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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, the bathroom floor, or into your mashed potatoes. How very uninteresting!




  In the year 2007, at this writing the last year for which accurate records are available, there were, rounded off, 2.5 million human deaths registered in the fifty states. These are the Big Ten ways “We the People,” and people in other highly developed countries, expired in 2007:




  

    	Coronary heart disease.




    	Stroke and other cerebrovascular diseases.




    	Cancers of the lungs and airways.




    	Lower respiratory infections (such as pneumonia and flu).




    	Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.




    	Cancers of the colon and rectum.




    	Alzheimer’s and other dementias.




    	Diabetes.




    	Cancer of the breast.




    	Cancer of the stomach.


  




  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: 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!




  Attacked 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 land mass 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, muddy rivers and lakes, and sometimes the edge of the ocean. They also like it hot, but unlike other crocodilians, alligators will survive temperatures down to the thirties 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.
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  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, the alligator 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 sixty 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.




  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.




  Altitude: Too High To Handle




  

    What is called a reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying.




    ALBERT CAMUS, 1942


  




  Because it’s there, you climb a mountain. Each step up in altitude corresponds to a decrease in air pressure. At 18,000 feet the pressure is approximately one-half what it is at sea level, and that means every time you suck in air to fill your lungs, you are getting only half the amount of oxygen you would get with a breath of equal size on the beach in Miami. Your body has to adjust to running with less oxygen, and if it doesn’t, you may die of high-altitude illness.




  Why You Die




  Almost everyone who climbs high experiences some of the discomforts of less oxygen: headache, nausea, fatigue, lassitude, loss of appetite, loss of sleep. Some humans go further and start collecting fluid in their lungs, a condition known as high-altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE). Why the fluid collects is not exactly known, but it is well known that if enough collects, you’ll have difficulty breathing, even at rest, along with chest pain and a productive cough. If you don’t lose altitude soon enough, you’ll drown in water from your own body.




  Other humans at altitude, more typically at extreme heights, collect fluid in the brain, a condition called high-altitude cerebral edema (HACE). A loss of coordination, sudden splitting headache, loss of normal mental acuity, and bizarre personality changes precede the point where your brain is squished to death by the rising pressure inside your head.




  To Live




  The single most important thing you can do to increase your chances of living at high altitude is ascend no faster than your body can acclimatize to the decreasing air pressure. If you start feeling bad, stop ascending until you feel better. If you don’t start feeling better, go down. Humans who descend almost always recover.




  Moral: There’s a reason for living way down in the valley.




  Anaconda: The Hug of Death




  

    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.




  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!
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  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.




  Annihilated by Army Ants




  

    One should die proudly when it is no longer possible to live proudly.




    FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, 1888


  




  At least 150 species are known as “army ants,” and like all ants, they are among the most fascinating creatures on earth, creating social structures among the most complex in the known universe. Unlike other ants, army ants are entirely nomadic, never building a nest but rather clumping together into a ball for egg laying. The clump may contain somewhere between 20 and 30 million individuals. When the urge to eat strikes, the colony migrates, carrying the larvae and taking hours to pass one specific point. Blind, or almost so, they follow a pheromone trail laid down by the leaders. At an invisible signal they crowd into a ball again while the queen lays her 25,000 or so eggs. Then they march again, and every living thing in their path must flee or perish.
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  Why You Die




  Army ants literally tear their prey to shreds with powerful jaws. In South America the army ants tend to divide into two columns, forming a pincer movement to trap anything that moves and then devouring it. In Africa, however, the ants form fronts up to 2 miles wide and several miles long, pressing on relentlessly unless stopped by fire. They drive elephants mad, eat horses that were left tied, munch crocodiles caught away from water, and even send anteaters rushing away. If caught, you will be quickly and quietly overrun. Long before you go mad from the agony, you will die from shock or suffocate as they fill your nose and mouth.




  To Live




  Do not fall asleep on the ground in army ant country. Otherwise, since army ants are not fast, moving somewhere between 25 and 50 feet per hour on an average march, you should be able to outrun the colony, unless you’re downed by a broken leg or staked out by someone who wishes you harm.




  Moral: Those who fear and run away live to run another day.




  Abused by Avalanche




  

    The art of living well and the art of dying well are one.




    EPICURUS, THIRD CENTURY B.C.


  




  Anytime you have a mass of snow on an inclined surface, you can have an avalanche. Avalanches come in two types: a loose-snow avalanche that releases from one point and fans out as it descends, and a slab avalanche that breaks off along a long fracture line and descends in great tumbling chunks. Snow slides most often on slopes of thirty to forty-five degrees, and even though avalanches occur on slopes of every orientation, they rumble off north- and east-facing slopes more often than south- and west-facing slopes. Broad slopes that curve down into “bowls” and narrow slopes confined by terrain collect the most snow and avalanche the most dangerously. Avalanche danger is greatest during and right after a heavy snowfall. A primary indication of avalanche terrain is evidence that an avalanche has occurred there before: rubble at the bottom of a slope, a fracture line at the top of a slope, the absence of trees when nearby slopes are forested, and trees with the uphill branches ripped off.
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  Why You Die




  Avalanches can kill you in two ways: They can bury and suffocate you, or they can slam you around until your neck breaks.




