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Synopsis

A story of courage and risk-taking, House on Fire tells how smallpox, a disease that killed, blinded,
and scarred millions over centuries of human history, was completely eradicated in a spectacular
triumph of medicine and public health. Part autobiography, part mystery, the story is told by a man
who was one of the architects of a radical vaccination scheme that became a key strategy in ending
the horrible disease when it was finally contained in India. In House on Fire, William H. Foege
describes his own experiences in public health and details the remarkable program that involved
people from countries around the world in pursuit of a single objective&#151;eliminating smallpox
forever. Rich with the details of everyday life, as well as a few adventures, House on Fire gives an
intimate sense of what it is like to work on the ground in some of the worldA¢a -4,¢s most
impoverished countries&#151;and tells what it is like to contribute to programs that really do change

the world.
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Customer Reviews

A¢a -A“Dr. FoegeA¢a —a,¢s book . .. remind[s] us how fragile life looks.A¢a —A+ (New York Times
2011-08-16)A¢a -A“Bounces the reader along with him in his jeep, on motorbikes over rugged
terrain and on bustling trains. . . . (And) shows what can be accomplished when governments and
thousands of health workers focus on a single objective. A¢a -A“ (Wall Street Journal

2011-06-22)A¢a -A“[Foege] writes a mixture of memoir, dry public health guide and riveting tale of



an all-consuming mission.A¢a —Ae (Tiffany OA¢a -4a,¢Callaghan New Scientist

2011-06-04)A¢a —A“A readable and thorough account by a key player in this outstanding victory for
public health.A¢a —-A- (Library Journal 2011-07-21)A¢a —A“A reminder of the importance of
preventive medicine.A¢a -A- (Jama 2012-03-14)A¢a -A“A great, quick, and intensely personal
read about the inside story of Foege’s revolutionary idea and powerful actions. . . . Foege was wise
before his time.A¢a -A+ (Medpage Today 2012-06-18)A¢a —A“Demonstrate[s] the enormous
benefit that can accrue to mankind when a determined and ambitious band of individuals come
together.A¢a -Ae (The Lancet 2011-09-13)A¢a -A“Gives an intimate sense of what it is like to work
on the ground in some of the world’s most impoverished countries -- and tells what it is like to
contribute to programs that really do change the world.A¢a —A- (Scienceblogs.com/The Guardian
2011-05-22)A¢a -A“Inspiring. . . . A fascinating human interest account that is expertly merged with
scientific facts.A¢a —As (Pascal James Imperato Jrnl Of Community Health 2011-09-15)A¢a -A“A
fascinating accountA¢a -As (The Bulletin Of The Royal College Of Pathologists 2012-03-27)

&#147;Bill Foege takes us inside the world’s greatest public health triumph: the eradication of
smallpox. It's a story of true determination, passion and courage. The story of smallpox should
encourage all of us to continue the critical work of worldwide disease eradication.A¢a —A«--Bill
Gates, Co-Chair of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation&#147;Bill Foege is one of the public health
giants of our times. He was responsible for the design of the campaign that eradicated
smallpox&#151;the most important global health achievement in history and possibly the greatest
feat in any field of international cooperation. His insights into the nature of this major event will
undoubtedly help to meet the global health challenges of the 21st century.A¢ga -A«&#151;Julio
Frenk, M.D, PhD, Dean, Harvard School of Public Health&#147;The eradication of a disease has
long been the holy grail of global health and Bill Foege found it: more than any other person, he was
responsible for the eradication of smallpox from the face of the earth. This is a story told by a
remarkably humble man, about the extraordinary coalition that he helped to build, and the most
impressive global health accomplishment the world has ever seen.A¢a —A«&#151;Mark Rosenberg,
author of Real Collaboration: What It Takes for Global Health to Succeed&#147;| am thrilled that Bill
Foege, one of the great heroes of the smallpox eradication campaign, has written this important
book. It tells a beautiful human story of an incredible public health triumph, and is full of lessons that
could be applied to many of the global challenges we face today.A¢a —A«&#151;Helene D. Gayle
MD, President and CEO, CARE USA&#147;Bill FoegeA¢é -4,,¢s House on Fire is the first-hand

account of how a revised strategy to eradicate smallpox was tested, validated, and applied. Without



the global adoption of this new surveillance strategy, the final deathblow to this longtime global
menace might never have been dealt.A¢a —A<&#151;Adetokunbo O. Lucas, MD, DSc, author of It
Was The Best of Times: From Local to Global Health&#147;Smallpox is the most devastating
disease the world has known, as it destroyed lives and shaped history over the centuries. House on
Fire provides a day-to-day account by my friend Dr. Bill Foege of the battle required to defeat this

