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Book Review: The Trembling Mountain: A Personal
Account of Kuru, Cannibals and Mad Cow Disease.
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Linda Nichols '

' Adjunct Researcher University of Tasmania

This book is an autobiographical account of Robert Klitzman’s time in the Fore region in the remote
highlands of Papua New Guinea. Robert presents a journey where as a twenty-one-year-old he
finds himself alone in one of the remotest places on earth, living amid the Fore people with little di-
rection and faced with a disease that destroys the nervous system of its victims, a disease that

there is no cure for.

Klitzman studied how Kuru, a rare prion dis-
ease endemic to the Fore region of Papua
New Guinea was transmitted, its incubation
periods and most importantly through perse-
verance he provided the evidence of the first
Kuru clusters and demonstrated that Kuru
was transmitted through transumption and
the consumption of the brains of deceased
relatives during funerary feasts. Kiltzman’s
time in the Fore region was after the peak in
cases and it was a race to find the incubation
period. His book has a personal nature and
explores why transumption occurred and the
rituals associated with it. The Fore were at
this time, a people that believed heavily in
sorcery and did not believe that Kuru was
spread through the consumption of others.
Despite the Fore’s strong belief in sorcery as
the cause of Kuru, they were open and willing
to share their knowledge and they became
active contributors to the epidemiological re-
search. They shared their incredible oral
knowledge and the history of Kuru in not only
their lifetimes but their forbearers before
them. This is intertwined in their beliefs and
now forgotten secrets of spell casting and
sorcery.

Robert was among the few lucky enough to
experience one of the last pristine wilderness-

es where he was able to live with and study a
Stone Age culture and its people. His work
demonstrates the harsh realities and condi-
tions endured when doing field work and neu-
roepidemiology. As nurses we frequently
access epidemiological works as we plan and
evaluate strategies to prevent illnesses, but
we often don’t appreciate the work involved in
undertaking neuro-epidemiological research.
Our understanding of the epidemiology of
neurological diseases is gained through the
trials and challenges others have faced in the
presentation and publication of works across
a range of fields from neuro-oncology to neu-
rodegenerative diseases. It is through these
works that we can understand the origins,
causes and progression of neurological dis-

eases.

During his year with the Fore people, Robert
faced the challenges of practicing without the
marvels of modern medicine and in an envi-
ronment that was unforgiving. His despair is
palpable as he is faced with a disease with no
cure, and there is little he can do to help
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people apart from making them comfortable.
As nurses we regularly provide care and com-
fort for individuals faced with terminal iliness-
es and in a variety of settings. To understand
the terminal phase of Kuru Klitzman often had
to negotiate with elders and spend days ex-
changing translated messages of reassurance
so he could enter homes and assess dying
individuals.

This book is so much more than a dry and
sterile anthropologic book it explores the dan-
gers, sweat and hardships endured while
studying not only a disease but also a culture.
As nurses the development of cultural aware-
ness remains vital so we can care for and re-
spond effectively to individuals from diverse
backgrounds. The medical aspects of the
book are of great interest but of more interest
is the setting and unique time period that the
Fore were facing as the old was slowly being
replaced with the new western way, ancestral
practices were being replaced with transistor
radios and Western clothing. The Stone Age
culture was slowly being lost and there was a
race to learn from the village elders who had
witnessed and participated in transumption of
loved ones. The clinical histories that Kiltzman
collected offer an incredible insight and took
on a new importance when Bovine Spongi-
form Encephalopathy (BSE or commonly
called ‘mad cow disease’) broke out in Britian.
Not even Robert could have predicted that the
long incubation periods he studied in the Fore
people infected with Kuru would have implica-
tions for the tens of million people in Britian
potentially exposed to BSE through contami-
nated beef.

Klitzman further explores the cultural and so-
cial implications of epidemics and the risks
and denial of danger that individuals place
themselves in, be it through eating dead rela-

tives, consuming beef during a sweeping out-
break of neurological disease in cattle or par-
ticipating in unsafe sex during an AIDS epi-
demic. His work involving the psychological,
ethical and social aspects of decision making
provides a great foundation for our own prac-
tices for example the genetic testing of Hun-
tington’s family members.

Having undertaken several large epidemiolog-
ical studies, | related to this book as it was
brutely honest in the interactions Robert had
with the Fore and the difficulties he faced, he
persevered where many would have surren-
dered because of the challenges. Epidemio-
logical research is not always adventure and
romance there are roadblocks and mountains
to climb be it trolling through piles of epidemi-
ological notes and statistics or trying to make
sense of and connections between interviews.
This book leaves me with a renewed sense of
respect for those who sacrifice their time and
energy for the advancement of science. Un-
like Variant Creutzfeldt-dJakob disease and
Mad Cow Disease, Kuru was not a tabloid
size horror that the world knew about but who

could have predicted its importance.
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NORTHERN TERRITORY: The NT is the land equivalent of France, Italy
and Spain combined. It’s capital city - DARWIN, provides the gateway to
the region known as the Top End, which includes some of Australia’s
largest and most significant national parks, including the Heritage-listed
Kakadu National Park.

CONGRESS VENUE: Darwin Convention Centre is situated in Darwin’s
Waterfront Precinct, which is also home to many hotels, cafes,
restaurants, bars, wave pool, Stokes Wharf and the Royal Flying Doctor
Service Visitor Centre. Ride the swell at the Wave Pool or float in the
free saltwater Recreation Lagoon with a manmade beach and shady
lawn. Book a relaxing beauty or hair treatment, find the perfect souvenir
or just meander around the lush parklands and walkways dotted with
public art and enjoy the tranquil ocean views.

Australia ...

Adelaide
§ydney
Melbourne

Hobart

The NT is rich with
indigenous culture. The
Larrakia people are the
traditional owners of the
greater Darwin region and
lived in the area long
before European
settlement.

Darwin city is named after
the British evolutionist
Charles Darwin, after
surveying Australia in
1839.

CLIMATE: Darwin enjoys a tropical climate with warm weather all year round. The temperature averages 32°C
(90°F) throughout the year. May to September is usually warm, sunny days with crisp nights and misty

mornings. October to April is the Territory’s wet season.

PACK: Casual attire. No high heels! Throw in a sweater for indoors or evening if needed. Swimmers & hat!

PROGRAM: There will be 4 plenary sessions, 31 concurrent sessions & poster display. Tours of the Royal
Flying Doctor Service & simulator, generously offered by the RFDS. The National Critical Care & Trauma
Response Centre , Crocosaurus Cove, Gala Dinner and Mindil Beach Markets will be highlights!

The Territory is... “A Place Like No Other”. Start planning your trip now!
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