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A hydrocarbon is one of the most simple and primitive of organic compounds. All living organisms produce 
hydrocarbons, one such example is plants, they synthesize waxes containing hydrocarbons in order to 
prevent leaf surface decay. This is what makes their leaves shiny. Almost all useable supplies of hydrocar-
bons are obtained from fossil fuels—coal, petroleum, and natural gas.  Hydrocarbons contains only carbon 
and hydrogen atoms. These atoms link together to form straight, branched chains, or ring structures com-
monly called PAHs (poly aromatic hydrocarbons).  Examples of common hydrocarbons are: gasoline, die-
sel fuels, lighter fluid, propane, home heating oil, marine and motor oil, fuels, cleaning solvents, hydraulic 
fluids, crude oil and lubricating oils. 
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The carbon atoms of different hydrocarbons are organized into two general groups: 
 
 
Aliphatic: a straight or branched chain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Straight chain (pentane) C4H12 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                          Branched chain (isopentane) C5H10 
 
 

 
Aromatic: contains 1 or more benzene rings. Their name comes from the fact that many have strong, pun-
gent aromas. A PAH is a group of benzene rings which have branched chains of carbon. 
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