wily and diabolic virus."--President Jimmy Carter

I've read four books on the smallpox eradication campaign, probably the greatest triumph in human
history, and this is the best. The story is told from William Foege’s personal perspective and the
writing style flows easily.William Foege is one of the most unknown remarkable men of science.
Working originally as a missionary doctor in Nigeria, he discovered and scientifically proved the
surveillance and containment method of vaccination that reduced the number of people needing to
be vaccinated from near 100% to 6%. As well as doing the science, then administering the strategy,
he had to be an action hero, encountering many adventures in Nigeria during the Biafran Civil War
and in hugely populated India.There is lots of story here, not just dry science. In the African section
alone | counted thirty-three interesting anecdotes. Here are two of my favorite quotes from the
book.* One had to be an optimist with a feel for numbers to be ecstatic at the same time that Bihar
had over 5,000 known smallpox outbreaks and had just reported over 11,600 new cases of
smallpox in a single week.” It wasn’t science that threatened to stop us. It wasn’t even nature per
se. Rather, it was human nature: the human factors that involve strikes, job security, political
concerns, turf. | remembered those words from graduate school: "When you tangle with culture,
culture always wins." As hard as the daily work had been, this was the only time | was discouraged
and uncertain about the outcome. | thought we had lost the battle.Four separate books should be
written about Dr. Foege, a tireless promoter of global public health - his time in Africa, in India, as
the head of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), and his work with the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. This book covers two of those times and when | finished the book | was energized and

itching to go out and help save the world.

| am fortunate enough to know Bill Foege, to have worked for him at the CDC, to be mentored by his
example, and to enjoy many lectures he has given. He is simply one of the great people of our time.
Although | went to Nigeria for 3 months in 1969 to work on smallpox immunizations and worked at
the CDC for 30 years (in birth defects), there was much about the smallpox eradication story | did

not know. | found this book so exciting that it was difficult to put down. | think that all who work in



public health will enjoy this book. New students in public health should be inspired by and learn from
reading this story of public health action that made such and important difference for mankind. |
suspect many a layman or woman will also enjoy this wonderful, readable book.I draw attention to
one of Foege’s important messages. If you seek to improve a human condition, it is important to
know that you have an intervention that works and that you can tell whether or not the intervention
has improved the outcome. It is not just enough to throw good will and money at the problem. As
Foege says: "this is a cause-and-effect world, and smallpox disappeared because of a plan,
conceivewd and implemented on purpose by people."On a lighter note, | enjoyed his saying never

hire a pessimist. If you need one for a while, contract for one.

This is a wonderful account of the final phases of one of the greatest public health accomplishments
of the 20th century, the eradication of smallpox. Bill Foege realized during the African campaign that
the mass vaccination strategy which was successful in other countries would be unlikely to work in
the remaining countries with smallpox. First in Africa and then in India he and others implemented
the search (surveillance) and containment strategy based on the mode of spread of the smallpox
virus. Using epidemiologic evidence they showed that this method was far superior and advocated
for it to be the primary strategy for elimination in Africa and the India. It was a radical change, not
embraced by many and vigorously opposed by others. The "Fight" in the title may refer to the
political and scientific fight as well as to the arduous work by the multitude of people involved. The
background story of how smallpox was feared from earliest history and how the countries of the
world came together and planned its elimination is fascinating. The excitement and ingenuity of
those involved in the elimination campaign was remarkable. The author credits the success of the
program to these workers. Imagine millions of people in every country of the world working for the
same goal for decades. What an accomplishment. More sobering are the conclusions and Appendix
entitled "A Plan in the Event Smallpox of Bioterrorism" which should be required reading for those in
the field. The author pleads for evidence-based decision making. Read the book to find out about
the tallest man in the world, how General Washington’s knowledge of smallpox helped win the
American Revolution and how President’s Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address may never have been

given because of his smallpox infection.

Spectacular memoir of a truly daunting time in history. Had it not been for Dr. Foege and the rest of
the intrepid forces of the EIS, CDC, WHO and locals worldwide, we would now be telling a far

different story. The eradication of smallpox is little known by the general public. This should be



required reading in all med schools, and ....yes, all health classes. In fact, each one of us would
benefit from reading this magnificent story of remarkable dedication to humankind. Millions of lives

were saved due to these Herculean efforts. Dr. Foege is a born story teller as well as a true hero.
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