
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Fever by Mary Beth Keane 

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. 

Fever (2013) is a fictional narrative based on the life of ‘Typhoid Mary’, an Irish cook 

in New York who caused several typhoid outbreaks in the city during the early 20th 

century, because she was a typhoid carrier. The story follows many factual lines, but 

also introduces new characters, as well as some interesting narrative about living 

conditions, class systems and other prevalent prejudices. 

The story of Typhoid Mary is very well known to microbiologists: Mary is ‘pursued’ by 

a doctor/epidemiologist who has identified her as the cause of the outbreaks in the 

homes where she was employed. Mary refused treatment offered her (surgery), and 

was then effectively imprisoned on North Brother Island for many years. She was 

released but she disregarded her conditions of release (no catering for others), and 

was returned to the island after causing an outbreak. She died on the island. 

Discussion 

Only the microbiologists amongst the group were familiar with the story of Typhoid 

Mary. The story is a regular but brief feature in most microbiology textbooks, so the 

novel provided a much needed humanity to supplement the bald facts (in a similar 

way to the story of HeLa cells). It is also easy to find out additional information about 

Mary through Wikipedia. One bookclub member noted Mary’s well-documented 

grumpy manner, and how the novel reflected her apparent personality well. 

Photographs also show a confident, perhaps haughty individual. He liked her more 

as the novel progressed. We had an additional long-distance bookclub member who 

had read the book whilst in Manhattan, to ‘get some local flavour’, and who provided 

photos of the overgrown Riverside Hospital on North Brother Island.  

 

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


Mary fell foul of many prejudices of the time, being female, unmarried, middle-aged, 

poor, Irish and Catholic. She seemed to be very confident of her abilities, a bit of a 

social climber, and her relationships with her employers were closer than one might 

expect – perhaps indicating that the employers were less wealthy than they would 

themselves had liked – and would therefore have been particularly resentful of Mary 

bringing attention to them. The facts of the story of Mary indicate that she was 

unable to comprehend that she was a carrier (even after she had been told), or she 

did not want to acknowledge the fact....and also that she did not apply appropriate 

hygienic approaches to her cooking. Typhoid is transmitted by the faecal-oral route, 

so hand washing would be critical in minimising transmission. There are frequent 

descriptions of her cooking where potential contamination might occur. Transient 

release of the pathogenic bacteria would also confound interpretation of the 

epidemiology of the outbreaks, by Mary as well as by the ‘scientists’ – she did not 

infect everyone she cooked for. The scientists were presented as cold and 

technological – it was interesting that although some medical technologies such as 

X-rays were well established, microbiology was less well understood. The female 

doctor was more sympathetic. The story took place in a dynamic time in New York’s 

history – the Titanic was mentioned, and the media was as frenzied as ever. We 

thought the book would make a good film, or even a musical, and considered who 

would play the roles.  

In terms of disease epidemiology, the miasma theory was still prevalent in many 

quarters: the germ theory was new at the end of the 19th century. The 

epidemiologists would have been investigating the outbreaks in the same way 

described in a previous book that we read, the Ghost Map. The impact of sanitation 

on typhoid epidemiology was significant; however, the disease remains endemic in 

parts of the world, and a notifiable disease in others. The novel probably provides 

one of the best opportunities of all of the books we have read for students to explore 

microbiology: Salmonella – typhoid and other salmonellae; comparison with E.coli, 

zoonoses, new research, prevention, treatment, and the impact on individuals. 
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