  To Live




  If you don’t want to die, there are several things you can do, besides stay home: (1) When you feel the snow starting to slide, rush horizontally to a safe spot or at least to a spot where the force of the slide will be less. (2) If you’re caught, throw off everything cumbersome and start swimming like mad. (3) Scream once, but after that keep your mouth shut so it doesn’t fill with snow. (4) If you’re buried, start struggling toward the surface as soon as the sliding snow starts to slow down, or at least try to clear out a little breathing room for yourself in case someone is looking for you.




  Moral: Most death-dealing avalanches are triggered by the human they kill.




  Bagged by Barracuda




  

    The whole life of instinct serves the one end of bringing about death.




    SIGMUND FREUD, 1920


  




  Tropical and subtropical seas worldwide provide a home for twenty-two species of swift, meat-eating fish, family Sphyraenidae, collectively known as barracudas, but with few exceptions they bother humans very little. One exception is the great barracuda, Sphyraena barracuda, which grows to nearly 6 feet in length, has a huge mouth filled with two sets of noticeably sharp teeth, and has been known to attack and kill humans. Inquisitive by nature and sight oriented, barracudas are built for incredible speed, and they use speed to suddenly flash out of “nowhere” to snag their prey. They bite humans less often than sharks do, but hitting so fast and so hard, a 5-foot-long specimen could remove enough tissue in one chomp to end your life.




  Why You Die




  Deeply and raggedly lacerated, you bleed to death before you can get on board or to shore in time to staunch the flow.




  To Live




  Barracudas couldn’t care less about whether or not you taste good. Although ultimately unpredictable, they are stimulated to attack for much the same reasons that sharks bite humans: (1) The water is murky and the barracuda can’t tell if you’re a regular food source or something new, larger than its normal lunch, and possibly unappealing. (2) You are wearing a flashy swimsuit or carrying some sort of shiny paraphernalia that appears to the barracuda to be the belly of another fish—in other words, a meal. (3) You are an angler or spearfisher toting a string of bleeding fish, an obvious attraction. (4) You have been messing around with the barracuda, maybe trying to catch it or maybe just swimming in too close for its comfort. And one more thing: Big, solitary barracudas are more likely to attack than those traveling in schools. So to avoid getting bitten, avoid the foregoing situations.
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  Moral: When school lets out, it’s time to go home.




  Bombarded by Bee




  

    It is nothing to die; it is frightful not to live.




    VICTOR HUGO, 1862


  




  When a honeybee gets riled up, it may deliver a sting with the sharp “needle” at the end of its abdominal section. Every stinger is attached to a venom sac. The venom causes immediate and sometimes frightful pain. When a swarm of honeybees gets riled up and attacks a human, the entire swarm delivers stings at an average rate of four stings per second. (Note: Killer bees, slowly migrating north from South America, are slightly smaller and darker than honeybees, but swarm far more aggressively and sting an average of twenty-four times per second.) If you run away, a wise move, you may have quite a few fiery wounds to deal with, but most humans survive just fine. The honeybees do not survive. The stingers are barbed; they rip out of the bee and stay in you, and the bee dies.
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  Bees, however, and their relatives in the order Hymenoptera (wasps, yellow jackets, hornets, fire ants) kill more humans in the United States every year than all the snakes, spiders, and scorpions combined. The reason: anaphylaxis.




  Why You Die




  Anaphylaxis is a severe allergic reaction brought on by a foreign protein getting into your blood. The protein in Hymenoptera venom causes allergic reactions in many humans. If allergic, you may swell grossly soon after you’re stung. But the death-dealing aspect of anaphylaxis, which usually occurs within minutes but can occur hours later, shows itself as extreme difficulty breathing and/or shock. Your face will be red and puffy, and your tongue will stick out as you desperately try to suck air in through your swollen airway. Although you won’t know it, your blood pressure will drop dramatically. Within a very short time, you’ll find yourself losing consciousness, and your spirit will buzz away forever.




  To Live




  If you are susceptible to anaphylaxis, you should know that the life-threatening reaction can be reversed, but only with an injection of epinephrine, sold by prescription.




  Moral: Bee careful.




  Buffaloed by Bison




  

    Let us endeavor so to live that when we come to die even the undertaker will be sorry.




    MARK TWAIN, 1894


  




  One of America’s greatest losses, bison (Bison bison) once flowed like a vast, hairy sea, numbering in the millions, from the Alleghenies to the Sierra Nevada, from southern Texas to the Great Slave Lake in Canada, wandering in search of grass and water. Resembling Old World buffaloes, North American bison are a different species distinguished by massive, shaggy heads and shoulders and relatively small hindquarters. A mature bull may reach 6.5 feet in height and weigh in at more than a ton. Unmolested, they are a docile group (what remains of them), not given to harming humans.
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