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    Shark attacks. Plane crashes. Deadly diseases. Ghosts, monsters and aliens. This book is jam-packed with bad, scary stuff, and covers just about anything that you could

    possibly be afraid of.


  




  But this is more than a big book of ‘bad’ and ‘scary’. It’s a journey into fear itself.




  Along the way, we’ll travel deep into the unknown territories of the mind and body, searching for the roots and workings of fear, phobia and panic.




  We’ll look at what fears are, where they come from, and how to work with them, live with them, and get around them. We’ll explore the wide world of things that make people afraid,

  and weigh up how scary they really are. We’ll look at the chances of the bad stuff really happening, and we’ll give you the lowdown on how to avoid it.




  From earthquakes and hurricanes to spiders and snakes; from doctors and dentists to planes, trains and car crashes; from darkness and drowning to ghosts and the Great Beyond – we’ll

  face every terror in our quest for understanding. With a bit of biology, a spot of psychology, and oodles of lovely facts and figures, we’ll learn everything

  there is to know about our fears. We’ll see how they begin, how they build and balloon into phobias, and how we can use our new knowledge to stop fear and panic in their tracks.




  Sound good to you? Or scary, perhaps? How about both?




  Good and scary – that’s a great way to begin. So let’s get going!








  

     

  




  1 Wild


  and Scary


  Wildlife
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  The Fears You’re Born With and the Fears You Learn




  Some people scream at the sight of snakes and spiders. Others keep huge ones as pets, and let them slither or scuttle all over them while they watch TV. Hardly anyone,

  however, would be happy to see a tiger or bear charging at them through a forest. And anyone who giggles underwater bubbles at the razor-filled maw of a shark clearly has something wrong with

  them.1 There are some fears, it seems, that some folks can ‘switch off’, while others mean ‘new underpants, please’ for

  almost everybody.




  So how does this come about? Are you just born afraid of certain things like sharks, snakes and spiders? Or are you born fearless, and only later learn to

  be afraid as you grow up and experience scary things for yourself?




  The answer is, it’s actually a little of both.




  Humans and other animals seem to be born with some fears, which we call inborn (or innate) fears. These include the dark, loud noises and sudden movements. Some animals are also born with

  the fear of a specific predator. Mice, for example, are born fearing cats and foxes, which makes perfect sense, if you think about it. Mice born without a fear of the things that hunt them probably

  don’t survive long in the wild. So the foolishly fearless mice have been weeded out and killed off (an example of natural selection), leaving only cat-and-fox-phobic mice behind to

  survive and thrive.




  Similarly, many of the things humans are commonly scared of seem connected to our survival as a species. A healthy fear of thunder and lightning probably helped keep our ancestors alive during

  thunderstorms, as the crack and boom sent them running for cover. (Once there, they were less likely to find themselves caught out in the open – as the tallest, most zappable objects around

  – see page 56.) Likewise, a healthy fear of large predators (like bears and tigers) or potentially poisonous animals (like snakes and spiders) would surely have helped them survive in the

  wild too.




  Our brains haven’t evolved that much in the last 10,000 years. In fact, they’re largely the same now as they were in our Stone Age ancestors. This helps explain why people living in modern cities would still be so scared of tigers and snakes, even though most of them have never even seen them outside of zoos, much less been attacked by them.

  In a way, our brains are wired or preprogrammed to fear prehistoric threats, not modern ones like fast cars and fast food.




  But that can’t be the whole story either. Otherwise, everyone would be born afraid of the same things, and no one would be afraid of more ‘modern’ things like aeroplanes and

  lifts, when clearly some people are. Nor would it explain rarer phobias of seemingly harmless things, like dendrophobia, the fear of trees, or alektorophobia, the devastating fear of

  chickens.2




  In fact, beyond a few, universal fears – like the dark, loud noises and sudden movements – most human fears are either completely learned from experience, or are developed into

  full-blown fears from predispositions (or fear ‘leanings’) that we’re born with. So instead of being born totally afraid of snakes, spiders or bears, you’re

  actually born afraid of certain shapes and types of movement. Then how you react to each animal depends on what you experience, and what you see and learn from those around you.




