
The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying
Epidemic—And How It Changed Science, Cities, and the
Modern World
Alison N. Huffstetler, MDa,b

This review is part of a series on foundational and historical books informing family medicine 
education.

Book Title: The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic—and How It 
Changed Science, Cities, and the Modern World

Author: Steven Johnson

Publication Details: Riverhead Books, 2006, 336 pp., $18.00 paperback

John Snow was a paragon. The Ghost Map highlights this 19th century physician who, 
defying the dogma of his generation, ordered the removal of the Broad Street water 
pump during London’s devastating cholera pandemic.

Snow’s insights, which laid the foundations for germ theory, were radical for his 
time and poorly understood by colleagues and the public alike. When reading The Ghost 
Map, I found the parallels striking between Snow’s struggle and our modern battle 
against targeted medical misinformation being released by those in federal leadership 
positions.1 The story resonates because it reflects the tension between evidence-based 
medicine and the seductive simplicity of flawed explanations.

While  exhaustion from epidemic stories  after  firsthand experience with COVID-19 
is  understandable,  The Ghost  Map  offers  more than another story of  disease.  It 
captures public  health before “public  health” existed,  the role  of  community 
medicine with social  leaders like Reverend Henry Whitehead,  and the perseverance 
of one physician who pursued the scientific  theory and turned observation into 
transformative action.

Snow, already renowned as an anesthesiologist  to Queen Victoria,  took it  upon 
himself  to investigate the origins of  cholera in urban London.  In the decades leading 
to the cholera outbreak of  1854,  London experienced rapid urbanization and an 
increase in population density.  While  his  peers and government leaders clung to the 
miasma theory that  foul  air  spreads disease,  Snow questioned it.2  Without access to 
advanced microscopy,  he painstakingly collected water samples,  walking door to door 
through London neighborhoods,  and paired findings with his  drawn Ghost  Map of 
outbreaks in London.  The clean looking water  may not have shown disease,  but  the 
epidemiology of  disease made clear that  contaminated pump water  spread 
cholera.

In partnership with Whitehead, who brought insight and intimate knowledge of the 
Golden Square community (the Broad Street neighborhood surrounding the 
contaminated water pump), Snow gathered evidence. Whithead’s close contact with 
dying patients, yet lack of infection, further undermined miasma. Together, they 
identified water as the cause of spread. This answer was profound yet simple, obvious by 
today’s medical standards but revolutionary in 1850.

Johnson’s writing in this historical narrative is akin to historical nonfiction of Alfred 
Lansing’s Endurance or Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks.3,4 Yet, the 
conclusion of the book does not translate to 2025. Johnson tries to relate cholera to 
scientific challenges of 2009. After the COVID-19 pandemic and the recent government 
actions to undermine vaccines, preventive services, and evidence-based care, those 
comparisons feel dated.
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What remains relevant is Snow’s example of moral courage. In the 1850s, he stood against
poor science and popular political resistance to protect his community. He exemplified
the physician’s duty: to defend truth, even if it is unpopular, and to use data in service to
save lives.

We could use more John Snows today.
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