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CAUTION: BIOHAZARD!

Stop! Do not, under any circumstances, eat this book. 
Do not drink it. Do not touch it without the protection of  
latex gloves. Every single page is coated in poison. Unidentified 
noxious substances might drip from the spine at any time, and the fumes 
have yet to be tested in reliable laboratories. While reading some chapters, 
you may want to hold your breath. 

The poisons contained here range from the 
venom of the tiniest ant to the toxic waste of the 
largest factories. There are spider bites, jellyfish 
tentacles, scorpion tails, berries, weeds, leaves, 
rocks, gases, lakes, clouds, chemical corpora-
tions, and ocean bays. For safety reasons, oceans 
should probably be avoided altogether. 

In
tro

d
u

ctio
n

2 50 Poisonous Questions
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CAUTION: BIOHAZARD!

Should you choose to continue reading, 
slip on a lab coat. Invest in good protective 
eyewear. And step into the world of ancient 
alchemists and modern scientists, those  
who delve into the mysteries of Earth’s most 
murderous chemicals. 

You have been warned.

Caution: Biohazard 3
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Eye of newt and 
toe of frog–that’s 
what you need for 
a witches’ brew. 
But are frogs really 
poisonous? And how  
noxious is a newt? What most of us know about  
venomous snakes, amphibians, and sea creatures is  
a mixture of fact and fiction. Some of it comes from  
textbooks and some comes from scary stories and  
superstitions.  
 In reality, a poison is a substance that’s harmful 
when eaten, breathed, or absorbed. Venom is a poison 
that’s injected–as in, through a snake’s fangs. And toxin 
is another name for a poison produced by a living thing.  
The questions in this chapter help sort the real toxins  
from the tall tales.   

 
Chapter 1

Spikes & 

fangs
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Slippery and slithering, maws drip-
ping with venom, snakes have wound 
their way into horror movies and night-
mares. Not many of them deserve this 
frightening reputation. There are almost 
3000 species of snakes in the world and many 
of them do have poisonous saliva. But a snake needs two things 
to be considered venomous—a toxin, and a way to inject it. 

It needs fangs! 
Only about 500 species have teeth long and sharp enough to effec-

tively poison their prey. The most toxic of these is the beaked sea snake, 
a brown-patterned water-dweller the length of a skipping rope. With its 
specially adapted lungs and nostrils, the serpent can remain underwater 
for up to eight hours, feasting on fish. But when threatened by a predator, 
it can easily turn aggressive. 

On land, the world’s most venomous snake is the inland taipan of 
Australia. It injects enough poison in one bite to kill 100 people. 

Neither of these snakes is responsible for many human deaths. That’s 
because there aren’t a lot of people swimming the Indian Ocean or hik-
ing the Australian outback. Most of the 30,000 to 40,000 people killed 
by snakes each year live in rural areas of the tropics, in developing coun-
tries where people walk barefoot and the nearest medical clinic might 
be hours away. 

Question 1What has thefiercest fangs?
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 Fang Flavors
Snake venom is a combination of proteins and enzymes— 

a kind of super-saliva that starts dissolving prey on contact.  

The three main varieties of venom have scientific names that give 

you a clue to understanding what makes them so dangerous.  

For starters, the word “toxic” refers to a poisonous substance  

produced by living cells or organisms. Since hemo is the Greek 

word for “blood,” a hemotoxic venom is one that affects the 

blood; neuro means “nerve,” so a 

neurotoxic venom affects the nervous 

system, causing breathing problems 

and paralysis (not to mention excru-

ciating pain); and cyto means cell, 

so a cytotoxic venom affects only the 

cells in the area of the bite.

Foul FactEven in Australia, with more than  60 poisonous species of snake, only a few people die each year from snake bites. People are more likely to be killed by lightning. 
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