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CAPTAIN OF DEATH. THE STORY

OF TUBERCULOSIS*

Thomas M Daniel. Pp 296. Illustrated. £30/llS$49.95. University of

Rochester Press. 1997. ISBN 1-878822-96-9.

Thomas Daniel, Professor Emeritus

of Medicine and International

Health at the Case Western Reserve

University in the United States of

America, has spent the greater part

of his working life studying a

variety of aspects of tuberculosis.

With a lifetime of experience of

tuberculosis as background, he has

written a book filled with personal

and historical anecdotes, intended

for general readers but which will

interest anyone who is involved in

the management or study of tuberculosis.

His technique in this book is to link fairly detailed

biographies of famous researchers and tuberculosis sufferers

with aspects of the history or biology of the disease. So there is

the familiar litany of famous names - John Keats, Robert Louis

Stevenson, Frederic Chopin and George Orwell to name but a

few. The fulminating course of tuberculosis in John Keats is

contrasted with its grumbling chronic features in Stevenson,

and in the process attention is drawn to what we know now of

the immunology of tuberculosis.

Daniel asserts in this book that the interaction of tuberculosis

and mankind antedates the domestication of cattle and that
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M. tuberculosis did not have its origin as a descendant of a

bovine strain as is often stated, and gives references to support

this opinion. He also suggests, again with documentation, that

Rudolf Virchow did not attend Robert Koch's famous

exposition of the cause of tuberculosis presented before the

Physiological Society in Berlin on 24 March 1882.

Although considerable attention is given to Selrnan

Waksman and the development of streptomycin, the

contributions of Jorge Lehman and Gerhard Domagk to the

treatment of tuberculosis are disappointingly not even

acknowledged in passing. At least Domagk had the consolation

of receiving a Nobel Prize, while Lehman had to endure the

indignity of seeing the Nobel Prize awarded to Waksman in the

very city where para-aminosalicylic acid (PAS) had been

administered to a tuberculosis patient a month before

streptomycin was used for the first time.

There are several minor typographical errors, but these do

not detract unduly from this otherwise entertaining and

instructive book. There is an extensive glossary clarifying the

medical terminology used and making the book readily

accessible to the lay public. I thoroughly enjoyed reading this

book, but with the devaluation of the rand the price of the

book is approximately R300 (which works out to about a rand

a page) and t:..his will probably place it out of the reach of its

intended readership.
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