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  INTRODUCTION




  Man dies when he wants, as he wants, of what he chooses.




  JEAN ANOUILH, 1960




  Anyone can die of heart disease. In the United States, in fact, most people do. The process is time consuming but simple. All you have to do is eat a lot of fat, give up exercise, smoke cigarettes, drink heavily (not water), worry, and watch the quality of your life fade into oblivion. After a while you’ll experience chest pain and shortness of breath, the old ticker will tick its last, and you’ll collapse on the living room floor, on the bathroom floor, or into your mashed potatoes. How very uninteresting!




  During the last year for which accurate records are available, there were, rounded off, 2.6 million human deaths registered in the 50 sort of United States. These are the Big 10 ways “We the People,” and people in other highly developed countries, expired over the past 10 years:




  Heart disease




  Stroke




  Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease




  Lower respiratory diseases




  Tracheal, bronchus, and lung cancers




  HIV/AIDS




  Diarrheal diseases




  Diabetes




  Motor vehicle accidents




  Hypertensive diseases




  Basically, if you live a normal, boring life like most everybody does, staying indoors most of the time, spending your leisure hours involved in activities that do little or nothing to promote health, you have an excellent chance of ending up somewhere on this list. Meanwhile in the outdoors, close to the natural world, of which you are far more a part than you may realize, there are numerous interesting ways to perish: by snake bite, crab claw, elephant foot, walrus tusk, rhino horn, and many, many more.




  What you’ll read about in this book concerns not only the details of how you can die—some of the ways intriguingly painful and/or gory, and all based (more or less) on facts—but also ways to avoid death should life-threatening situations arise in which you decide you are not ready to check out of this world and into whatever afterlife there may be.




  The author has taken great pains, figuratively speaking, to keep you interested. So, read on, enjoy ... and live!




  
DEATH BY RAPACIOUS REPTILE
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  Within the class Reptilia, scientists list about 10,000 species, including the snakes, lizards, crocodilians, and turtles. Frogs and toads are of the class Amphibia but are herein lumped with reptiles because ... well, they just are. Just so you know, some scientists think birds and reptiles belong in the same class. Watch for it. Over the millennia reptiles have developed the same basic defensive stance. Not really a “stance,” what they do is run and hide. If pressured, however, and in some cases if they are hungry enough, a few reptiles will attack and kill a human being. This section is about pressured and hungry reptiles.




  
1ATTACKED BY ALLIGATOR




  Death cancels everything but truth.




  ANONYMOUS




  Back when life on earth was young, millions of years ago, alligators crawled or swam over the entire landmass we call the United States. These creatures and their relatives (see “Crunched by Crocodile”) have changed little, but the weather changed, people got pushy, and now the American alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) is relegated to a relatively small area: coastal Virginia south to Florida, west to Texas, and up the Mississippi River to southern Arkansas. They prefer life wet and mucky in marshes and swamps, in muddy rivers and lakes, and sometimes at the edge of the ocean. They also like it hot, but unlike other crocodilians, alligators will survive temperatures down to the 30s Fahrenheit, although they go dormant in the cold. Mature alligators, when conditions are just right, have reached almost 20 feet in length and over 1,000 pounds in weight.




  American alligators can live contentedly for long periods of time between meals When they are ready to eat, they go out exclusively for a meat dinner, choosing, whenever possible, something bite-size that they can swallow whole, large fish and birds being at the top of the menu. Being unable to chew, alligators must tear anything too big to swallow into swallow-able chunks, an energy-consuming endeavor these reptiles would rather avoid. Alligators, therefore, rarely take a bite out of humans, and if they do, they are always very upset or very hungry. In the last 60 years or so, alligators have killed about two dozen humans in the United States—roughly one person every two and a half years. Small adults and children are at a much higher risk for becoming alligator food.
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  Why You Die