  Here’s how it works. Young monkeys, apes and human children can all instantly recognize the linear, slithering motion of a snake. But how they react to it depends on whether or not the

  snake bites them, and how others around them react when they see one. If the snake bites, or someone around the baby freaks out, then the youngster is afraid for

  life. If not, they’ll think of snakes as harmless until shown otherwise. Similarly, a charging bear or tiger makes a huge, fast-moving shape which will startle anyone. But children

  don’t learn to fear bears and tigers specifically until they’re attacked by one or (much more often) told that they attack people.3




  And right there is the key to putting the fear of a dangerous animal in its proper place. Often we develop the fear of an animal because we’re told it’s dangerous, because

  we’ve heard a scary story about one, or because we’ve seen the frightened reactions to animals of our parents and friends as we grow up.




  Many wild animals, to be sure, should never be messed with. But that doesn’t mean they’re necessarily looking to mess with us. Compared to the other dangers of modern life,

  very few people are ever harmed or killed by wild animals. If you understand that – plus a little about animal behaviour – then you need never be terrified of an animal again.




  Even the dreaded evil chicken.
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      Sharks




      

        A naval nightmare




        On 30 July 1945, the US Navy cruiser USS Indianapolis was sunk by a Japanese submarine, near the island of Guam in the Philippine Sea. Of the 1,200 sailors on

        board, around 300 died in the attack, while just under 900 managed to jump overboard, with or without life vests.




        By sunrise the next day, the first sharks appeared.




        At first they simply circled the survivors, who clung to each other to stay afloat. By day two, there were hundreds of sharks circling all around, and the desperate sailors, sunburned,

        thirsty and exhausted, gave up any hope of rescue. Where before they shouted for help, now they fell into an awful silence.




        From day three onwards, the silence was broken every few minutes by a strangled scream as the sharks began to pick off the survivors, one by one. When a rescue boat finally arrived on

        day five, the captain watched horrified as the sharks continued to attack the men he was struggling to pull from the water.




        In the end, only 317 men survived. In the worst known attack on record, a swarm of frenzied oceanic White-Tip Sharks took most of the rest.


      


    


  




  The fear




  Eaten by a man-eating shark. Yikes! You don’t get much scarier than that. Sharks have evolved over millions of years into perfect underwater killing machines. At one

  end, a mouthful of razor blades; at the other, a powerful tail which drives it through the water like a grinning torpedo . . . headed straight towards you and your flailing legs. Sharks can smell a

  drop of blood in a million gallons of water. They can sense the electricity in your twitching muscles. And above all – they play the cello as they eat you. Daaaaa-dum, daaaaa-dum,

  dum-dum-dum-dumm-daaa-dum . . .




  

    [image: img]


  




  The reality




  Right? Well, not quite. Although some sharks are quite definitely dangerous animals, many are completely harmless to humans. Honest! Even the so-called

  ‘maneaters’, like Great White Sharks, are not the bloodthirsty killers that movie directors would have us believe. And trust me, none of them can play stringed instruments. At all.




  There are over 350 known species of shark. Of those, only a few – such as Great Whites, Reef Sharks and Tiger Sharks – pose any threat to humans. And

  while it’s true that these sharks do occasionally attack swimmers and divers, it’s almost always by mistake. Most attacks happen to divers who try to feed or prod sharks (not

  very bright) or surfers who fall off their boards and on to sharks, surprising them (just plain unlucky). Unprovoked shark attacks also happen, but usually to swimmers and surfers who, to a shark,

  happen to look a lot like seals or turtles from below – a painful but honest mistake. In any case, once a shark has taken a bite out of a human it usually lets go and swims off rather than

  sticking around to chew and swallow.




  Now, I know what you might be thinking. ‘Great – when I’m lying on the beach with my legs bitten off, I’ll feel a lot better knowing that the poor shark

  didn’t do it on purpose.’ But if you think about it, the idea that sharks really want to eat us is half the reason we’re afraid of them. The other half, of course, is that

  they can and do eat us. Like, all the time. But do they?




