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  Hello. I’m Glenn Murphy.




  If you know my books at all, then you’ll know that I’m no stranger to gross and icky things. I’ve written about the colour of snot, the

  loudness of burps, the power of farts, and more.




  So when I set out to write this book, I had two new goals.
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  First, I would discover the most horrid, hideous and revolting things in the world and set about exploring the science behind them.




  Second, I would try to gross myself out.




  And do you know what? I succeeded.




  As an author, a scientist and a reasonably tough guy, I thought I’d pretty much seen it all. But nothing could prepare me for botflies,

  eye worms, scabies or casu marzu cheese (just you wait).




  So here we are. Ready to embark on an epic journey through the world of disgusting things. We’ll meet foul foods, beastly animals,

  yucky parasites and ghastly diseases. Along the way, we’ll meet scientists who study the most loathsome things you can imagine. And

  we’ll be looking for answers to big and important questions, such as:




  

    

      

        ■ What is disgust, and what is it for?




        ■ Why are we disgusted by some things but not others?




        ■ Why are some people okay with some truly disgusting things?


      


    


  




  Also, each chapter will begin with some questions for you – prompting you to examine and compare some disgusting things. You can discuss these questions with your friends, and even make a

  game out of it. (More about that on this page).




  I can’t say for sure, but I’m betting that by the end of it all you’ll find yourself a little less grossed out by things. Or at least,

  you’ll understand why you find things disgusting, and how useful (or harmful) that response can be.




  Ready to be grossed out?




  Then let’s go!
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  The Science of Foul Food
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  1) Sweden


  Surströmming (sour herring)




  Whitefish (typically Baltic herring) which is left to rot in barrels of salty water for up to three months, then

  canned. Inside the can, bacteria ‘ripen’ the fish, producing a sour flavour and an awful smell. So awful, in fact, that most people retch upon

  opening the can. Interestingly, fermented fish is also a key ingredient in British Worcestershire sauce.




  2) France


  Tripe (cow’s stomach)




  Tripe is eaten throughout the world but is especially popular in France. It is made from the three-chambered stomach of a cow or pig – steamed, boiled, or crammed into

  Andouille sausages. Oh là là!
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  3) Scotland


  Haggis (sheep organs)




  Scotland’s national dish is made by mincing up the heart, lungs and liver of a sheep, mixing it with oats and onions, and stuffing the whole lot into the

  sheep’s stomach (or, more commonly these days, into a sausage casing). The haggis is then boiled for several hours and served with ‘neeps and

  tatties’ (boiled turnips and potatoes). Mmmmm – boiled organ bag.




  4) Sardinia


  Casu Marzu (maggot cheese)




  A cheese so disgusting it is illegal many countries. It is made by drilling a hole in a Pecorino cheese and encouraging cheese flies (Piophila caseii) to lay their eggs inside. The

  result is a sticky, gooey cheese swarming with hundreds of live, wriggling maggots, which leap off the cheese (and into your mouth) as you bite into it.
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  5) Iran


  Kale Pache (sheep’s head)




  A popular Middle-Eastern dish, also known as khash, made by boiling the whole head of a sheep, including the brain, eyes and

  tounge. In some places the gooey, juicy eyeballs are considered the best part, and are offered to honoured guests at the end of the meal.
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  6) Indonesia


  Kopi Luwak (civet poo)




  More an ingredient than a dish in itself, kopi luwak are coffee berries that have been (no joke) eaten, digested and plopped out by palm civets – small

  tree-dwelling mammals native to south-east Asia. The half-digested, poo-covered beans are then washed and used to make a rare and expensive coffee drink, of the same name. In other words, rich

  people pay big money to drink liquefied, poo-tinged coffee. This would be funny, if it wasn’t so gross.




  7) Japan


  Hachinoko (bee larvae)




  Fat pale larvae of the Japanese black bee or paper wasp. These are gathered from nests by smoking out the stinging drones, which are then fried or boiled in soy

  sauce, and canned. Sweet, but starchy. Crunchy on the outside, gooey in the middle. What could be more delicious than a spoonful of bee babies? Err . . . pretty much anything.
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  8) Cambodia


  A’ping (deep-fried tarantulas)




  Exactly what it sounds like. Fat hairy fang-faced spiders deep-fried in peanut oil, and usually served in a spicy lime and pepper sauce. The crispy legs taste like prawns. The

  bulbous body tastes like – well – a fat hairy spider that eats insects for a living. Yum.
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  9) Vietnam


  Con Ran (snake meat)




  In Vietnam and surrounding regions, jungle snakes are enjoyed in various appetizing ways. Their meaty muscles are boiled, grilled or

  stir-fried. Their skin and bones are crushed and used to make snake soup and snake porridge. Snake blood is served in small

  glasses and gulped down all in one go. And snake hearts are served warm, fresh and still beating.




