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The sales of ebook reading devices has recently increased along with the range of available ebooks. The quality of the devices, formatting of text, navigability and proofing also appears to be improving. These developments stimulated us to prepare a list of ebooks of novels that could potentially be used in medical education in the field of public health. 

Our search strategy for potential novels included databases of literature and medicine1 (under the public health theme) and literature and science2, articles identified in a search of Medline (eg,3-11), a key text,12 and a hand search of the journal Medical Humanities. We also reflected on our personal book collections and past reading of literature and on discussions with colleagues.

From these searches a list of 74 potential novels with significant public health themes were identified. We then performed further checks to determine ebook availability status by searching six ebook websites to identify availability as of July 2010. A full list of the novels we considered are detailed in Tables 1 and Appendix 1.

Of the novels identified, 62% (46/74) were available in ebook format. Of these, 61% (28/46) were available as free ebooks and 39% (18/46) were available for purchase (usually <$US 10). We further screened the novels from available online reviews and descriptions (eg, in online databases,1 2 Wikipedia and Amazon.com). We also read 80% (37/46) of those available as ebooks (ie, read by at least one team member). Then based on this information we selected what we regarded as the five with the strongest public health themes in each category (free or pay). 
Our five top free ebook novels with the strongest public health themes were: “A Journal of the Plague Year” (Daniel Defoe), “Arrowsmith” (Sinclair Lewis), “Middlemarch” (George Eliot), “North and South” (Elizabeth Gaskell), and “The Jungle” (Upton Sinclair). Our five top ebooks novels that were only available for purchase were: “The Runaway Jury” (John Grisham), “The Cobra Event” (Richard Preston), “The Constant Gardener” (John Le Carré), “Down and out in Paris and London” (George Orwell), and “Solar” (Ian McEwan). Collectively these novels cover a broad range of themes including infectious diseases, tobacco, poverty, social justice and climate change. 

We plan to now evaluate the acceptability of promoting these lists of ebooks to medical students to enhance their training in public health (eg, for reading during their public health run or holiday reading). Follow-up evaluation will also assess the extent to which they felt that these ebooks were of value in improving understanding of public health and social epidemiology.
Acknowledgements: We thank colleagues and friends for their suggestions of novels to consider, particularly John and Virginia Horrocks.
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Table 1: Ebooks of novels containing public health themes (free and for purchase) for potential use in medical student education 
	Title of the novel (author)
	First public-ation year
	Ebook avail-ability
	Comment on relevance to public health

	Our top five novels with public health themes

	1) “Arrowsmith” (Sinclair Lewis)


	1925
	E,Ko
	Descriptions of scientific research, scientific fraud, medical ethics, and public health (of relevance to today). The hero is dedicated to the scientific method and intellectual honesty (see: the medical humanities literature13 and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arrowsmith_(novel). See also reference.11 

	2) “The Jungle” (Upton Sinclair)
	1906
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of the poverty and harsh working conditions of the working class in early 20th century America. Also deals with the corruption and lack of food safety in the American meatpacking industry. The public outcry in response to this novel contributed to new laws and establishing an agency that would become the Food and Drug Administration (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Jungle). 

	3) “Middlemarch” (George Eliot)
	1872
	E,G, F, Ko
	Descriptions of medical reform (planning a fever hospital and medical research), social action around housing, political reform, and social class.3# According to Wikipedia it is listed in “The 10 Greatest Books of All Time”, which is based on the ballots of 125 selected writers (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middlemarch).  

	4) “A Journal of the Plague Year” (Daniel Defoe)
	1722
	G, Ko
	Describes in great detail the impact and responses to the bubonic plague in London in 1665. There are many issues that are similar to responses to more modern pandemics (such as SARS and the A(H1N1) 2009 influenza pandemic). While there is some dated language it is still very readable. Also it is far more systematic and detailed than the accounts by Samuel Pepys in his diary (see also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Journal_of_the_Plague_Year). 

	5) “North and South” (Elizabeth Gaskell)
	1854
	E,G, F,  Ko
	Descriptions of poor environmental conditions and hazardous occupations in the UK (dust-related lung disease and tuberculosis). Also poverty, crowding, social inequalities and the social and political responses to these.3# See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_and_South_(1855_novel). 