  Alligators are experts at attacking. Swimming below the surface of the water, only their eyeballs exposed, they silently approach their prey, gambling everything on one swift and merciless strike. If the attackee happens to be you, your first awareness of danger will most likely be the snapping of powerful jaws as they close over a bite-able body part, arm or leg, and the unusual feel of long teeth sinking deep into your flesh. Alligators then rotate rapidly along the length of their axis until the part of you they are tenaciously holding rips off. You may not feel pain yet, but you will feel the gush of your blood from the hole where a part of you was recently attached. If your arm or leg was small, the alligator will be back for more. Then the uneaten part of you will be dragged below the surface and stuffed under a log or into a hole in a muddy bank so the alligator can rip off more pieces as the need to eat dictates. Fortunately, you will drown long before you succumb to the pain and horror.




  To Live




  Give alligators plenty of personal space: Fatal encounters occur most often when someone intentionally messes with one. Alligators have attacked humans who got too close to nests and eggs, and adult alligators will attack to defend baby gators, sometimes even when the babies are not their own. Stay dry: As a close second to people who mess with them, alligators attack people swimming with them. If bitten, strike vigorously at the nose, and the alligator may release you. If you are bitten and survive, find a doctor soon. Alligators have dirty mouths.




  Moral: Always swim with someone substantially smaller than you.




  
2 ATTENUATED BY ANACONDA




  Is life a boon? If so, it must befall that Death, whene’er he call, must call too soon.




  W. S. GILBERT, 1888




  Of the six species of giant snakes now living on earth, none grows larger than the green anaconda (Eunectes murinus), which might surpass 40 feet in length. Living only in the rivers and swamps of South America, the anaconda swims with great agility and speed, a formidable and slim torpedo that can weigh over 400 pounds. Anacondas cannot see well, but they “hear” through their skull bones and “smell” with flicks of their tongues. Their jaws can separate a long way north-south and east-west, ending up attached to the snake only by elastic ligaments.




  Why You Die




  An anaconda will bite you first with a large mouth full of sharp teeth that curve backwards, allowing the snake to hang on, sometimes despite your most vigorous attempts to dislodge it. Terrible but not toxic, the bite becomes the least of your worries as the snake coils its body around yours. Despite myths to the contrary, it is unlikely any of your bones will be broken, a fact that will give you very little comfort. Each time you exhale, and exhale you must, the snake tightens its grip until you are no longer able to draw breath. No breath, no life.
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  If you are unusually small, the anaconda will then unhinge its mouth to a prodigious width and swallow you whole. The digestion process will take a week or more depending on your size. If you happen to be too big to swallow, lucky you, you will be left dead and useless to the snake. What a waste!




  To Live




  Anaconda attacks on humans are rare, and even more rarely fatal—although a few encounters are believed to have been predatory in nature. The snake, in other words, was seeking food. If attacked, you will most likely be able to fight free, though bloodied and bruised, especially if someone is there to help you.




  Moral: Never hug anything that eats human flesh.




  
3 BITTEN BY BEADED LIZARD




  Men fear death, as children fear to go in the dark . . .




  FRANCIS BACON, 1625




  They are tagged as “beaded” due to their bumpy skin, each bump or “bead” containing a tiny bit of bone. Collectively, these bumps give the lizards something arguably akin to armor. Their scientific name, Heloderma horridum, tells you they have studded skin (Heloderma) and they are horrible (horridum). “Horrible,” of course, remains somewhat subjective—your horrible might not be so to someone else. The female may reach 30 inches and tip a scale to 5 pounds. The male could be 6 inches longer and a pound or so heavier. Extraordinary males have reached nearly 10 pounds. Often called Mexican beaded lizards, they range over a large part of central and western Mexico, as the name might at least suggest, and down into Guatemala, and they are almost always found in forests: tropical, scrub, and pine. One of only two venomous lizards on earth, the beaded lizard is shaped similarly to a Gila monster (the other venomous lizard), but grows larger and displays less color on its skin than a Gila monster, with the beaded lizard commonly dark. Beaded lizards and Gila monsters have venoms that are pretty much the same.