  10) China


  White Jade (monkey brains)




  Too horrible to describe. But here goes: fresh warm monkey brains. Usually cooked, but sometimes not. Raw monkey brains are scooped straight from the skull with a

  teaspoon. [Shudder]
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    What’s for Dinner?




    

      Would You Rather . . .




      

        

          • Eat boiled pig’s feet or boiled sheep’s eyes?




          • Eat a crunchy tarantula kebab or a plate of deep-fried cockroaches?




          • Eat a bowl fall of cooked agave worms or a single raw jellyfish?
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  Pig’s feet. Sheep’s eyes. Spiders. Beetles. Worms. Jellyfish. Around the world, people eat all kinds of things. Many of these, you might think, are pretty revolting.




  But who gets to decide which foods are delicious and which are disgusting? For that matter, who’s to say what is food and what isn’t? In short . .

  .




  Why do we eat some things, but not others?




  The reason we eat food, of course, is to build and power our bodies. All food contains nutrients – sugars, fats and

  proteins – which our bodies extract and absorb during digestion. Once inside the bloodstream, the body can use these to build (or rebuild) organs and

  tissues. Or it can break them down further to release chemical energy. Energy that we need to power every cell in our bodies.




  Without food and the energy it provides, we could not keep moving, thinking or breathing for long. In fact, just three weeks without food would be enough to

  put most of us in a coma. It is hardly surprising, then, that humans try to find food wherever we can . . .
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  So why do we eat animals for food?




  Not all of us do. Some people follow religions like Buddhism, that forbid their followers from eating animals. Other religions and customs allow the eating of some animals (like chickens) but

  not others (like pigs). And some people simply choose a veggie-based diet because they believe it to be healthier, or simply don’t want to eat animals.
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  This is, of course, perfectly okay. If we eat enough of them, fruits, grains, nuts, seeds and vegetables can

  provide all the nutrients and energy we need. And long ago that’s exactly how our prehistoric ancestors stayed alive. They gathered roots. They picked fruits and berries. They nibbled on nuts

  and seeds. They wandered far and wide, seeking munchable plants wherever they could find them. This is called foraging.
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  But here’s the problem with foraging – it takes a lot of searching and gathering to fuel our bodies this way. Plants are typically low in protein. Which is

  a problem for us, as the human body needs plenty of protein in order to build – among other things – muscles, brains and blood

  cells. You can get enough protein by eating plants alone. It’s just that you need to eat a lot of them.




  Land animals – like cows, sheep and pigs – eat huge quantities of plants and store huge amounts of protein in

  their fleshy bodies.
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  Sea animals – like fish, crabs and clams – do the same. Because of this, animals contain far more protein than plants do. So eating

  animals is a good way of getting lots of protein all at once.
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  For at least 200,000 years that’s exactly how our human ancestors lived. They were hunter-gatherers. They hunted animals and they

  gathered plants.




  When food, fish or game became sparse in one area, they moved on to the next. Some hunting tribes followed herds of land animals across entire continents

  – across Africa, Europe, Asia and the Americas. Others moved along the coast and hopped between islands on rafts, fishing as they went. This took them from south-east Asia to

  Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific islands. We humans literally chased our food across the globe!
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  But that doesn’t explain why we eat sheep and cows, but not, say, hippos and giraffes . . .




  Well, around 10,000 years ago, a few bright sparks figured out that it would be far easier to grow and keep our food where we live than to spend all

  day hunting and foraging for it.




  In the Middle East, India and parts of the Americas, people began growing wheat, rice,

  corn and beans in huge plots that could feed entire villages, or even cities. They also began keeping some of the animals they captured –

  typically the calm, slow-moving ones that were safe to live with. Then they started breeding them, to produce huge herds of edible animals. We call these domestic animals,

  or livestock.
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  Since only calm, safe animals could be easily captured and domesticated (tamed), this ruled out many wild animals like lions,

  leopards, hyenas, hippos and giraffes.