  The chances




  According to the International Shark Attack File – a record of shark attacks kept by biologists worldwide – the average number of shark attacks per year

  worldwide is about 50. About 15 per year happen in Florida, USA, with the rest split between Australia (6 per year), Brazil (5 per year), South Africa (4 per year) and other regions. So how many of

  those attacks turn out to be deadly? Well, the average number of shark-attack deaths each year in Florida is zero. Yep – fifteen bites, no deaths. In other

  regions (where it takes longer to get from the beach to a hospital) the average might go as high as one death per year.




  Just one. Now nobody wants to be that one, of course. But if you compare your chances of dying in a shark attack to dying of something else, it helps put our whole fear of deadly sharks

  into place.




  Let’s take a quick look at some numbers.




  About 1,638 shark attacks happened worldwide between 1960 and 2007. Of these, about 40% (around 650 attacks) happened in the United States, which – as we’ve already seen –

  seems to be a particularly popular place for sharks to dine on us.




  But the victim was actually killed in less than 1% of these attacks. In fact, fewer than 20 people have died from shark attacks in American waters in the last 100 years. That’s just one

  person every five years, despite the fact that millions of people swim in the waters off Florida and California every year.




  One of the years when someone did die from an unprovoked4 shark attack was 2003. One person dead, out of about 40 recorded shark bites in the USA

  that year. Now compare that with some of the other causes of deaths in the USA during the same year:


  





  

    

      	

        Total number of deaths in 2003


      



      	

        2,448,288


      

    




    

      	

        Heart disease, cancer and strokes


      



      	

        1,399,680


      

    




    

      	

        Influenza and pneumonia


      



      	

        65,163


      

    




    

      	

        Motor-vehicle accidents


      



      	

        43,354


      

    




    

      	

        Firearms


      



      	

        28,664


      

    




    

      	

        Falls


      



      	

        13,322


      

    




    

      	

        Poisoning


      



      	

        12,757


      

    




    

      	

        Drowning


      



      	

        3,842


      

    




    

      	

        Other accidents


      



      	

        1,510


      

    




    

      	

        Shark attacks


      



      	

        1


      

    


  




  

    Not the happiest picture in the world, perhaps. But at least it tells us that of all the things Americans could be worrying about, shark attacks don’t come very high on

    the list.


  




  The lowdown




  So now we know a few things. We know that most species of shark don’t attack people, and even those that do bite humans usually do so by mistake. We also know

  that even if you are bitten, your chances of survival are still good, as most shark attacks don’t prove deadly. And in the bigger picture, shark attacks kill very, very few people when

  compared to other dangers.




  On the other hand, no one really wants to get bitten by a shark. While it might not kill you, it’s pretty much guaranteed not to be a fun experience. So

  what’s the best way to avoid them? Well, all you really have to do is avoid beaches where sharks often like to hunt, and avoid being mistaken for a fish, seal, or turtle. To do that:




  

    	

      Don’t swim or surf between dusk and dawn – sharks do most of their hunting by night, and they’re more likely to mistake you for prey in the dim light.


    




    	

      Avoid swimming in murky or polluted waters for the same reason.


    




    	

      Don’t wear shiny jewellery – it looks like fish scales when the light reflects off it.


    




    	

      Don’t swim with open wounds or cuts – sharks are attracted by blood.


    




    	

      Stay close to the shallows, where sharks are less likely to venture.


    




    	

      And above all, avoid wearing an all-in-one turtle costume. It really won’t help.


    


  




  

    

       


      





      

        Fear Facts:




        

          	

            Sharks have been around for over 400 million years – since long before the dinosaurs even existed.


          




          	

            Great White Sharks are actually very intelligent, and have their own personalities and emotions.5


          




          	

            Sharks never run out of teeth – when they lose one, it’s quickly replaced by another growing in a ‘backup row’ just behind. An average shark

            may go through over 20,000 teeth during its life.


