
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: The Island by Victoria Hislop 

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 Island referred to in the title is Spinalonga, just off the coast of Crete. It was a 

leper colony until the 1950s, when successful antibiotic treatment was developed. 

The story of Spinalonga is fascinating: the book raised more general awareness of 

its existence, and has been made into an extremely popular film in Greece. Werner 

Herczog, also intrigued, made a film of the last person to leave Spinalonga (‘Last 

Words’). 

The novel tells the story of a Cretan family from the second world war to the present 

day, describing their experiences of war, love – and leprosy. The book has been very 

successful, in particular providing a popular beach holiday read, especially for 

visitors to Crete. Boat trips to Spinalonga are also increasingly popular, but. the 

impact on the novel of public perception of leprosy is less easy to determine. 

Meeting Report 

The Bookclub met in a Greek tavern in Manchester (on a cold winter evening), with a 

meze providing an appropriate atmosphere for our discussions. We met a few days 

after World Leprosy Day (January 29th). The day received little attention from the 

media, but various charities (Lepra, Leprosy Mission) and the World Health 

Organisation posted information on the current state of global health. One press 

release noted the withdrawal by the Aardman film company of a cartoon (‘Pirates’) 

depicting a leper; another noted the existence of North Brother Island off the coast of 

New York  where lepers and cases of other infectious diseases were forced into 

quarantine (closed in 1963). 

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


Every 2 minutes someone in the world is diagnosed with leprosy. People remain 

reluctant to come forward, afraid of being stigmatised by the potential/actual 

disfiguration. The WHO includes leprosy amongst its list of neglected diseases, 

noting the success of treatment. In 2011, leprosy remains in 130 countries, with a 

global register of 192,246. Elimination as a public health problem is considered 

achieved at <1 case per 10,000 population. Angola, Brazil, DR Congo, India, 

Madagascar, Mozambique, Nepal, and Tanzania are countries where the problem is 

more significant: often related to poor hygiene. 

We all enjoyed the book, feeling it to be light, but not trashy. Leprosy provided an 

intriguing and unexpected angle to the novel, and we considered the relationship 

between the secrets hidden by the family across the generations, with the 

impossibility of hiding leprosy: the inner ugliness of some of the characters, and the 

outer disfigurements of the lepers.  

We compared leprosy with other infectious diseases. The treatment of lepers, 

isolating them from others, seems cruel, but this was (and is) the case with other 

infectious disease, for example labelling houses afflicted with plague in 17th century 

England, quarantining pets on arrival in the UK to help control rabies, and keeping 

children with chicken pox out of school. The difference with leprosy is that until the 

advent of antibiotics it was a chronic and disfiguring disease, very long-lasting, with 

no recovery, and no cure. No-one knew how infectious it was, or how it was 

transmitted, or how long the incubation period could be (between 2 and 10 years). 

Plague, rabies and chicken pox are acute infections, which resolve. The bacteria 

causing leprosy and tuberculosis are related: tuberculosis, like leprosy, is a chronic 

infection, with drug resistant forms (a problem often associated with HIV) requiring 

isolation of the patient (HIV infection does not require isolation). TB remains a global 

problem. 

We wondered whether leprosy had been a problem in England, and found out 

(courtesy of networked phones) that in 1175, it was decreed in England that lepers 

were not to live among the healthy. Leprosaria were provided. (Sanatoria were 

provided to help with tuberculosis treatment.) 

Several important messages about leprosy were conveyed in the novel. The 

importance of good hygiene to prevent infection of wounds caused due to the loss of 

sensation; the dreadful disfiguring of the lepromatous form of the disease; the 

appalling treatment of lepers; but particularly the impact of antibiotics on the 

treatment of diseases of such historic (Biblical) significance.  

Joanna Verran 