  You might not think hippos are that dangerous, but in fact, they are one of the most dangerous animals in Africa. They are extremely aggressive, have a fierce, bone-crushing

  bite and kill more people each year than lions or leopards combined!
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  Giraffes are no pushover either. They can sprint at up to 40 mph, and have been known to kill a lion with a single kick. Try catching one of

  those and keeping it in your village!




  But this ‘calm + safe = delicious’ rule still doesn’t explain all of our animal food choices . . .




  Look at it this way. Zoologists (scientists who study animal life) like to divide the animal kingdom into large groups, or classes. The six major classes of

  animals are mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fishes and invertebrates.
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  Over the page is a short list of animals that we commonly eat (NOMZ) and rarely eat (NOPE).
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  As you can see, people eat members of every animal class. Granted, we eat some (fish, birds, mammals) more than others (amphibians, reptiles). And some of the animals in the

  NOMZ column may have surprised you. Guinea pigs, for example, aren’t commonly eaten in Europe. But in parts of South America, they are common treats. Likewise,

  snails, kangaroos and seals aren’t eaten often by the British or Americans. Yet they are savoured in parts of France, Australia and the

  Arctic.




  In any case, this list shows us that humans will eat all kinds of animals. We are only picky about eating particular species.




  So if it’s not the kind of animal we’re worried about, then what really decides which animal species are delicious and which are disgusting?




  Let’s see if we can come up with a few rules to help us decide . . .
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  Animals that are easily captured, kept and tamed make generally safe, convenient foods. Ferocious animals, on the other hand, do not. Among mammals, this rules out large

  carnivores, like lions, bears and walruses. For all we know, they might be delicious to eat. But to find out, we’d

  have to get past their claws, teeth and tusks. So we tend to avoid them and eat tamer, less ferocious things instead.




  

    

      Exceptions




      Crocodile and alligator. Both are farmed and eaten in Africa and parts of the southern United States. In Florida and Georgia, barbecued ’gator is

      served smothered in sweet tangy sauce, and deep-fried ‘gator bites’ are served as an appetizer. They taste a bit like tough chewy chicken.
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  This is one is pretty obvious. If eating an animal makes you sick or kills you, then you probably shouldn’t do it. Among amphibians, this puts the edible frog on the menu,

  but removes other, toxic, frog species, and most newts and salamanders. Although many of these would be safe to eat, we tend to avoid the whole animal family,

  since safe salamanders and toxic salamanders can be hard to tell apart.




  

    

      Exceptions




      Fugu and snails. Fugu (pufferfish) contains a potent poison called tetrodotoxin, which causes paralysis and death. Yet it is prepared and eaten in expensive

      restaurants across Japan and Korea. Specially trained chefs take great care to remove the poisonous liver, ovaries and intestines before cooking the fish. This prevents the deadly toxin from

      leaking into the flesh. Most of the time. Similarly, snails are eaten in many parts of Europe and Africa. But slugs are generally avoided, as they cover themselves in a thick toxic slime to

      deter predators – including us.
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  This ties in with Rule 1. An animal may be perfectly safe to eat once captured. But if it can kill you with a single bite or sting, then you’d be better off not trying to capture it. This

  puts the common squid and oyster on the menu, but rules out the blue-ringed octopus and cone shell. All of these are in the same

  animal family (molluscs). But while the first two species are harmless, the other two have venomous bites or stings that can kill you in under a minute. This is how nature says

  ‘nope’.




  

    

      Exceptions




      Cobras and rattlesnakes. Although venomous, neither of these snakes are poisonous to eat. And if you know how to catch and handle them (typically their

      heads are held down using special hooked sticks, then they’re stuffed into drawstring bags), then hunting snakes is worth the risk. Venomous snakes are eaten throughout China, India and

      South America.
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    Get It Sorted: Venomous and Poisonous – What’s the Difference?




    

      If something is venomous or poisonous, it means it is toxic and if you come into contact with it, it could make you very ill, or possibly even kill you. The difference between the two is the

      way that the toxin is delivered. Venom is manufactured by an organism in a gland and then pumped into its prey/attacker using some kind of specialized delivery system, such as a fang or

      stinger.




      If something is poisonous on the other hand, it doesn’t deliver its toxin directly. Instead, its whole body, or large parts of it, may contain the poisonous

      substance. So while a frog or a mushroom may not look dangerous, it may contain a toxin that makes you very ill if you touch or ingest it.
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