          


        


      


    


  




  

     

  




  

    

       


      





      Killer Cats




      

        The hunter becomes the hunted




        ‘Doug could tell it was coming fast, but he couldn’t see it. Suddenly, the leopard exploded out of the bush only ten feet in front of them, leaping for

        Doug. Doug tried to raise his rifle but the speed of the cat was too great. He shot underneath the leopard as it hit him and knocked him backward. In its fury, the leopard bit down repeatedly

        on Doug’s right hand and wrist, ripping through tendons and crippling his arm. At the same time, its back legs pumped up and down in a blur, raking Doug’s belly in an attempt to

        disembowel him with its bladelike claws . . .’




        From Leopard A tack! by John B. Snow


      


    


  




  The fear




  Lions, tigers and leopards could be thought of as the sharks of the land. They’re clever, effective killers. They’re deadly predators at the very top of their

  local food chain. And like sharks, they’re very capable of attacking, maiming and devouring full-grown humans.




  Big cats are lightning-fast and super-stealthy, so few people attacked by one ever see it coming. And once they pounce, there’s little hope of escape.

  Leopards can run at 40mph, leap 6m horizontally and 3m vertically, and are excellent swimmers. The sheer size and power of a big cat will strike terror into anyone who sees one up close. Adult male

  lions reach lengths of over 2.5m and weigh over 225kg. Siberian tigers have been known to reach 3.6m in length and over 363kg – over four times the weight of an average human male.
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  Oh yeah, and if you’re pounced upon, you can more or less forget about trying to fight back. With one rake of razor-sharp claws or one bone-crushing bite to the neck, it’s curtains

  for you and teatime for Tiddles. It’s no wonder that some people fear these fearsome felines so much that even being stalked by a house cat will give them the heebie-jeebies.




  The reality




  There’s no denying that lions, tigers and leopards can and do kill people. Nor are man-eating cats a problem of the past. Wild tigers alone kill between 40 and 60

  people a year worldwide. In June 2004 Indian policemen captured three leopards that had killed more than 12 people in that month alone. And in September 2005 a

  pride of lions living near the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa killed at least 20 people (and over 750 livestock animals), causing over 1,000 people to flee their homes in terror. Even in the USA,

  where there are no wild tigers,6 at least 14 people have been killed by tigers in zoos and private homes in the last decade.




  But terrifying as these numbers sound, they don’t really paint a fair picture of big-cat behaviour at all. As a matter of fact, big-cat attacks on people are extremely rare, and what we

  think of as ‘man-eating’ lions, tigers and leopards are rarer still.




  Like most other predators, big cats attack for only two reasons – for food, or in self-defence. Left to themselves, few will attempt to hunt and eat a person. This is partly because we

  humans live in packs in clustered houses and settlements, making the preferred cat tactic of ‘stalk and hunt’ very difficult. Some of us also carry spears, guns and other things

  hazardous to a stalking cat. So, for the most part, the world’s big cats have figured out that hunting humans is just not worth the trouble.




  That said, if they’re surprised, attacked, or protecting their young, most big cats will fight back ferociously. (You can hardly blame them for that – after all, we would probably do

  the same ourselves in such situations.) Otherwise, if a lion, tiger or leopard spots a person, they’ll generally either ignore them or move away, making it

  quite difficult to actually get close to them even if you want to.




  So how do all those big-cat attacks we’ve already heard about happen? Well, the majority of attacks happen when people intrude on their wild territory, or when the cats are kept cooped-up

  in captivity – in zoos, circuses and even people’s homes – and the keepers are foolish enough to try to play with them7 or feed

  them by hand.




  There are exceptions to this, of course. Sometimes, big cats do become people-killers. But this is usually because something has happened to make them become so. Tigers – the most common

  and successful maneaters – only usually begin to hunt people if their regular supply of prey (like deer and pigs) has been reduced by human hunters. Or it may sometimes begin when the tiger

  becomes old, sick or injured. In all these cases, the tiger is driven to hunt people out of desperation. There’s no other way it can feed itself than to take what it can get, even if that

  means the risky tactic of hunting people.