  Why You Die




  A bite will cause pain, quite a heap of it. You can turn red and swell up where the lizard bit you, and you may start sweating. It’s more serious if your heart rate increases more than a little, you begin to hemorrhage internally, and your blood pressure decreases. The really serious bad thing will be respiratory failure.




  To Live




  Your death will be the result of your forgetting the cardinal rule of encounters with venomous creatures, which is leave them alone—so leave them alone. As with Gila monsters, beaded lizards don’t like to let go after they bite. You need to make them let go (see “Held Up by Gila Monster”). Then clean the wound and find a doctor.




  Moral: Leave the beadwork to those skilled with needle and thread.




  
4 BAFFLED BY BOUGA TOAD




  Death takes away the commonplace of life.




  ALEXANDER SMITH, 1863




  Amphibians (toads, frogs, salamanders) are descended from the first creatures to squirm out of the water and take up residence on land, something that began to happen more than 280 million years ago, and they still occupy that mysterious interzone position: half land animal, half water animal. Of all the groups of vertebrates, amphibians are the most benign to humans. They destroy nothing we want, transmit no known diseases, eat tons of obnoxious insects, and have no venomous bites. A few species, however, can cause death to humans in unusual ways.




  The skin of nearly all amphibians secretes some poison, a device they apparently use to protect themselves from something that might eat them (see “Finalized by Frog”). Some species—notably the bouga toad (genus Bufo), a Caribbean resident colored in all the tints of leaf litter, chubby and warty in typical toad fashion—secrete a hallucinogen used by the ancient Mayans, modern Central Americans, and Haitian shamans. The toads are against such uses. They get thrown in a pot of boiling water, which forces the juice out of glands behind their eyes. After boiling, the toads are removed dead from the pot. The person who drinks the brew drops over as if dead but resurrects soon to wander around zombielike, doing the bidding of a medicine man or witch doctor until the toad tea wears off.




  Why You Die




  A toad too many, or a swallow too many, and the person who drinks the brew enters a coma from which there is no resurrection. More unappealing, people under the influence of bouga juice have seemed so dead they were buried . . . still alive.




  To Live




  Do not touch bouga toads with your hands or your mouth.




  Moral: Too many toads spoil the broth.




  
5 BURIED BY BROWN SNAKE




  To die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.




  WALT WHITMAN, 1855




  Attaching the name “brown” to a snake does little to describe anything in particular. The smallish North American brown snake, for instance, can be yellowish and sometimes spotted and, more important in this context, packs no poison.




  Here our interest lies with the Australian brown snake, one of the most venomous in the world. But misunderstanding may still arise since there are at present nine species, and a few subspecies, of genus Pseudonaja crawling about Australia and New Guinea. They all, however, are long (growing often to 6 feet and as much as 8 feet) with narrow heads. They are also typically and uniformly brown in color—although you may see patterns of color variations from basic brown, especially in juvenile snakes (that are also capable of fatally biting a grown-up human). Since they do not mind, or at least do tolerate, living near people, and since they are easily upset, brown snakes are responsible for the most poisonous snakebites in Australia. Brown snake fangs are not very long, which is good, and they tend to inject a relatively small amount of venom, which is also good. And sometimes the bites are “dry” or lacking a deposit of venom, and that’s even better.




  Why You Die




  Things are not good when you get a big blast of the neurotoxic venom, which most often comes from a big brown snake. Australia’s eastern brown, a large species, has been called, by some experts, the second most deadly land snake on earth. Your sudden collapse not long after a bite would not be uncommon. If you stay conscious, you may have a lot of pain, some of it in your abdomen, along with dizziness, difficulty breathing and swallowing, and a drop in blood pressure. You may bleed uncontrollably, and you may die because your heart has stopped working.




  To Live




  Keep still and apply the pressure-immobilization bandage described in “Terrified by Taipan.” Once on, do not take the bandage off. And send for a doctor.




  Moral: If it’s brown, leave it down.




  
6 COLLAPSED BY CAIMAN




  How little room do we take up in death, that, living, know no bounds.




