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CASE REPORT

Accidental Decapitation
A Case Report

Serafettin Demirci, MD,* Kamil Hakan Dogan, MD,* Zerrin Erkol, MD, 7 and Gursel Gunaydin, MD*

Abstract: We report a case of an accidental decapitation of an agriculture
worker in a field. The scene investigation revealed that the worker had
loosely tied a scarf tied over his face in an attempt to diminish his exposure
to barley dust, to which he was allergic, while distributing the barley loads
with a shovel upon a trailer. The trailer was simultaneously being loaded by
a helix elevator machine and its rotating shaft suddenly caught the victim’s
scarf and pulled it down to the victim’s neck. The rotating motion immedi-
ately tightened the scarf around the neck resulting in hanging/strangulation
noose that, by continued tightening, caused decapitation of the victim. The
victim’s body was found on the ground by the trailer and the victim’s head
was discovered in the barley load in the trailer. Examination revealed that the
neck was severed at the level of the second and third cervical vertebrae.

Key Words: decapitation, accident, death
(Am J Forensic Med Pathol 2009;30: 270-272)

Decapitation of bodies, although not uncommon in situations of
armed conflict, is a rare event in civilian settings, and accounts
for about 0.1% of forensic autopsies.! Decapitation has been re-
ported in cases of suicidal, homicidal, and accidental deaths, and
there are several examples of autopsy findings that are indicative of
each mode of death.>”®

Farm accidents are a frequent occurrence in many countries;
in the United States farming is rated second only to mining in terms
of occupational danger.® However, there is no sufficient official
statistical data about farm accidents in Turkey. In this article, we
report a decapitation case resulting from a farm accident, and the
decapitation mechanism is discussed in light of the published data.

CASE REPORT

The victim was a 41-year-old male farmer. In the stackyard,
a helix elevator machine was loading a trailer with barley while the
victim was distributing the loaded barley with a shovel in the trailer.
He had tied a scarf loosely over his face and neck because he was
allergic to the barley dust. When the victim’s head and neck were
level with the turning helix elevator shaft, the scarf was pulled up
and wrapped around the shaft. The scarf then slid around the
victim’s neck and tightened, causing the head to separate from
the body.

At the scene, a trailer full of barley was behind a tractor, and
the helix elevator was behind another tractor. The investigation
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revealed that the victim’s head was in the trailer full of barley under
the helix elevator (Figs. 1, 2). There were dense trails of blood and
torn pieces of the victim’s shirt and scarf over the shaft of the helix
elevator (Fig. 3). The decapitated body of the victim was on the
ground between the trailer and helix elevator (Figs. 4—6). There was
a pool of blood under the neck region of the corpse. The total height
of the victim was 172 cm, the length of the victim’s head was 22 cm,
and the distance between the turning shaft and the trailer full of
barley was 150 cm.

In the external examination, the head was separated from the
body between the second and third cervical vertebrae. There were
bloody grains of barley on the base of the head.

In the internal examination, all internal organs were pale
owing to massive external bleeding. There was blood in the trachea
and esophagus, and an air embolus in the right ventricle. The
toxicological analysis was negative.

DISCUSSION

Decapitation has been used for execution throughout the
world, and is still used for enactment of the death penalty in some
countries. Complete and sole decapitation—-without any further
mutilation of the victim—connected with violent homicides is,
relatively rare. Postmortem decapitation must be considered highly
indicative of a homicide.'®

Suicide by decapitation is unusual. Most suicides involving
decapitation involve the deceased placing his or her head on a train
or tramline, resulting in severing of the head by a moving engine.'
Rarely, a victim may construct a device such as a guillotine to
specifically achieve suicidal decapitation rather than relying on train
trauma.® Less-common suicidal decapitations result from hanging or
ligatures attached between the neck of the driver of a car and a
stationary object.”*'! Distinguishing suicide from an unintentional
death can be difficult in these circumstances; however, decapitation
by a train has been found to be indicative of suicide, whereas
multiple injuries from blunt trauma caused by a moving train is more
often an accident.’