	Other free ebooks with public health themes

	6) “Of Human Bondage” (Somerset Maugham)
	1915
	G, F
	A very powerful portrayal of medical training, homelessness, prostitution, and poverty. Wikipedia states: “It is generally agreed to be his masterpiece and to be strongly autobiographical” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Of_Human_Bondage).  

	7) “Mary Barton” (Elizabeth Gaskell)
	1848
	E,G
	Descriptions of urban poverty and health hazards for factory workers. Highlights the inadequacy of charitable visiting. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Barton.  

	8) “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (Harriet Beecher Stowe)
	1852
	E,G, F, Ko
	An indictment of slavery that helped change history.# Although some of the content may seem a bit melodramatic to modern readers, it is surprisingly powerful and well-written, with good discussion of the political aspects.  

	9) “Max Havelaar” (Multatuli)
	1860
	B&N, Google books
	A very powerful “novel” which is also largely autobiographical. It describes the devastating effects of colonisation (the Dutch colonisation of Indonesia). See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Havelaar.  

	10) “A Tale of Two Cities” (Charles Dickens)
	1859
	E,G,  F,  Ko
	Historical fiction that describes the social injustice in England and in pre-revolution France. Also relates to the failure to address social problems leading to revolution.3 There is a section on the social injustice themes in Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tale_of_two_cities. “With 200 million copies sold, it is the most printed original English book, and among the most famous works of fiction.”  

	11) “Crime and Punishment” (Fyodor Dostoyevsky)
	1866
	E,G,  F,  Ko
	Descriptions of poverty, poor housing, hazardous occupations, poverty-related crime and prostitution.3#  

	12) “Oliver Twist” (Charles Dickens)
	1838
	G, F
	Descriptions of poverty, social injustice, unjust laws, crime and “rookeries” (crowded tenement houses). See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oliver_Twist.  

	13) “Les Misérables” (Victor Hugo)
	1862
	E,G, Ko, F
	Relates to the failure to address social problems leading to revolution.3 Themes include justice and politics (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Miserables).  

	14) “New Grub Street” (George Gissing)
	1891
	E,G, F, Ko
	Descriptions of the grinding effects of poverty on health and relationships.3 See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Grub_Street.  

	15) “Sister Carrie” (Theodore Dreiser)
	1900
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of poverty, factory work, social injustice, crime, and women in society.4  

	16) “Tess of the d’Urbervilles” (Thomas Hardy)
	1891
	G, F, Ko
	Descriptions of poor housing, powerlessness of agricultural workers and crime.3 See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tess_of_the_d'Urbervilles.  

	17) “The House of Mirth” (Edith Wharton)
	1905
	E,G, F, Ko
	Descriptions of social hierarchy, poor working conditions, and women in society.4  

	18) “The Mayor of Casterbridge” (Thomas Hardy)
	1886
	E,G, F, Ko
	Descriptions of poor housing and alcohol problems.3  

	19) “The Octopus” (Frank Norris)
	1901
	E,G, Ko
	Descriptions of laissez faire capitalism, corporate power, corruption, conflict between urban and rural, and social injustice.4  

	20) “The Rise of Silas Lapham” (William Dean Howells)
	1885
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of laissez faire capitalism, housing inequalities, social class and financial collapse.4  

	21) “Adam Bede” (George Eliot)
	1859
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of poverty, illegitimate children, and infanticide. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam_Bede.  

	22) “Little Women” (Louisa May Alcott)
	1868/69
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of sole-parenting, poor immigrant families, the effects of war on the civilian population and of typhoid (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Women).  

	23) “Our Mutual Friend” (Charles Dickens)
	1865
	E,G, Ko, F
	Descriptions of poverty. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Our_Mutual_Friend.  

	24) “The Princess Casamassima” (Henry James)
	1886
	Ko
	Descriptions of poverty and social inequalities and the response to these.4 See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Princess_Casamassima.  

	25) “The Warden” (Anthony Trollope)
	1855
	G, F
	About a doctor who believes in advocating for social justice issues but who fails because he does not understand the complexities of relationships in the society around him.  

