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The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 
specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 
forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 
some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 
We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 
In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 
to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 
us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 
focus for communication. 
Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 
We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 
impact etc – as well as about the book.   
 
We selected Code Orange because it has received a Scholastic award, so clearly 
had some educational impact. The story is set in a New York college: students (aged 
around 16) have each been assigned a different disease/pathogen to write a report 
on. Mitty Blake is allocated smallpox. The story describes his research, his exposure 
to material that may be contaminated with the virus, and his subsequent activities 
and experiences during the long incubation period of the disease.  
 
Discussion 
We were clearly not the intended audience. We felt that 13-14year olds would be a 
good target audience, with the characters in the story being slightly older than the 
readership. Despite its awards, we did not feel that we would recommend it as a 
‘good read’ when viewed in competition with other more successful authors and 
better teenage fiction (Harry Potter, Percy Jackson etc). It was somewhat contrived, 
and formulaic: Mitty is the well-off stereotypical bright kid who doesn’t want to study, 
but he transforms somewhat unbelievably into an intelligent adventurer in the second 
part of the novel. We ‘could see the scaffolding’ of the didactic message: the book 
was ‘smart but not book-smart’. One imagines a huge school/college market/ready-
made audience, with the book mapped onto the curriculum.  
 
However, its overt education focus indicates value in schools and the chunks of 
scientific information are more palatable in this context. It was a ‘good assignment’ in 
terms of the conditions specified by the teachers with regards to the use of reference 
sources. It was very easy to read. 
 
Written in 2005, and set in New York, the post-9/11 connection is obvious. We 
certainly learnt more about smallpox and discussed the ethical aspects of destruction 
of remaining stocks of the virus alongside its potential as an agent of bioterrorism 
(over centuries), the successful vaccine (humans only host, no subclinical illness, 
one serotype, effective vaccine), but also as a valuable research tool. Vaccinia virus, 
the vaccine strain of smallpox, was certainly in common use in University teaching 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


laboratories. The principles of ring vaccination were appraised, and we were also 
reminded of the Birmingham laboratory outbreak in the 1970s and the subsequent 
significant overhaul of safety procedures in microbiology laboratories (Howie 
Report). However, a more adult-focused novel about smallpox would have been 
more appropriate for our discussions – there are several. (One question from the 
book: Can you vaccinate 4 days after having – potentially - been infected?) 
 
Some members had used the book as part of a public engagement activity during 
the 2014 Manchester Children’s Book Festival. The Monsters, Microbiology and 
Maths group at MMU (@MMUMoMiMa) have developed a range of activities 
designed to demonstrate the principles of infectious disease transmission and 
control using zombies, vampires, werewolves (via the computer simulation 
‘SimZombie), and measles, mumps, influenza, smallpox (via the computer simulation 
‘SimFection’). We read excerpts from Code Orange and Warm Bodies (zombie 
novel) during a workshop to highlight aspects of disease symptoms and control 
strategies, enabling our audiences to consider the parameters of infection control. 
Once identified, these parameters are input to the simulations and their effect on 
disease transmission and virulence are visualised (www.sci-
eng.mmu.ac.uk/engage). 
Matthew Crossley, who developed the programme, demonstrated it at the end of our 
bookclub meeting. For more information, please see 
 Verran J., Crossley M, Carolan K, Jacobs N, Amos M. 2014. Monsters, microbiology 
and mathematics: the epidemiology of a zombie apocalypse. J Biol Ed 48 (2): 98 – 
104.  
There are links to SimZombie in this publication: SimFection is in development and 
will be distributed in time through the Society for Applied Microbiology. 
 
Joanna Verran. 
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