
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: 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. 

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.   

In Star of the Sea, the Irish potato famine is told through stories of various characters 

crossing the Atlantic as part of the mass emigration of the time (1847). Relationships 

between the characters are revealed gradually as the narrative shifts between 

present and past. Contemporary illustrations and notes are included in the novel, 

providing additional information on the prejudices and suffering prevalent at the time. 

Some points for discussion: 

1. Did you enjoy the novel? 

Were you aware of this part of history? How many significant aspects of history are 

encompassed?  

Did you like the way the book was written? 

2. Did you like the characters?  

Did any of the characters alter during the course of the novel? If yes, is there any 

reason for this? 

3. Over one million Irish died during the Famine, and a further million emigrated. 

How did you feel about the portrayal of Ireland, its culture and the prejudices 

prevalent at the time? Has this history impacted on the current relationship 

between Ireland and ‘the British’? What was the impact of Irish immigration on 

the United States? 

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


 

4. Potato blight was the underlying disease that triggered the whole story, yet 

was mentioned little. What information did you find in the novel? Did you find 

any other information? What is it caused by? Is it still a problem? What is 

famine fever? 

 

5. How are crop diseases controlled nowadays? Do you know of any other 

examples where plants, trees etc have been introduced into different 

countries with significant consequences? 

 

6. The germ theory of disease transmission was yet to be defined. Can you find 

information on early research into the causes of plant diseases, and 

mycology? 

 

7. How many different diseases were mentioned in the novel? Which did you 

find most interesting? How are they transmitted? Are they still a problem? 

 

8. How much evidence is there that the transmission, control or prevention of 

disease was understood at the time? 
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