Right. But with this, it’s hard to see how it’s possible in any way.

Word Bank

1. spooky [ 'spukr] a. strange and frightening
LALERAY

2. There are more mysteries in Heaven and
Earth than are dreamt of in your phi-
losophy. ‘
“There are more things in heaven and
earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in
your philesophy.” — Hamlet: Act 1,

Scene V, by William Shakespeare e
“RE ,RERTHBRSFE  AhOEFEL Hamlet and Horatio
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Spontaneous Human Combusiion

Z3,” TERE(ABERIE—RELY

. tall tale a fanciful or greatly exaggerated story £ 3& RZ & ¥

4. contribution [ kontri'bju:fen] n. something that you do or give to
help produce or achieve something together with other people, or to
help make something successful & #k

. fire away to begin doing something, especially asking questions F 4
DAERCE S

. pun [pan] n. an amusing use of a word or phrase which has several
meanings or which sounds like another word 14 & &, R %

. theorize [ 'B1oraiz] v, to speculate or form a theory about something
#IR® kT

Conversation 2

: So what is it about? Something to do with fire? ,

: Yeah. It’s about people whose bodies are found almost completely
burnt to ashes.

: Wow, and I thought I was telling some scary tales. So, where are they
found? QOutside? [ mean if it was in a building it would be burnt to the
ground, wouldn’t it?

: That’s one of the weirdest things about it. The bodies — or what
remains of them are usually found in a room. The immediate
surroundings are slightly burnt often enough. But apart from that,
there usually isn’t much damage more than a foot or so beyond the
body.

I see what you mean about no obvious explanation. Surely the heat
needed to destroy a body would set a room ablaze?®.

: Not only that, you would expect that much heat to destroy a body
completely. However, there is usually part of a leg or arm or
something like that left.

: What about bones? If you burn a corpse in a crematorium”, the bones
don’t burn. They have to be crushed.

: It just gets stranger. Often the bones are burnt along with the rest of
the body. Not only that but in several cases, the skull!” is shrunk!! by

7