  JAMES SHIRLEY, 1626




  An alligatorid of Central and South America, caimans swim in slow, freshwater rivers and lakes, and in marshy areas, and they vary in size from the dwarf caiman (Paleosuchus palpebrosus), which usually quits growing at 3 feet or so in length, up through more than a half dozen species to the black caiman (Melanosuchus niger), which could reach 20 feet. At 20 feet—and even when it is a few feet less—the scaly black caiman ranks as the largest predator of the Amazon basin. Large caimans, in fact, never worry about being prey themselves unless they are stalked by humans. In some areas these reptiles have been hunted, for their skin and meat, to near extinction. Caimans all look a lot like alligators, but caimans have boney plates buried in the skin of their underside and longer, skinnier, and possibly more pointed teeth than alligators. Those teeth are designed for grabbing and holding, which is what they do to their prey, almost always underwater until the animal-to-be-eaten drowns. Preferring a diet of fresh fish with an occasional bird or mammal (such as a capybara or a monkey), caimans, like alligators, cannot chew—so they have to swallow their food whole.




  Why You Die




  If you are in water, the caiman will pull you under and hold on until you are dead. If you are on land, the caiman will exert a great deal of energy in order to drag you into water. In both events, should the caiman be successful, you will be torn apart and devoured.




  To Live




  Stay out of water known to be frequented by caimans. If you end up in water with one, swim to land as quickly and quietly as possible. Noise, such as screaming, and thrashing interest them. If you see one on land, run away. If one gets hold of you, in water or on land, go for the eyes, its most sensitive spot. If that is not working, reach into the reptile’s mouth and try to grab the palatal valve, a flap of skin at the back of the tongue that prevents water from entering the animal’s airway. Yank on the flap, and you should be released. And good luck with that last suggestion.




  Moral: Never feed wild animals, especially with parts of yourself.




  
7 CROAKED BY CANE TOAD




  He hath lived ill that knows not how to die well.




  THOMAS FULLER, 1732




  At 4 to 9 inches long and up to 4 pounds in weight, cane toads (Bufo marinus) are big and fat, greenish yellow, and able to put rabbits to shame with their ability to reproduce. A pair of cane toads would produce 60,000 more toadies every year if all their eggs became mature adults. These amphibians were imported once upon a time from South America to Australia to eat beetles attacking sugarcane fields. Hopping rampant and feeding at night, they took a liking to Down Under and proliferated to the point where they’re thicker than fleas on a dingo’s back. In addition to insects, cane toads will eat meat, including small birds and each other. Crushed, the toads stink vilely, but that’s only a small part of the problem.
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  Why You Die




  Two glands on the sides of their wart-strewn bodies constantly secrete venom called bufotenine. When the toads are pressured, the secretion rate increases, and when they are really upset, the venom shoots out up to 40 inches, causing temporary blindness if it lands in your eye. Anything attempting to eat a cane toad, a really upsetting experience for the toad, dies from the venom. A growing number of humans with questionable intelligence remove and dry the toad’s skin and smoke it for what is reportedly an acceptable high. A growing number of the growing number are dying: The venom causes respiratory difficulties and slows one’s heart rate enough to cause death. On the ragged edge of humanity, a few have actually licked the toad for the hallucinogenic effect. Now there’s an interesting way to croak.




  To Live




  Obviously, avoid any contact with cane toads. But if you fail to follow this advice, get to a hospital. A dose of digoxin to speed up your heart might work.




  Moral: Toads can take a licking and keep on kicking.




  
8 CLOBBERED BY COBRA




  Death will not see me flinch; the heart is bold that pain has made incapable of pain.




  DOROTHY PARKER, 1926




  The Elapidae family of snakes includes about 230 species, many of them cobras, and all elapids are venomous. Few snakes on earth, maybe none, have received as much publicity as cobras, inhabitants of Africa and Asia, distinctive partially due to their impressive “hoods,” which fan out from their necks via special little rib bones. The famous asp of Egypt, killer of Cleopatra, immortalized in so many statues, is an Egyptian cobra (Naja haje). The fascinating snake charmers of India musically charm common cobras (Naja naja), which rise up sinuously from baskets. The mighty king cobra (Ophiophagus hannah), measured at almost 19 feet in length, is the world’s largest venomous snake and possesses an extremely deadly bite at least partly due to its great size.




