
Book Club Notes

Some topics to consider while reading 
Dustfall:

• The medical profession
• Grief, loss and mortality
• Responsibility and morality
• The history of Wittenoom
• Abestos mining 

Haunting and lyrical, humming with compassion and 
insight, Dustfall heralds the arrival of a brilliant new 
literary voice. Michelle Johnston is a rare talent, and this 
is a rare jewel of a novel. 
Kathryn Heyman

Dr Raymond Filigree, running away from a disastrous 
medical career, mistakes an unknown name on a map 
for the perfect refuge. He travels to the isolated town 
of Wittenoom and takes charge of its small hospital, a 
place where no previous doctor has managed to stay 
longer than an eye blink. Instead of settling into a quiet, 
solitary life, he discovers an asbestos mining corporation 
with no regard for the safety of its workers and no care 
for the truth.

Thirty years later, Dr Lou Fitzgerald stumbles across the 
abandoned Wittenoom Hospital. She, too, is a fugitive 
from a medical career toppled by a single error. Here she 
discovers faded letters and barely used medical equip-
ment, and, slowly the story of the hospital’s tragic past 
comes to her.

Dustfall is the tale of the crashing consequences of 
medical error, the suffering caused by asbestos mining 
and the power of storytelling.
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1 This place. This story. It needs someone to write it. It needs to be down on paper (16). What did you think of 
Dustfall – the story of Wittenoom and its people? 

2 Dustfall raises questions about the pressures of a medical career and the risk of human error. Do you know 
of any stories similar to Lou and Raymond’s? What was your take on what happened in the book?

3 How did you interpret the way Lou was treated following the incident at the hospital? Was it fair?

4 In her biographical note at the start of the book, the author says she ‘believes there is a beating heart of 
humanity, art, and beauty within the sometimes brutal reality of the Emergency Department. Did Dustfall 
make you think differently about the medical sciences, or about doctors and hospitals? Do you have any 
experiences of the emergency department that support or refute this claim?

5 In Greek tragedy, the tragic hero suffers misfortune because of a tragic flaw. Is it possible to read Lou’s story 
through the lens of Greek tragedy? And if so, what would be her tragic flaw?

6 How does the novel explore the connection between history, memory and truth?  

7 Lou describes Wittenoom as an ‘implausible place’, whereas Dave describes the town as ‘the best bloody place 
on the planet… most magnificent landscape on God’s green earth’ (13). What kind of place did Wittenoom 
appear to you? 

8 Did the author’s descriptions of asbestos mining and mesothelioma further your understanding of this 
material and its health risks? 

9 Raymond’s story depicts ‘moral illiteracy’, enabled by bureaucracy and pursued in the name of profit. This 
story is set in 1960s Australia and is based on fact. Do you think anything has changed, nationally and 
globally, in the past 50 years?  

10  In what ways does Dustfall explore literature’s power as a form as activism? In what ways do different forms 
of writing affect change?
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Discussion Questions