	Our top five pay ebooks with public health themes

	26) “The Runaway Jury” (John Grisham)
	1996
	Pay-Ko,  
Pay-B&N
	A legal thriller about a jury case involving a tobacco company and a cigarette-related death (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Runaway_Jury). A movie with this title was made but it centred around a lawsuit against a large scale retailer of small arms.

	27) “The Cobra Event” (Richard Preston)
	1998
	Pay-Kin,  Pay-B&N
	A thriller novel about bioterrorist attacks in US cities with a genetically-engineered microbe and the public health and law enforcement response. It has high levels of realism and the key doctor involved works in epidemiology and pathology. (See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Cobra_Event).  

	28) “The Constant Gardener” (John Le Carré) 
	2001
	Pay-B&N
	A thriller with that involves an international conspiracy of corrupt bureaucracy and pharmaceutical money. There is also the exploitation of patients in the developing world (Africa). (See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Constant_Gardener). A movie of the book was also produced (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Constant_Gardener_(film)). 
 

	29) “Down and out in Paris and London” (George Orwell)
	1933
	Pay-Kin
	Well written descriptions of poverty and entrapment in poverty, malnourishment and unhygienic restaurants and living conditions. Also covers aspects of inequality, abuse of and prejudice against poor people, tobacco use, the limitations of “charity”, and unjust laws that result in “tramps” continuously moving from place to place. There is even a “smallpox inspection” by a medical student who smokes. Is described as a “semi-autobiographical novel” in Wikipedia. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Down_and_Out_in_Paris_and_London.  

	30) “Solar” (Ian McEwan)
	2010
	Pay-Kin
	Climate change is a large part of the background of this novel with the main character being a scientist. Given the current and future relationship between climate change and health we considered inclusion in this list was well justified. It is also a well written novel. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_(novel).

	Other pay ebooks from the NYU database

	31) “Gain” (Richard Powers)

	1998
	Pay-B&N (USA only)
	This novel intertwines two stories, one is about the history of a chemical coporation and the other about a woman who develops ovarian cancer. Issues covered include environmental pollution and its health impacts and legal action against powerful corporations. This book won a best historical fiction prize. See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gain_(novel).

	32) “Year of Wonders” (Geraldine Brooks) 


	2001
	Pay-B&N,  Pay-eBooks
	A historical novel that is based on the history of an English village, which in response to the plague in 1666, quarantines itself. It was chosen as both a New York Times and Washington Post “notable book” (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Year_of_Wonders).  

	33) “Wickett’s Remedy” (Myla Goldberg)
	2005
	Pay-B&N
	“Historical novel” set during the 1918 influenza pandemic in Boston, USA.  

	34) “The Dress Lodger” (Sheri Holman)
	2001
	Pay-Kin
	A historical novel set in England during a cholera epidemic (circa 1831). See the notes on Amazon: http://www.amazon.com/The-Dress-Lodger-ebook/dp/B001QCY9QM/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=digital-text&qid=1272013233&sr=8-2-catcorr    

	35) “They Came Like Swallows” (William Maxwell) 
	1937
	Pay-Kin
	“An autobiographical novella about the cruel impact of the 1918 flu epidemic, as seen through the eyes of an 8-year-old Midwestern child and his family” (from the Wikipedia article on the author). 

	36) “The Last Town on Earth” (Thomas Mullen)


	2006
	Pay-Kin,  

Pay-B&N

	“The novel focuses on the town of Commonwealth, Washington in 1918 during World War I and the emergence of the Spanish Flu. The town agrees to quarantine itself from the outside world, ….[but] … the flu comes into Commonwealth anyway causing the town to start turning on each other. The politics of the Industrial Workers of the World, American Protective League, and the Four-Minute Men, as well as the aftermath of the Everett Massacre, play major roles in the novel.” Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Last_Town_on_Earth.   

	37) “The Pearl Diver” (Jeff Talarigo)


	2005
	Pay-Ko

Pay-Kin
	A novel about a stigmatised disease (leprosy) and its management. The novel “follows the harsh fate of a 19-year-old Japanese pearl diver who is diagnosed with leprosy. It is 1948. There are trial medications for her condition, but a weight of prejudice against her. Her name is erased from the family register, and she is rowed to a lifelong exile at the island leprosarium on Nagashima. .... The balance of the novel is delivered in poignant fragments that appear as notes to a modern-day anthropological study of the leprosarium.” (From the Amazon website description: http://www.amazon.com/Pearl-Diver-Jeff-Talarigo/dp/1400034914).

