
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: The Ghost Map by Steven Johnson 

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. 

The Ghost Map (2006) describes the work of John Snow and the less well known 

Henry Whitehead in their attempts to identify the source of a cholera outbreak in 

London in 1854. The Bookclub meeting was held during National Science and 

Engineering Week, close to World Water Day. The book is not a novel, but narrative 

of the historical information available at the time: the author provides additional and 

current perspectives on the importance of mapping, and city living. 

1. The book is not a novel, although it does tell a story. Did you think the 

approach was successful/effective. Did you like the book? 

2. The novel only used documented fact in its narrative. Were any personality 

traits of the various characters conveyed? 

3. Do you think that any of the issues encountered at the time are still relevant 

today? 

4. Did you like the contemporary nuances brought into the novel – city life, 

mapping, apocalypse (nuclear), H5N1 etc etc. 

5. Was the microbiology well explained? 

6. At the time of the outbreak, how significant was cholera to the population of 

Britain – at home and abroad? 

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


7. Would you have believed the miasma theory? 

8. What large scale engineering works were taking place in London at the time 

of the book? 

9. How important was Snow and Whitehead’s work in terms of epidemiology and 

public health control. 

10. Cholera causes pandemics (world wide outbreaks). What other diseases are 

associated with pandemics?  

11. How are the microbiological causes of outbreaks ‘typed’? 

12. How important in world health is cholera today? Is it still a focus for 

microbiology research? What recent outbreaks have taken place? How is 

cholera treated/prevented? Is there a vaccine? 
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