  Very occasionally, lions, tigers and leopards can become unusually unafraid of people and start to hunt them on purpose, preferring them to other prey. But these rogue ‘killer cats’ are the rarest type of all, and they’re most often hunted down before they can do too much damage. It’s fair to say that humans don’t

  make up a regular part of the big-cat diet, and the average person has far more chance of dying after falling out of bed than they do of becoming lunch for a lion, tiger or leopard.8




  The chances




  If you don’t live in India, Africa, south-east Asia or any other place where big cats still run wild, you’re basically talking about getting mauled or killed

  by an escaped or captive animal. By far the most captive cats are kept in the USA, where there are actually five or six times as many tigers kept as pets than there are left in the wild worldwide.

  Even there, only one person a year is killed by a big cat – almost always a zookeeper or a misguided pet-tiger owner, rather than a random, unlucky person on the street. So outside of the

  Asian jungles and African plains, your odds of death-by-big-kitty are less than 1 in 3,000,000.




  If you do live in wild big-cat territory, then your chances are, of course, quite a bit higher. But even then, your odds are much better than they used to be. While tigers currently kill around

  50 or more people a year in India (about half of them in the Sundarban forest region, on the border between India and Bangladesh), around a century ago over 1,000 people per year were being

  killed. Unfortunately there are a few places in Africa and India where lion, tiger and leopard attacks are increasing, partly as a result of overpopulation,

  deforestation and people settling within big-cat territories. But for the most part the number of big-cat attacks are dropping, along with the number of cats themselves.




  The lowdown




  As a rule, big cats don’t usually seek to attack people, and would much rather avoid human contact given the choice. When they’re not given the choice,

  they do, occasionally, become dangerous maneaters. But these cases are very rare, and even if you’re out on safari in Africa or India, you’re extremely unlikely to be attacked, since

  they only really hunt people whom they find alone and helpless, rather than whole groups of people in jeeps.




  If you are on a trip like this, then you can stay safe by simply staying in your vehicle. Every year at least one idiot tourist has a close encounter with a lion because he or she decides to get

  out and take a photograph.9




  Lions, tigers and leopards, being cats, are also very curious. So if you’re camping out in big-cat territory, it’s not a good idea to leave your tent or hut door open at night

  – unless you want to wake up nose-to-whisker with a surprised carnivore four times your size.




  Take these precautions, and there’s little to fear from big cats, even in big-cat territory.




  In fact we humans are far more of a danger to big cats than they are to us. Fewer than 3 in 1,000 tigers become maneaters, yet the total number of tigers left in

  the wild worldwide is less than 7,000. This is mostly due to hunting and habitat destruction by humans. The South China Tiger, the Amur Leopard and the Asiatic Lion are all either critically

  endangered or on the verge of extinction.




  So if anyone should be afraid, it’s not us, it’s them.




  

    

      MY ‘KILLER CAT’ EXPERIENCE




      When I was about five years old, my family lived in a house in Kent with a huge back garden full of apple trees and gooseberry bushes. I’d often sneak down to

      the gooseberry bush and pick the sour green berries before they were ripe, and give myself a stomach ache eating big handfuls of them.




      One day, I was deep in the gooseberry bush picking berries when a cat leaped on to my head from above. It was a neighbourhood tom cat – big, but certainly no tiger or leopard –

      and it had apparently mistaken my mop of hair for a bird. (Either that, or it was psychotic. I never did find out which.) The cat pounced and landed on my head with all four paws, piercing my

      scalp with its sharp claws and hanging on as I jumped up and cried out in panic for my dad.
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      My dad was in the garden too, building a new wall for the patio. So there he is, happily laying bricks, when all of a sudden his five-year-old son runs screaming towards him, his face

      streaming with blood and a furry cat-shaped hat perched on his head.




