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The sickness memoir is a curious thing. On the one 
hand, it drips with pain, laying bare the weaknesses 
and fears that many of us carry, bringing to light 
facts that the majority of us would rather not deal 
with on an everyday basis. On the other, it glimmers 
with snatches of hope, and portraits of people 
coming together and standing strong in the face of 
great adversity. Patrick Anderson’s Autobiography 
of a Disease is, strictly speaking, a sickness memoir. 
It chronicles, in the third person, his battle with 
a life-threatening infection that threatened to 
obliterate his leg, and hence profoundly affected his 
functioning. The book follows Patrick as he moves 
from hospital to home and back, charting a path 
between different clinics staffed by “experts” deputed 
to resolve his case. In its pages, we are presented 
with vividly sketched portraits of those who came to 

his aid—or did not—at this time, most notably his 
mother, Deirdre, his father Jonathan, and an array 
of nurses, doctors and friends who each performed 
different functions over the course of his “hard” year.

The narrative opens with a prelude, an address 
not from Patrick, but from a quite different set 
of characters: the bacteria. This opening, laid out 
in italics and assuming the quality of a chorus 
(the bacteria speak as a body, all together, and use 
“we”) tells us straight away that this book carries 
a message, something that must be communicated 
and carried forth from its pages:

What it was we had to tell him couldn’t 
have been said in whispers, shouts, or sighs, 
but only in the ancient tongue of death, of 
falling sick and dying young. What it was 
we had to tell him had been haunting us 
for years, a nagging voice in the back of our 
own minds, like the most guttural sob or the 
heartiest of belly laughs, like newborn hair, 
like wind after rain, like a sunset in smog, 
like an egg: perfect and perfectly clear.

The author, using this device, establishes the 
stakes—the bacteria have a story to tell, and since 
we cannot quite listen to their voices, they have 
used other means, the decay of Patrick’s body, to 
reach him. Anderson thus frames his narrative as a 
love letter, an odd beginning perhaps for a sickness 
memoir, lifting his book from the sea of its fellows 
and promising readers an entirely new, original take.

The work is  quite beautifully rendered, Anderson’s 
language poetic even as it deals with the realities 
of pain and illness. It moves chronologically, the 
narrative of his illness punctuated with sudden 
flashbacks, images of Patrick as a young boy in his 
grandmother’s home, his mother’s own sacrifices 
that have all played a role in bringing him, and 
her, to where they are today. It is odd perhaps to 
speak of sensuality in a book steeped in such pain, 
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but Anderson makes a point of locating the reader 
in the physical minutiae of his ordeal, rather than 
merely glossing over it with bland lessons on 
patience. Here, for instance, he describes his pain 
after a harrowing surgery:

His skin seemed to melt with every 
upward surge, softening then dripping 
around him, pooling on the bed. This 
sensation was followed by what can only be 
described as a tenderness, as with a bruise, 
enveloping his entire being, inside and out.

The bacteria continue to puncture Patrick’s story, 
much as they puncture his life, intruding without 
warning and delivering their strange chorus. These 
sections are addressed directly to the reader, the 
bacteria making a case for their own existence and 
actions they must take to survive. It is odd, perhaps, 
to find an “apology” for bacteria in a sickness 
memoir, but Anderson’s thesis is clear: these are 
living creatures who, like the humans and other 
animals they infest, are doing the best they can to 
survive. He credits these bacteria with some of the 
story he has put together, having them declare:

We even tried to help him along, 
nudging a focus on specific parts [of the 
story] by remembering them ourselves, 
collectively, in unison, lined up to the poles.

Autobiography has, baked into its relatively brief 
narrative, comments on the American healthcare 
system (as a graduate student, Patrick runs out of 
his health coverage and is assailed by high bills), the 
doctor-patient relationship, nurses as empathetic 

intermediaries in the medical hierarchy, and the 
place of human connection in such times. All these 
topics, theses in themselves and worthy of books, 
are handled with Anderson’s characteristic delicacy, 
neither intruding into and taking focus from the 
protagonist’s ordeal, nor seeming extraneous. 

Perhaps for its breadth alone, this book would 
be appealing to a large swathe of readers, people 
interested in the discursive sphere of the healthcare 
system, as well as those who simply want to read a 
story of struggle, hope and eventual happiness. For 
those of us in the academy, it presents an alluring 
change, a fresh perspective on ideas of illness 
and disability. Anderson’s gambit of allowing the 
bacteria to speak for themselves is a revolutionary, 
moving the narrative of illness from something 
that “befalls” a person to an active effort on the part 
of living beings we take for granted. Illness itself 
becomes, in this book, a means of communication, 
a way in which one type of being—the bacteria—
relates to another. The body becomes both a 
battleground and a messaging medium, a duality 
that presents fascinating possibilities for analysis 
and future reading.

Written simply and clearly, Anderson’s book 
has strong possibilities of moving beyond the 
confines of academia, and reaching readers who 
dwell (largely) outside its ivory towers. It also 
presents a premise, a paradigm of reading that has 
the potential to spark a quiet revolution in how we 
view and respond to illness, both personally and 
academically. It is worth seeing how far these ideas 
might travel, and whether Anderson’s “hard” year 
will change our own conversations.  
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