
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: 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. 

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.   

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.  

Some points for discussion are indicated below. 

1. Did you enjoy the novel? Characters?  

2. Is it outdated? If you have seen the film, do you have any points to make? 

3. How much science did you find in the book? Did you feel that it was well 

researched/described?  

4. What individual identification characteristics were used in the film (eg for 

security)? 

5. Were you convinced by the plot?  

6. How accurate is the microbiology? 

7. Why are ‘botulinus’ and polio chosen as the worst threats of the time? What 

do you know about these two diseases? 

8. Can the book be used to consider issues of germ warfare/bioterrorism today? 

9. Mordon is presumably based on Porton Down (when were people most 

scared of that?). Some of the work described there encompasses a range of 

infections: 

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


 ..’sterling work against anthrax, polio, Asian flu (1957) and other diseases’ 

(p86). Were these diseases of current concern in the 1960s?  

...’scientists have either discovered or refined to their purest and most deadly 

forms the germs for causing plague, typhus, smallpox, rabbit and undulant 

fever in man; hog cholera, fowlpest, Newcastle disease, rinderpest, foot-and-

mouth, glanders and anthrax in livestock; and blights like the Japanese 

beetle, European corn borer, Mediterranean fruit fly, boll weevil, citrus cancer, 

wheat rust and heaven knows what in plants. All very useful in either limited or 

all-out warfare’. What do you know about these infections? 

10. What diseases have been used in ‘germ warfare’ in history – can you make a 

timeline? 

11. Are there other thriller/murder novels that are better suited (more accurate, 

more up to date etc) to the topic?  

12. Are there any activities related to the book which could be usefully related to 

current public understanding of microbiology? 
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