      The cat and my dad locked eyes. The cat seemed to realize its mistake, and made a run for it. My dad picked up a house brick and ran after it, hurdling garden fences in his bright blue socks

      and jeans as he ran. In anger, but not really meaning to hurt the cat, he threw the brick. It missed the cat by approximately 20 metres (and 90 degrees) and instead smashed into a glass aviary

      in which one of our elderly neighbours kept his collection of pet birds. The birds flew everywhere. The old man shouted, ‘Oi!’ My dad offered a breathless apology. The killer cat

      was long gone.




      A few days later an old lady who lived at the end of the street came to the house with a box of chocolates. The killer cat was hers. By now, all the neighbours had heard about the killer cat

      attack and the crazy birdhouse-destroying, fence-hurdling bricklayer, so she had come to apologize for her cat’s behaviour. ‘He’s never done anything like that before,’

      she said.




      We all felt guilty that this poor little old lady should feel so bad. After all, it wasn’t her fault, and it wasn’t really the cat’s fault,

      either. He just thought he’d nabbed the biggest bird in cat history. Still, I didn’t feel guilty enough to refuse the apology. Or the chocolates.’


    


  




  

     

  




  

    

       


      





      Bears, Wolves and Dogs




      

        Playing dead doesn’t work




        Bears, it’s said, are almost dog-like in their behaviour. They’re curious and intelligent, yet moody and unpredictable. In Canada and the USA, there are

        countless stories of bears attacking hikers and hunters, yet few can offer any helpful advice of what to do if you encounter one. Some say ‘climb a tree’, yet most bears are very

        good climbers. Some say ‘run’, yet a bear can hit speeds of 30–35 mph at a full charge. Others say ‘curl up and play dead’, yet at least one bear-attack victim

        tried this, and found herself bitten through the shoulder and shaken like a dog’s toy. In the powerful jaws of the world’s largest and smartest carnivores, sadly playing dead just

        doesn’t work.


      


    


  




  The fear




  The fear of dogs is called cynophobia, and it’s far more common than the fear of their larger, more ferocious cousins: wolves, hyenas and bears. But in all

  these cases, it’s pretty much the same thing people are afraid of. It’s not the bark or the howl . . . it’s the bite.
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  Picture this: a snarling, drooling muzzle wraps around your leg, and terrible yellow fangs tear lumps of flesh from your bones. Then it snaps again at your arms, your throat or

  your face.




  Not scary enough for ya? Then try these little snippets for size.




  

    

       


      





      

        Fear Facts:




        

          	

            Enraged grizzly bears can charge, attack and kill even after being shot three or four times (the bullets often do little to stop them – they just seem to make

            the bear angrier).


          




          	

            Hyenas have jaws so powerful that they can crush bones in a single bite, and they’ve been known to attack African villagers asleep on the ground outside their huts, biting their faces right off.


          




          	

            Wolves attack in pairs or packs, tearing their victims to shreds. And many of their tamer relatives are quite capable of doing the very same thing. Although

            we’ve come to love dogs as companions and guardians, pet dogs bite literally millions of people every year. Which kind of makes you wonder if that whole ‘man’s

            best friend’ thing is right after all . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  The reality




  Fearsome as they are, bears – like most wild animals – very rarely attack people unless they’re startled, cornered, provoked, or defending their young.

  So, for the most part, all you have to do to avoid a bear attack is make sure not to do any of those things when hiking through bear country. And since bears usually try their hardest to avoid

  people anyway, this is generally quite easy to do.




  Although they have fairly poor eyesight, bears have excellent hearing and a keen sense of smell. So they will usually amble away before you can get within a kilometre of them. This makes your

  chances of spotting one – let alone wrestling one – pretty slim in the first place. Even if you are lucky (or rather, unlucky) enough to stumble upon one, most will just growl or pretend to charge at you in an effort to get you to back off and leave them alone. If you do the right things when this happens, you should be able to do

  just that – retreat and escape unharmed.




  As for wolves and hyenas, they’re mostly scavenging hunters that take advantage of the weak. They very rarely attack healthy, moving humans, as we seem too strong and too much trouble.