  Cobras all possess short, hollow, fixed fangs and neurotoxic venom (which means the venom attacks the central nervous system instead of rushing around in the blood and causing damage the way a hemotoxic venom does). Cobras, the king cobra being an exception, generally don’t mind living near and biting humans on a regular basis.




  Another universally feared elapid is the black-neck spitting cobra (Naja nicricollis), an irascible animal with the nasty habit of literally spitting its venom from holes in the front of its fangs distances up to about 7 feet with great accuracy. It always aims for the eyes, and the venom causes severe pain and blindness long enough for the snake to slither in for a deadly bite.
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  Why You Die




  You’ll feel pain when a cobra bites, and you’ll swell near the bite, get weak and drowsy, have trouble seeing and swallowing, develop a headache, and lose your ability to talk. Then you’ll drool, throw up, become numb and partially paralyzed, and convulse before you slip into complete paralysis, including that of the muscles that power your breathing—so you die.




  To Live




  Retreat as soon as possible to a medical facility where advanced care, including airway support and antivenin, is available. If a spitting cobra’s venom hits your eye, wash it out with copious amounts of water.




  Moral: If it slithers, run away.




  
9 CORRALLED BY CORAL SNAKE




  The nearest friends can go with anyone to death, comes so far short they might as well not try to go at all.




  ROBERT FROST, 1914




  All of the poisonous snakes in the United States are members of either the family Crotalidae (see “Reaped by Rattlesnake”) or the family Elapidae, which includes, in North America, two genera: Micrurus (the southeastern, Florida, and Texas coral snakes) and Micruroides (the Sonoran coral snake). Among the most brightly colorful animals on the continent, coral snakes are banded in brilliant red, yellow, and shiny black They are often confused with the equally colorful and harmless scarlet king snake, but the order of the colors differs. If red is bordered on both sides by black, the snake will not harm you. If red is bordered on both sides by yellow (or sometimes white), the snake is venomous.




  Slim and rarely reaching 2 feet in length, without an enlarged head, coral snakes are shy and reclusive, with a primitive venom system that includes two short, fixed, relatively dull fangs in the front of the upper jaw. They cannot strike out and rip through clothing and, indeed, must literally chew for several seconds in order to break your skin and shoot you up with very potent neurotoxic venom.




  Why You Die




  Human deaths are rare since most people yank off the snake before it gnaws through their skin. If you are silly enough to let a coral snake gnaw its way through your skin, you probably will feel little or no pain and see no swelling. From 90 minutes to as much as 12 hours later, however, you should start to feel weak or numb, especially in the bitten arm or leg. A few hours later you will start to drool and shake. You may feel drowsy. At some point you’ll find it difficult to talk and then breathe. When you can’t breathe at all, you’ll die.




  To Live




  In case of a bite, wrap your whole arm or leg in an elastic bandage, firmly but not tight enough to cut off circulation. Splint the arm or leg and get carried to a doctor ASAP.




  Moral: Red on yellow kills a fellow . . . or a woman.




  
10 CRUNCHED BY CROCODILE




  It is as natural to die as to be born.




  FRANCIS BACON, 1625




  True remnants of the Age of Reptiles, the only living descendants of the most successful class of land vertebrates ever, crocodiles and their relatives (see “Attacked by Alligator”) have changed little in the last 70 million years or so. One alteration in crocodiles is that they once grew to more than 50 feet in length. Today, if you’re . . . or lucky or unlucky . . . you may see a crocodile (Crocodylus acutus, Crocodylus intermedius) reaching 23 feet from snout to end of powerful tail. They like their weather really hot and are found in all tropical regions on earth: northern South America, southern North America, Africa, India, Southeast Asia, northern Australia, and other such places.
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