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l'HABAOH'S SERl'ENTS-ARE THEY DANGEROUS TOYS 1 
Serpents' eggs,or, as they were at first called, "Pbaraoh's 

serpents, ,. are much more easily produced tban their extra
ordinary properties and the higb-toned sound of the name, 
mercurous sulphocyanide or sulphocyanide of mercury, 
would' indicate. For this mercurous sulphocyanide is a 
very fine, white, soft-feeling powder, and when wet up with 
weak gum water may be kneaded or moulded inio any desir
ed fortn. In early days the standard form was a cone about 
one-third of an inch high, and the conical masses, after dry
ing, were covered with tin foil. Of late tbe pill form is the 
fashion. 

But the mercurous sulpbocyanide is not a commercial 
article, and perhaps there are not in all tbe world balf 
a dozen stores where it is kept in stock; probably its only 
industrial application is to be found in the serpent manu
facture. Moreover the raw materials, which, by a direct 
and simple process of mixture, result in tbe production of 
the mercurous sulphocyanide, are not commercial; these 
materials are sulpbocyanide of potas8illm and nitrate of 
mercury. When solutions of tbese salts are mixed, the 
mercury and potassium change places, and immediately 
there result mercurous sulphocyanide, the serpent constitu, 
ent, which precipitates, and nitrate of potash (saltpeter); 
which remains in solution. The foregoing is all tbe in
struction which a cbemist should require to understand and 
execute successfully the serpent making process; be shQuld 
know what materials to start with and how to manage 
them. For tyros and others wbo may be concerned to know 
it, we give the complete process from the beginning: 

Mix intimately two parts of yellow prussiate of potash 
with one part of sulphur; carefully melt this mixture in an 
iron or porcelain vessel at a gentle heat, far llelow redness, 
stirring all the time with an iron rod. The melting is suc
cessfully completed when the mass has become a tranquil 
liquid and will not throw up any more gas buhbles. On 
cooling you will have a black, brittle mass, from whicb water 
dissolves the sulphocyanide of potassium. Next dissolve 
mercury in diluted nitric acid, taking care that at the end of 
the process tbere shall still be undissolved mercury; you 
have �hen a solution of protonitrate of mercury. Dilute 
filtered solutions of the nitrate of mercury and of the sulpbo
cyanide of potassium are to be prepared and to be mixed by 
pouring the former into the latter as long as a precipitate IS 
produced. This precipitate is the mercurous sulphocyanide 
(the serpent substance), wbich is to be collected, wasbed, 
dried, etc. 

When�these marvE'lous serpent toys were invented, about 
twenty years ago, they were admired and talked about all 
over the world; there was a popular enthusiasm over them 
comparable in earnestness to that wiJicb sixty years ago 
greeted Sir Da vid Brewster's kaJeido$cope. But to-day it is 
the temper of the people to scotch Pharaoh's serpents, 
while Sir David's toy is as popular as ever. The fact is, 
the kaleidoscope is one of the joys forever, and tbe serpents 
belong to the breed of tbe venomous. Tlie venom of 
Pharaoh's serpents is mercury. 

Pharaoh's serpents at first were made and sold on a great 
scale, and it was not long before their vicious traits were 
manifested all over the country. At one of the serpent 
factories in this city, where tbe work was performed mostly 
by girls, it was found that about one in ten would be pros
trated on the first day at the factory, and that a majority of 
the employes would be visibly injured within tbe first week 
of their stay hy mercurial poisoning. Among the curious 
cases which turned up was that of an employe who conti
nued in tbe business from first to last in the most robust 
bealth; he seemed to thrive on the mercurous sulphocynide 
which he was continually, one way and another, taking in, 
and thus to elucidate the old adage of meat and poison. 
We have known a person who could not with impunity 
touch mercury or remain in a room where a small surface 
of mercury was exposed to the air. When the eggs are ig
nited . one of the products of the combustion is mercury 
in vapor. 

We are constrained, therefore, emphatically although re
gretfully, to condemn Pbaraob's serpents as dangerous toys. 
Perhaps they may be permitted among the brilliant experi· 
ments of the chemical lecture, but for children to play 
with-not at all. 

These remarks are suggested on read�ng a letter from an 
esteemed correspondent who thinks tbat the serpents may 
not be dangerous. He says he has made hundreds of them 
and has suffered no evil. If all the dangerous things were 
fatal, there would be no survivors to sound the warning. 

.... � . 

ICE ROADS AND RAILWAYS ON ICE. 

As soon as the 81. Lawrence River is firmly frozen about 
Montreal the work of constructing winter ice roads is be
gun to connect the city with the mainland. As described 
in the local papers the method of making the roads is sim· 
pIe, and in frosty weatber the work is easy. Tbe track is 
first marked out hy lInes of small bushes; then the rough 
surface of the packice is hewn smooth and the fragments 
cemented by pouring on water. There are two roads to 
Longueuil, one rounding the corner of lie Ronde and the 
other passing the eastern end of St. Helen's Island. The 
city pays half the cost of maintaining the low�r road, while 
it constructs and mamtains one-half of tbe upper road. The 
Laprairie road, wbicb passes beneath the piers of Victoria 
Bridge, is located and constructed by the Laprairie authori· 
ties, the city of Montreal paying one-half the cost. The St. 
Lambert road is constructed and maintained jointly by the 
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