  Despite the wolf’s ‘big, bad’ reputation, there are hardly any reports of hyena or wolf packs attacking and eating living people.10




  Domestic dogs, however, are another story. Experts reckon that around 8% of all dogs will bite somebody during the course of their lives. How dangerous they are depends on the breed, where they

  are when you encounter them and – perhaps most of all – how they’ve been trained and treated. Some dogs are pretty much harmless. Others are very loving with their owners, but

  nasty and aggressive with everyone else. Still others are a danger to anyone they encounter. The trick is in telling the difference, and not doing things that provoke dogs into attacking.




  All dogs are territorial animals, and most dog attacks happen in the owner’s home or garden rather than out and about. Dogs kept chained up are also more likely to bite than those on leads

  or running free. This shows that most attacks happen when the dog feels trapped, cornered or defensive of its own turf.




  Toddlers under four are the most common age group for dog-attack victims. This is partly because they tend to approach dogs with flailing limbs and sudden motions (often pulling and grabbing at

  the ears, tail or fur of the ‘nice goggie’ as they investigate it). And although dogs of any breed can bite or attack if provoked, most of the fatal attacks come from some of those dog

  breeds that are bred specifically to be ferocious fighters or guard dogs, such as Pit Bulls, Rottweilers and German Shepherds.




  The chances




  While minor dog bites are fairly common worldwide, serious dog attacks are far less common, and deaths from dog attacks are very rare. In the USA, for example, there are

  roughly 4.7 million dog attacks per year, meaning that about 1.5% of the population will be bitten by a dog during a single year.11 But only

  around 6,000 (0.1%) of these attacks require a trip to the hospital, and only 30 or so (or 0.000006%) result in death – usually of a toddler or an elderly person. Overall, your chances of

  being attacked and killed by a dog are less than 1 in 150,000.




  Grizzly bears and brown bears kill an average of two unlucky people per year, while the less aggressive black bears score just one. As for deaths related to

  wolves and hyenas, the annual average is almost zero. Because of this, weighing up the odds of being attacked and killed by a bear, a wolf or a hyena is difficult, but it’s probably many

  millions to one.




  The lowdown




  Very few of us will ever come across a wolf or hyena outside of a zoo, and since attacks from them on people are so rare anyway, we can pretty much stop worrying about

  them straight away.




  Bears, however, are quite widespread in parts of northern Europe, North America and northern Asia. Even so, the chances of being attacked and killed by a bear are still very small, and if you

  treat bears with caution and respect, your chances become even smaller. This includes doing the following:




  

    	

      As a rule, avoid encountering a bear wherever possible. (This might sound obvious, but many a hiker has been attacked because they spotted a cuddly-looking bear in the

      forest, then went in for a closer look rather than retreating.)


    




    	

      Make plenty of noise as you walk through regions known to contain bears, so that they can hear you coming and move away. Singing is good for this, provided it’s not a

      Britney Spears song. This won’t annoy the bear, but it may annoy your friends.


    




    	

      If you do accidentally find a bear (or a bear finds you), then identify yourself as human by talking loudly and waving your arms. If the

      bear charges, don’t run – most charges are ‘fake outs’ that stop short of hitting you, and the bear will often move off once he’s made his point. (Besides,

      you’ll never outrun a bear anyway, and running might even encourage him to chase you.)


    




    	

      If that doesn’t work, you have two choices: play dead, or fight back. Playing dead can work if the bear is being defensive, but if it’s looking at you as food,

      your best chance is to fight. And your best weapon is – believe it or not – a can of chilli-pepper spray. A bear spray can fire a cloud of stinging gas over 8m, targeting the

      bear’s sensitive nose. In tests, it has been found close to 100% effective, and is a far better option than guns or kung-fu . . .


    


  




  As for dogs, well, they’re everywhere. But again, dog attacks (especially fatal ones) are extremely rare, and a few sensible measures will help you avoid becoming a

  victim of the few ‘bad apples’ in the doggie barrel.
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