
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: The Street Philosopher by Matthew Plampin
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.  
The Street Philosopher (2009) describes the experiences of three news reporters 
during the Crimean War, their contact with various characters there – soldiers, senior 
officers and others - and their subsequent activities on returning to Manchester, 
England. An incident in the Crimea has repercussions for them all, with various 
activities occurring before resolution. 
Cholera was a particular problem amongst the British troops, and in general, their 
care was significantly neglected. Symptoms of the disease are barely described in 
the novel, but the war wounds are graphically described. Mary Seacole, the coloured 
woman who nursed many of the injured, plays a small part in the story, but Florence 
Nightingale, based in Scutari, is not mentioned at all. 
Other novels also touch upon cholera to various extents. Love in the Time of Cholera 
(set in South America) by Gabriel Garcia Marquez (1998)again uses cholera as the 
backdrop to the plot, whereas in The Painted Veil (set in Asia) by W Somerset 
Maughan (1925), a more specific focus on the impact of cholera itself is made. Both 
novels were made into movies (2007 and 2006 respectively). The Rose of 
Sebastopol (2007) by Katharine McMahon, a Richard and Judy bookclub choice is 
similar in many ways to the Street Philosopher, describing the inter-relationships of 
various fictional character with real events in the Crimea, but focusing more 
specifically on nursing and thence Florence Nightingale. Both novels describe many 
of the battles engaged during the war, emphasising a dreadful pointlessness. In both 
novels, the same settings, Balaclava in particular, are described, providing some 
interesting familiarity to the reader.
Cholera remains a huge global problem in times of war or disaster: the recent Haiti 
earthquake set the scene for a cholera outbreak, but it has been argued that the 
epidemic was of exogenous origin. An outbreak was anticipated after the Thailand 
tsunami, but it did not happen. It was not anticipated after the Japan tsunami (why 
not?). The disease is transmitted by the faecal-oral route, thus it is eliminated by 
appropriate disposal and treatment of sewage, and the provision of clean drinking 
water. The disease remains on the school curriculum (along with Mary Seacole and 
Florence Nightingale – but not the Charge of the Light Brigade). Cholera was also a 
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significant problem in Manchester in the 19th century, slightly earlier than the Crimea 
period. 
The main symptom of cholera is significant water loss, with death resulting from 
dehydration – up to 20 Litres fluid loss per day (visualise 10 two litre Coke bottles). 
This is caused by a toxin coded for by a virus that infects the marine bacterium 
Vibrio cholerae that causes the disease http://www.pnas.org/content/100/3/1280.full. 
After the ‘miasma’ theory of infectious disease – where it was believed that infection 
was transmitted through foul-smelling air, John Snow identified contaminated water 
as the source of an outbreak in London in 1849. The cause of the disease was 
identified in 1854. The germ theory of disease was postulated in the 1870s, pure 
culture and Koch’s postulates, which associated a given pathogen with a particular 
disease around 1884. So discoveries about cholera were being made almost 
contemporary with the Crimea (Tognitti E, 2011: The dawn of medical microbiology: 
germ hunters and the discovery of the cause of cholera. Journal of Medical 
Microbiology REF). http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1365-
2958.2005.04676.x/full
Some points for discussion:
Did you enjoy the novel?
Did you enjoy the connection between the Crimea and the Manchester Art 
Exhibition?
Can you find any of the Manchester streets on a map? How many of the locations 
are now lost? Could you follow the walk made by Cracknell and Kitson to the Trafford 
Arms? 
Did you like the characters?
Were relationships between the characters different from those of today, or similar?
The occupations of many of the characters were fairly new – war correspondent, war 
artist, street philosopher. Are there parallels with news stories of today?
Did the war strategy remind you of other wars?
Did you learn anything about cholera?
Does any character in the story die of cholera?
How many times is cholera mentioned?
What is the impact of cholera on the plot?
Cholera was rampant during the Crimea. Did it kill more people that the battles? 
Is there any evidence in the novel that the cause of cholera was understood?
What diseases are associated with war, past and present?
Has war had any positive impact on infectious disease prevention and control?
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