Accidental decapitations can also result from traffic accidents,
or occupational accidents. Decapitation may be associated with
failure to use seat belts, fast driving speeds, and road barriers.®'?
Unrestrained children may also be at risk for decapitation from
airbags.'® Decapitation by industrial trauma can occur at any age,
and is often associated with heavy machinery in workshops or farm
equipment being towed behind a tractor.'*

The helix elevator that caused the death in this case is an
appliance connected to a tractor. It is used for loading grains from a
field to any vehicle, such as a trailer, for transportation. A helix
elevator machine generally consists of 3 parts: (1) a shaft over the
machine, (2) a helix elevator in a wide tube, and (3) a belt on the
superior tip of the machine, connected to the shaft and helix
elevator. The helix elevator machine mechanism is simple: while the
shaft is turning around its axis, it operates the helix elevator via the
belt that connects these 2 parts of the machine. The helix elevator,
located in a wide tube, takes the grains from the stackyard and
discharges them into a trailer or other similar vehicle.
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Accidental Decapitation

FIGURE 1. The victim’s head in the trailer under the helix
elevator [l
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FIGURE 2. The victim’s head in the trailer full of barley.[urc]
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FIGURE 3. Dense trails of blood, torn pieces of the victim’s
shirt and scarf over the shaft of the helix elevator.[aici]

In the present case, when the victim was redistributing the
barley in the trailer with his back turned to the helix elevator, so he
could not see this machine. The scarf was then pulled and wrapped
over the turning shaft together with his shirt when it came in contact
with the shaft. As the helix elevator continued to operate and the
shaft continued to turn, the scarf tightened around the man’s neck
and decapitated him. The decapitated body of the victim, fell to the
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FIGURE 4. Headless corpse on the ground.[uiei]

FIGURE 5. The head was separated from the body between
the second and third cervical vertebrae.[ucia]
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FIGURE 6. Helix elevator, the victim’s head and body on the
ground. [ cor

ground, while the head fell into the trailer full of barley. During the
examination of the helix elevator, it was found that the shaft
mechanism that caused the accident was exposed. If there had been
a safety cover around the turning shaft, such an accident would not
have occurred. We believe that the agricultural machinery should be
designed safely, and special clothing should be worn by farmers
while working near such machines to prevent this type of accident.

www.amjforensicmedicine.com | 271


http://www.amjforensicmedicine.com

Demirci et al

Am | Forensic Med Pathol e Volume 30, Number 3, September 2009

REFERENCES

. Byard RW, Gilbert JD. Characteristic features of deaths due to decapitation.
Am J Forensic Med Pathol. 2004;25:129-130.

. Rothschild MA, Schneider V. Decapitation as a result of suicidal hanging.
Forensic Sci Int. 1999;106:55-62.

. Traqui A, Fonmartin K, Geraut A, et al. Suicidal hanging resulting in
complete decapitation: a case report. Int J Legal Med. 1999;112:55-57.

. Raja U, Sivaloganathan S. Decapitation: a rare complication in hanging. Med
Sci Law. 1997;37:81-83.

. Cina SJ, Koelpin JL, Nichols CA, et al. A decade of train-pedestrian fatalities:
the Charleston experience. J Forensic Sci. 1994;39:668-673.

. Shorrock K. Suicidal decapitation by guillotine. Am J Forensic Med Pathol.
2002;23:54-56.

. Rajs J, Lundstrom M, Broberg M, et al. Criminal mutilation of the human
body in Sweden: a thirty-year medico-legal and forensic psychiatric study.
J Forensic Sci. 1998;43:563-580.

272 | www.amjforensicmedicine.com

Copyright © Lippincott Williams & Wilkins. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

14.

. Kibayashi K, Yonemitsu K, Honjyo K, et al. Accidental decapitation:

an unusual injury to a passenger in a vehicle. Med Sci Law. 1999;39:
82-84.

. Rivara FP. Fatal and nonfatal farm injuries to children and adolescents in the

United States. Pediatrics. 1985;76:567-573.

. Turk EE, Piischel K, Tsokos M. Features characteristic of homicide in

cases of complete decapitation. Am J Forensic Med Pathol. 2004;25:
83-86.

. Prichard PD. A suicide by self-decapitation. J Forensic Sci. 1993;38:981-984.
. Grisoni ER, Pillai SB, Volsko TA, et al. Pediatric airbag injuries: the Ohio

experience. J Pediatr Surg. 2000;35:160-162.

. Byard RW, Gilbert J, James R, et al. Pathological features of farm and

tractor-related fatalities in children. Am J Forensic Med Pathol. 1999;20:
73-77.

Sharma GK, Sarangi MP, Tyagi AK. Decapitation death. Med Sci Law.
1995;35:85-86.

© 2009 Lippincott Williams & Wilkins


http://www.amjforensicmedicine.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/26757034

