
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Star of the Sea by Joseph O’Connor. 

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. 

In Star of the Sea, the 1847 Irish potato blight and subsequent famine provides the 

microbiology underpinning the entire novel, although it is rarely the specific focus. 

Instead, the concurrent experiences of different characters – landowner, tenants, 

journalist, ‘the murderer’ and others - are told as they cross the Atlantic, part of the 

mass emigration of the time. The historical dimensions are significant and wide-

ranging, enabling discussion across a range of topics in which all bookclub 

participants can enter. 

The book was discussed by two groups, one in England and one in Baltimore, 

Maryland, as part of the American Society for Microbiology Conference on 

Undergraduate Education. 

Meeting report 

This was probably the first of all of our Bad Bugs Bookclub meetings where everyone 

had enjoyed reading the novel. We enjoyed the ‘storytelling’/tales of the different 

characters, the format of the novel (using reports, newscuttings, illustrations etc – a 

little reminiscent of Dracula), the developing identity of ‘the Murderer’, and the twists 

in the plot.  

The famine underpinned the development of the story, without ever really being at 

the forefront, and we felt that this made the novel more powerful. 

The mid 19th century encompasses many significant historical events where 

infectious disease has a role to play: several of our previous books relate to a similar 

time (Mary Barton, Calcutta Chromosome, Dracula, Street Philosopher), before the 

discovery of the role of microorganisms in the aetiology of disease (Koch’s 

postulates).  Indeed, in the Street Philosopher, our last book, journalism and artists 
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portraying news events also played a part. This novel encompasses Irish/English 

relations, Corn Laws (parallels with the Big Society?), slavery, emigration and other 

topics. There was similar emigration of miners from Cornwall at the same time, and 

potato blight was a contributory factor there also. We were unsure as to the 

relationship between Ireland and Wuthering Heights, noted in the novel, and one of 

us did not enjoy the mischievous cameo where Pius Mulvey inspired Dickens to write 

Oliver Twist. 

The emigration of very large numbers of Irish to America, accompanied by a 

considerable hatred of the English contributed to the large Irish-American 

populations of today. It was serendipitous that the week that we discussed the book 

was the same week that the Queen made a state visit to Ireland, enhancing relations 

between the two countries after centuries of discord. In the novel, conflict between 

different Irish individuals was also noted – perhaps reinforced by the fact that in the 

subsequent American Civil War, the Irish fought on both sides. A concurrent BBC 

documentary, The Story of Ireland’ by Feargal Keane was also illuminating. 

A member of the group who is a historian recommended the work of Cecil Wordham 

Smith, ‘The Great Hunger ‘, which describes the causes and effects of the Famine. 

(She also wrote Charge of the Light Brigade, recommended in the Street 

Philosopher bookclub meeting). 

The character Mary Duane was central to the story, yet less attention is paid to her 

character than to those of the men in the story. Despite this, she was sufficiently 

strong and resilient to have overcome the loss of three ‘suitors’, and her children. 

The Doctor’s health check revealed her to be in relatively good health, and she 

showed great compassion to Mulvey (and his brother). Yet she still seemed a 

shadowy character, being very much a victim of circumstance, and an uncertain 

future in America is hinted upon. The nature of Pius Mulvey was fascinating. He was 

intelligent, musical, articulate, but cunning, amoral and..evil? 

The Ship’s Captain was a very sympathetic character: the Quakers gave significant 

support to the poor at that time, in England as well as Ireland. Meredith the 

landowner was weak, damaged and naive, yet he cared – ineffectually – for his 

tenants and for Ireland in general. The rages described later in the novel are 

probably due to his syphilis (gonorrhoea and heroin addiction), but his life seems to 

have been one of regret and disappointment 

Ireland is still recovering from the huge depopulation that began with the Great 

Famine. There seems to be little fiction literature describing the famine, but 

information is easily accessed.  Wikipedia even provides a list of memorials to the 

great famine across the globe. Baltimore is the second largest port of immigration in 

the United States, and an Irish famine memorial commemorates both the famine and 

the contribution of the Irish to the construction of the American railroad.  



We were all shocked by the dreadful conditions of the Irish poor, the prejudices 

amongst the British (and some Irish), and not surprised by the subsequent history 

between the two countries. 

We noticed that there was little specific mention of potato blight other than that there 

had been several outbreaks, and that the sweet smell of decaying potatoes lay over 

the land. In terms of encouraging further investigation on the topics amongst 

students, the characteristics of the pathogen, and its changing taxonomic status, and 

the origin and control of potato blight were discussed. The Society for General 

Microbiology produced a brief article summarising key aspects of potato blight (pdf 

attached), which notes the fact that at this time the role of fungi in infections amongst 

plants had not yet been confirmed. It was also noted, during the America meeting. 

that the movement of different plants and crops to different parts of the world often 

resulted in unanticipated and devastating infection: examples could be found (eg 

Dutch Elm disease). One member noted that treatment of potato blight began 

through the use of copper/lime; knowledge and application of nitrogen fixation 

extended the maximum population of the globe from 4 – 7bn, again emphasising the 

importance of crops on global health. 

There was certainly plenty of disease mentioned throughout the novel, and a wide 

range of different infections:  the Captain’s log records deaths – typhus (p33) cholera 

(p79). Conditions amongst steerage are described colourfully (xiv); scrofula, colds, 

diarrhoea, feverishness, coughs, nausea, lice, scurvy, rickets, and other infections as 

well as lots of dysentery/dysenteric colitis are all listed.  

Most deaths during the blight were described as ‘famine fever’. This term describes 

the diseases resulting from starvation – cholera, dysentery, scurvy, typhus and 

infestations of lice.  

There was fear of an outbreak of Influenza on board ship; gum disease was noted in 

Mary Duane, and some discussion about oral health in general ensued. A typhoid 

outbreak amongst the 3000 tent dwellers on Kingscourt land, having been evicted 

from their smallholdings( p258), was described. Mulvey’s chest was ‘black with 

gangrene’ (but he didn’t die of it?!) – p299 

On arrival in New York harbour, the ships were quarantined, with many deaths on 

board (p267), perhaps due to cholera or typhus. Bookclub members were saddened 

by the plight of the immigrants after such a long journey made in hope (and 

sickness), and the imagery of the many ships being detained. Many of us – 

particularly in America – felt that we should have known more about this aspect of 

history. 

Meredith’s experience of syphilis – p323 – is really well described, as are the 

symptoms, p335. We wondered whether he had passed the infection onto his wife, 

pregnant p147 but child is lost, as is her child with the journalist (what about 

Meredith’s children p343?). Everyone suffered from ‘One night with Venus, a whole 



life with Mercury’ (p356).We discussed how he had picked up the infection, and why 

his behaviour encouraged infection and spread. 

Lastly, we considered whether transmission and control of disease was understood 

at the time. The quarantine, and disposal of bodies, and burial of bodies in lime 

might hint at knowledge of transmissibility, but the miasma theory would encourage 

similar behaviour. Again, without knowledge of microbiology, some of the treatments 

were appropriate: Honey (p345), mercury (p 356), and ?potassium iodide for syphilis. 

Overall, in terms of microbiology education, although there was plenty of content, the 

group felt that for the public, someone would be needed to bring out the 

microbiology, because it doesn’t stand alone (except for syphilis!). However, the 

book was great! 

Joanna Verran 

 

 


