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Wischnewski spots in a case of accidental hypothermia
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A 54-year-old man was found deceased in his home during
winter following a period of methamphetamine intoxica-
tion. In the hours prior to his death, a witness stated that he
appeared paranoid and was heard shouting and banging on
the floorboards. He was subsequently located deceased in a
bedroom wearing only an unbuttoned shirt, with a pedestal
fan fallen next to his body. His clothes were on the bathroom
floor, and there was damage to the shower rail.

Post-mortem examination revealed multifocal gastric mu-
cosal hemorrhages; so-called Wischnewski spots. (Figure 1)
Records from the local meteorological service showed the
minimum temperature around the time of death to be 3.6°C.

Wischnewski spots are a classic manifestation of hypo-
thermia at autopsy but extremely rarely reported in living in-
dividuals. Pathogenesis has been attributed to disturbances in
microcirculation, ischemia, and reperfusion injury. Exposure
of the hemorrhagic lesions to gastric acid causes the typical
brown hematinic pigmentation macroscopically and histolog-
ically. A role for stress has also been implicated. Sensitivity
and specificity for hypothermia remain poorly defined.'

| Stephen Wills®

Accidental hypothermia can be fatal, and is often associated with confusion and para-

doxical undressing. Wischnewski spots are a classic manifestation of hypothermia at

autopsy, Hypothermia, Wischnewski spots

Additional features supporting the diagnosis of hypother-
mia include scene disturbance and abrasions to the lower
limbs, attributable to a hypothermia-induced confusional
state.
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FIGURE 1 Clinical image of the stomach at autopsy revealing doi.org/10.1002/ccr3.3797

characteristic Wischnewski Spots
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