
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: The Satan Bug by Alistair MacLean 

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. 

Alistair Maclean wrote twenty-nine world-wide bestsellers, and by the 1970s was 

recognised as one of the outstanding popular writers of the 20th century. The Satan 

Bug was first published in 1962, under the pseudonym Ian Stuart. It describes the 

theft of microbiological cultures from an English Microbiology research 

establishment. The cultures were developed for germ warfare, and the pursuit of the 

wrong-doer was carried out by the hero, Pierre Cavell.  

A film was made in 1964, set in America, with a range of changes to some of the 

plot. The 1998 video release packaging proclaims ‘decades before the killer-virus 

scarefest ‘Outbreak’...., therefore promising some excitement. However, the film is 

not currently available on DVD – which perhaps gives some prior indication as to its 

quality. 

Meeting report 

Overall, we were not especially impressed with the scientific accuracy of the novel, 

nor of the amount of microbiology described. However, we did find plenty to talk 

about – some of us did some extra research as well. 

General comments 

We felt that the novel was easy to read, but the punctuation was not always perfect 

(commas instead of colons/full stops). There were too many characters/names, and 

we had little desire to remember who they were. Too many houses were visited, too 

much whisky consumed at each house. The hero seems to have had an interesting 

past, as does his wife, but this is only mentioned in passing, in parts. It is irritating 

that several plot lines/background information were acquired by the hero without 

clues for the reader. 

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


The science is not the central theme of the novel – it is the pursuit of the baddie, and 

of the ‘Satan Bug’ that has been stolen – car chase, kidnapping, battles with 

baddies, helicopter scene etc. It is, of course, a thriller! The novel was written almost 

50 years ago, so would inevitably date, but suspense is maintained for the action 

scenes. We found the sums of money quoted quite amusing – shades of Austin 

Powers. Were there fears of Communism, espionage etc in the 1960s? There is a 

James Bond, macho element to the characters.  In the 50s, nuclear attack was of 

particular concern. In the 60s, biological warfare was more of a focus.  

Overall, we were not impressed with the quality of the novel, despite its famous 

author. If the book was written under a pseudonym, and has now been released as a 

Maclean, how big a seller was this particular novel when initially published, in 

comparison to other ‘Alistair Macleans’? 

Science and Microbiology 

There is little microbiology in the plot; it is more the threat of release of the germs 

that is the focus of the film. The film certainly has dated. There are shades of 

Thunderbirds in the production, very 1960s cheap looking sets, poor acting 

(Thunderbirds puppets were better). Very, very slow scenes, with people walking 

from A to B all the time, particularly at the beginning of the film. Deaths and 

shootings were very tame – no blood or gore; presumably the film was rather low-

budget. The deaths were too rapid and unrealistic in both film and book. 

The factual underpinning of the science generally seems thin. We were not 

convinced that the author had researched the science in the same depth as had 

been apparent in other comparable novels that we had read (Hot Zone, Andromeda 

Strain, Patricia Cornwell novels). Even if the other novels described outdated 

technology, the detail in which it was described gave credibility. The use of cephalic 

index as an aid to identification was interesting – although the hero’s intuition 

appeared to be sufficient in most cases. 

Regarding the pathogens. Why not call ‘botulinus’ botulinum ? Incorrect use of terms 

– virus and toxin (p10) – is irritating. How likely is it that a virulent toxin is inactivated 

by oxidation and water? A vaccine had been developed for the ‘satan bug’ – the 

‘baddie’ was the only person in the world immunised against it. The book however 

begins with the hero being asked to transport the vaccine: but this appears to be 

subterfuge, ensuring that he was truly good before being given his task (so we are 

not sure if there was a Morden vaccine). He had already been sacked because of his 

views on the ethics of work being conducted at Morden. The beginnings of concern 

for animal welfare are noted (p56) 

 Why was ‘botulinus’ selected to be a virulent toxin? Were people aware of botulinum 

poisoning in the 1960s? If yes, why wasn’t there more information given in the novel, 

to embed familiarity and fear? If no, why was this particular toxin selected, and why 

was no accurate scientific information provided about the disease/symptoms? The 



spores of the bacteria that produce the toxin are exceptionally resistant to heat, and 

are the focus of food preservation and safety procedures. Data on the toxic nature of 

botulinum is minimal (p60). What other aspects of botulinum poisoning are of interest 

currently? Infant botulism/impact of botox. 

Why is polio deemed to be the worst type of bug? The book was written not long 

after the polio epidemics (when was polio vaccine introduced?), and survivors would 

be apparent in the general population due to their varying degrees of paralysis. 

Would the disease make a good candidate for germ warfare? (no – 99% subclinical; 

people affected were paralysed, which would affect spread; vaccine available – few 

serotypes; spread by faecal-oral route more than by inhalation etc.) Ideal candidate 

would not persist, but would be an effective lethal agent, easily destroyed/vaccine 

available etc). Bioterrorism website set up? Philip Roth has written a novel, 

‘Nemesis’, based on his memory of polio in 1950s New Jersey. Polio is now on the 

WHO target list for eradication.  

Concerns regarding bioterrorism, including food biosecurity are somewhat current. 

There was opportunity to discuss aspects of bioterrorism, ideal properties, likely 

pathogen candidates, the history of microbiological agents in warfare (eg in medieval 

times, bodies of plague victims were catapulted over castle walls). One activity could 

be to find correct information on botulinum and re-write parts of the story.  

Information is given on anthrax in WW2 (p59 gives info on botulism in WW2). Other 

experimental work on germ warfare could also be found (eg on Japanese prisoners 

of war). Discussion could be extended to ethics of clinical trials (Vipeholm study on 

children to investigate diet and tooth decay in the 50s; syphilis studies on prisoners 

in Tuskegee, 50s). 

Now that we have read several books, should we begin a ratings chart (the more bad 

bugs the better) – a good bad bugs book list! 

Joanna Verran 

 


