
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: Microbe Hunters by Paul de Kruif 

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.   

Microbe Hunters by Paul de Kruif was published in 1926. De Kruif was a 

microbiologist. He had acted as medical consultant to Sinclair Lewis for his award 

winning novel Arrowsmith (also read by the Bookclub), and received 25% of the 

profits. Microbe Hunters is the best known of his books. It describes, through a 

series of short stories, the discoveries of the pioneer microbiologists from van 

Leeuwenhoek in the 17th century to Ehrlich’s 1910 discovery of Salvarsan, the first 

targeted antimicrobial treatment. The book has often been credited as having a 

significant, inspirational impact on many scientists’ choice of career.  

Discussion points 

This book is different from many others which the bookclub has read. The factual but 

informal short story format would allow easy translation to use in the undergraduate 

(and postgraduate curriculum). Most of the content is science-facing, so many of the 

discussion points can involve microbiology to different levels of detail, thus most of 

the questions below can be explored by students as well as the general readership. 

Many of the issues are of relevance today. Several of these scientists were the 

subject of movie ‘biopics’ in the 1930s. These films can be viewed alongside the 

book discussion. 

1. Did you like the book? What about the writing style and the personalisation of 

the characters? Were there any particular aspects of the book that impressed 

you? 
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2. Did you have a favourite chapter/scientist/discovery/scientist?  If yes, who and 

why? For example: 

 

a. Louis Pasteur. What do you think of him and his story? What other 

pioneer microbiologists did he work with? What were his key 

discoveries? How many different diseases were mentioned? 

 

b. Robert Koch. What do you think of him and his story? What other 

pioneer microbiologists did he work with? What were his key 

discoveries? 

 

c. Ehrlich. What do you think of him and his story? What other pioneer 

microbiologists did he work with? What were his key discoveries? What 

has happened in the intervening 100 years in terms of magic bullets?  

 

 

3. Did your reading of the book change your ideas on the nature of science and 

scientists? Were there any particular attributes not necessarily associated 

with scientists that were key to the discoveries? Why is the stereotypical 

scientist dull, crusty and male when the characters in the book are so vibrant 

(and male)? Is this changing? If so, why? 

 

4. Do you think the book still has value despite being written almost 90 years 

ago? What issues face today’s pioneer scientists that are different from the 

‘microbe hunters’?  

 

5. Can you see any parallels in today’s scientists tackling emerging disease? 

What diseases have emerged in recent decades (traditionally since the 

1970s). 

 

6. What are the biggest problems facing us today in terms of infections and 

infectious diseases? 

 

7. Looking at the discoveries of Ehrlich, how often are/were dyes used in 

microbiology, and in what context? What about the ‘side chain theory’? 

 

8. If another volume of Microbe Hunters were to be written today, who would you 

want information about? Any women?! 
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