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Laptop Computers Can Ignite; Cause Eludes Md. Man

Computer Fire Displaces Couple For 6 
Months
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JARRETTSVILLE, Md. -- A Maryland man recently 

discovered how his laptop computer can cause a serious 

fire -- but the reason why remains unclear.

Many people use laptop computers every day, and it's not 

unusual for the devices to put out some heat. But ignite?

"I never really thought that it could possibly start a fire," said Bill Hughes, whose Hewlett-Packard 

DV8 resembles a charred mess more than a laptop computer.

On May 19, 2010, Hughes was in the family room of his Jarrettsville house using his laptop 

computer like he often does. He then put it down on a leather-covered coffee table and left to run 

errands. Upon his return home a few hours later, he heard the fire alarm.

"I never really thought that it could possibly start a fire ... I wouldn't leave my laptop 
plugged in and leave the house anymore, and I certainly don't keep it on the soft 
surfaces."

- Bill Hughes

"When I opened the door, the smoke just billowed out as black as it could be," he said. "I saw the 

fire was coming from my family room. When I stepped in there, I saw my laptop was in flames 

sitting on the coffee table."

Hughes said the Jarrettsville fire chief told him he's lucky he arrived home when he did.

"He said, 'If you had come home about half an hour later, the whole house would have been 

engulfed,'" Hughes said.

The laptop computer burned so hot that it melted into the coffee table. Smoke damaged the house 

so badly that Hughes and his wife spent six months in a hotel while their home was restored.

"The entire house was unbelievably coated in black soot and smoke," Hughes said.

An Annapolis-based forensic electronics company investigated the case, issuing a report to the 

Hughes' insurance company, saying in part, "Trident Engineering Associates Inc. concludes to a 

reasonable degree of engineering certainty that the computer is the cause of the fire."
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  SURVEY

Do you own a laptop 
computer? 

nmlkj  Yes 

nmlkj  Yes, but for 

work/school 

nmlkj  Yes, several 

nmlkj  No, I have a tablet 

device, though 

nmlkj  No, but I have a 

desktop computer 

nmlkj  No, but I would like 

one 

nmlkj  No, no laptop 

Vote

Results | Disclaimer | E-Mail

What Happened Inside Hughes' Laptop?

The usual suspect in a laptop computer fire is the battery, but Hughes also wondered if the 

computer's super-fast processor overheated.

Trident reported that their computer expert "was able to point out 

events that can occur within a processor that could result in heating 

beyond expectations." But in this case, "the reason the computer 

heated to the point of igniting has not been defined."

When the WBAL-TV 11 News I-Team contacted Hewlett-Packard about 

laptop computers heating up to the point of ignition, the company 

released a statement, saying, "We take any issue of customer 

dissatisfaction or customer safety very seriously ... HP product guides 

include information regarding proper use to help ensure the notebook 

PC remains within applicable temperature specifications."

"Companies have put thermal guards, safeties, fuses, breakers that we 

have in our homes, but it doesn't always seem to turn out the right 

way," Trident fire investigator Hart Kerlin said.

While Kerlin cannot comment on the Hughes' case specifically, he said 

laptop computers can -- and do -- cause fires, although not often. His 

best advice for preventing a laptop fire is to keep the vents unobstructed.

"On the bottom of the laptop computer, you have vents. It requires some air circulation. Most of 

the time you're told put it on a hard surface and allow it to breathe," Kerlin said.

In addition to leaving the vents clear and avoiding soft surfaces, Kerlin said it's important to read 

the materials provided by the manufacturer, ensure you charge the computer according to the 

instructions and don't hesitate to call the manufacturer if you have concerns.

The Hughes said they and their two pets continue to get situated after being displaced for half a 

year.

"It's an extremely stressful situation," Hughes said. "I wouldn't leave my laptop plugged in and 

leave the house anymore, and I certainly don't keep it on the soft surfaces. I'm not willing to take 

that risk again. That was something I don't want to have to go back through again."

Do you have a story that the WBAL-TV 11 News I-Team should investigate? E-mail the WBAL-TV 

11 News I-Team. 
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