
 
 
 
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: The Last Town 
on Earth by Thomas Mullen  

 
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 novel describes how one fictitious remote saw mill town in North West America 
quarantined itself to prevent the 1918 influenza pandemic from spreading amongst 
its citizens – and the consequences of that decision. The novel also addresses many 
cultural and social aspects of the time, particularly America entering the war, and 
workers’ rights. Across the world, influenza killed more people during the war than 
were killed by the war itself. 
 
Questions 

1. This was the Bookclub’s  first novel about influenza. Are you aware of any 
other novels about influenza? If there are not many, why do you think this is 
the case?  

2. The author notes that he did not know anything about the 1918 pandemic. Did 
you? Is this typical – of the US, or the UK? 

3. Did you enjoy the novel? Any particular aspects?  
4. Did you feel that the motivation for the shooting of the first man, and the 

murder of the second man were well explained? Were the characters of Philip 
and Graham convincing to you? Did you particularly like/dislike any part of the 
novel? 

5. Have you ever had the flu? How did you know that you had the flu? What 
were the symptoms? Have you ever been vaccinated against influenza? 
Why? When?  

6. The World Health Organisation has an Influenza Surveillance Centre. Cases 
are also monitored in individual countries. How easy do you think it is to 
collect data about cases of influenza during a pandemic, epidemic, or just 
during a ‘normal’ winter? What difficulties might arise? 

7. This pandemic was particularly virulent. How do the symptoms vary from what 
we typically expect of influenza? Are there any other diseases with symptoms 
similar to those described here? Or other diseases with symptoms similar to 
‘normal’ flu? 
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8. How did the characters in the novel think the disease spread? How did they 
prevent spread? Was there any treatment? Do you think the masks helped? 
How were doctors trained at that time? What was known about the 
transmission of disease? 

9. The main strategy of the town was isolation and separation from an enemy – 
the disease. Are you aware of any other instances or examples of ‘reverse 
quarantine’? What about true quarantine - any examples? 

10. Influenza recurs – what do you know about vaccination, emergence of new 
‘pandemics’ (the recent H1N1) and how did it differ from the 1914 virus? And 
in what ways was it the same. 

11. What are current concerns about influenza? What do you know about bird flu? 
Hong Kong flu? Swine flu? 

12. Do you think that this novel would be useful for student learning? The general 
public? 
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