	Other pay ebooks 

	38)  “Through a Glass, Darkly” (Donna Leon)
	2006
	Pay-B&N
	Detective novel which also covers pollution in the Venice lagoon, protests from environmental activists and politics.  

	39) “The Painted Veil” (Somerset Maugham)
	1925
	Pay-Ko
	A novel involving a doctor and with descriptions of a cholera epidemic in China. There are themes around the scientific control of epidemics and cultural sensitivities involved (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Painted_Veil_(novel).  A film of this novel has recently been made.  

	40) “Germinal” (Émile Zola)
	1885
	Pay-B&N
	Novel with a “backdrop of severe poverty and oppression, as the working and living conditions of the men continue to worsen throughout the novel” (Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germinal_(novel)). After the miners strike their poverty becomes “ever more disastrous”. Health problems of mine workers are vividly depicted: the coal dust and coughing it up, back problems, and eye problems from the time underground and the coal dust.  

	41) “The Plague” (“La Peste”) (Albert Camus)
	1947
	Pay-Kin
	“The story of medical workers finding solidarity in their labour as the Algerian city of Oran is swept by a plague epidemic”. Although largely allegorical and philosophical, there are some public health aspects (see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Plague).  

	42) “The Grapes of Wrath” (John Steinbeck)
	1939
	Pay-B&N

Pay-Ko
	Describes unemployment, worker exploitation, poverty and starvation and effects of environmental degradation. See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Grapes_of_Wrath. 


Notes:

# 
Section included in an anthology that explores ethical issues.12 

“B&N” – Barnes & Noble (http://www.barnesandnoble.com/ebooks/index.asp) 

“Ebooks” – Ebooks.com (http://www.ebooks.com/) 

“F” – Feedbooks (www.feedbooks.com); 
“G” – Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org)
Kin – Kindle books (http://www.amazon.com/Kindle-Books/b/ref=sa_menu_kbo3?ie=UTF8&node=1286228011)

Ko – Kobobooks (http://www.kobobooks.com/).

NYU – New York University database in the category “public health” (for “novels” but excluding “novels for young adults) http://litmed.med.nyu.edu/Keyword?action=listann&id=125 
Appendix 1: List of novels not included in Table 1 on the grounds of not currently (July 2010) being available as ebooks and/or only having minimal public health content

“A Burnt Out Case” (Graham Greene)

“A Natural History: A Novel” (Keith Oatley) 

“A Prayer for the Dying” (Stewart O'Nan)

“Animal Dreams” (Barbara Kingsolver)

“Bad Medicine” (Ron Querry) 

“Becoming Chloe” (Catherine Ryan Hyde) 

“Bringing Out the Dead” (Joe Connelly) 

“Cancer Ward” (Alexander Solzhenitsyn)

“Civil Action” (Jonathan Harr)

“Coachella” (Sheila Ortiz Taylor) 

“Delinquent Days” (John A Lee)

“Dirt Cheap” (Lyn Miller-Lachmann) 

“Evidence of Things Unseen” (Marianne Wiggins) 

“Faces in the Water” (Janet Frame)

“Frankenstein” (Mary Shelley)

“Love in the Time of Cholera” (Gabriel García Márquez)

“Marcella” (Mary Augusta Ward / Mrs Humphry Ward) 

“Scar Tissue” (Michael Ignatieff) 

“Still Waters in Niger” Kathleen Hill)

“Sweet Thames” (Matthew Kneale) 

“Thank you for smoking” (Christopher Buckley)

"The Ballad of Typhoid Mary” (J. F. Federspiel)

“The Citadel” (A. J. Cronin) 

“The Coldest Winter Ever” (Sister Souljah) 

“The Corrections”, (Jonathan Franzen)

“The Country doctor” (Honoré de Balzac)

“The Fortunes of Richard Mahoney” (Henry Handel Richardson)

“The Magic Mountain” (Thomas Mann)

“The Piano Tuner” (Daniel Mason)

“The Spanish Doctor” (Matt Cohen) 

“The Thanatos Syndrome” (Walker Percy) 

“The Wall of the Plague” (Andre Brink) 

