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There is a good chance that you, the type of academic who 
is wont to read book reviews, has a cup of coffee to hand; 
should you be reading this late in the day, perhaps you don’t 
have a coffee present now, but tomorrow morning will begin 
with a cup. We might hope also that all days thereafter begin 
with a warm cup of coffee but, as Stuart McCook lays out in 
his compelling book Coffee is Not Forever, there is a major 
existential threat to the world’s coffee crops: coffee leaf rust.

Coffee leaf rust is a disease which impairs the ability of 
leaves to provide nutrients to the wider coffee plant and is 
caused by the fungus Hemileia vastatrix, the species name of 
which is derived from the Latin for ‘destroyer.’ The suitabil-
ity of the moniker becomes increasingly clear as the book 
progresses and we follow H. vastatrix across the world and 
through time: from the first major outbreak of coffee rust in 
Ceylon which caused the rapid collapse of the island’s coffee 
industry in the 1880s, to the ‘arabica graveyards’ of Asia and 
the Pacific Islands, back to Africa as the disease worked its 
way across the continent before eventually reaching South 
America, via Brazil, in 1970. Where H. vastatrix travels, so 
too follows destruction: of both livelihoods and landscapes.

Where Coffee is Not Forever excels, however, is in add-
ing nuance to the above picture, and it is made abundantly 
clear that the rust alone is never sufficient to engender such 
devastating impact. Coffee leaf rust is part of a wider system, 
and it takes rust in combination with particular environmen-
tal, societal, or historical factors to reach the critical points 
of stress and collapse described. What emerges throughout 
the book are the strong horizontal connections across time 

and the varied tropical landscapes in which coffee grows, as 
well as deep entanglements between the system elements 
which heighten the impacts of the rust. We are introduced 
to this by way of the ‘disease triangle,’ or the three elements 
which must interact in specific ways to result in an epidemic: 
a pathogen (H. vastatrix), a host (Coffea arabica and Coffea 
canephora), and the environment (both physical and social). 
Placing the aforementioned outbreaks into a systems under-
standing reveals the complexity of the problems at hand: The 
collapse of Ceylon’s coffee came at a time where global cof-
fee supply was at an all-time high and prices low, meaning 
diversifying agricultural output was already necessary. Sci-
entific advances in the chemical control for leaf rust could 
not stop the advance across Asia and the Pacific because of 
the high cost to farmers, and H. vastatrix only gained ground 
in Africa—the very birthplace of coffee—when cropping 
patterns shifted and a move to monoculture plantations was 
encouraged.

The first sections of the book chart the early outbreaks 
and efforts by agronomists and scientists to understand and 
combat the rust, while the interplay of environment and 
society begins to emerge most strongly in the second half 
of the book. In these later chapters, as McCook traces rust’s 
voyage across Africa and from there to Latin America, the 
political and economic elements needed to truly ignite a rust 
epidemic come to the fore. That, for instance, coffee began 
being cultivated in more intensive monocultures concurrent 
with the Angolan War of Independence made it difficult 
for extension scientists and rust specialists to reach coffee 
farms and treat emerging outbreaks; further, the various 
political conflicts across Central America from the 1970s 
onward complicated international collaboration on mitiga-
tion strategies.

While this is a book about connection, the above exam-
ples show it is also about disjunction. We see this illustrated 
beyond direct conflict as well, such as in the aftermath of 
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rust’s introduction into Brazil and attempts to combat it 
using existing fungicidal technology which proved to be 
a disjunct between environmental conditions: equipment 
which was designed and built for use in temperate climates 
did not work in the tropics, shipping costs to Brazil from 
points of manufacture were astronomically high, and chemi-
cal mixes frequently required the addition of water which 
was a scarce resource in many area of Brazil during this 
era. Cooperation between regions of Brazil and between 
South and Central American nations helped to overcome 
such obstacles and arrive at an uneasy co-existence with the 
rust. Today, this delicate balance is being troubled further, as 
our global connections cause ecosystem and environmental 
disturbances to continue at an even faster pace.

In the preface, McCook describes his book as a ‘biog-
raphy of a global crop disease’ (p. xi). Perhaps, however, 
it is best read as a tripartite biography of the three sides 
of the disease triangle: H. vastatrix, C. arabica and C. 
canephora, and the environment—inclusive of ourselves and 
the anthropogenic influences we exert. One of McCook’s 
great strengths as a writer is providing clear and succinct 
explanations of complex technical and botanical topics. For 
instance, the infection mechanisms and disease outcomes 
of H. vastatrix, multiline breeding, and  F1 hybrids are all 
presented in such a way as to be approachable to those 

without backgrounds in agronomy or botany. The photos, 
maps, and other imagery—including a series of delightful 
agricultural extension cartoons from Costa Rica—are well-
placed and balanced supplements to the text. While McCook 
might have more comprehensively justified and explored the 
methodology of ‘following’ he adopts—particularly given 
its prevalence in other disciplines such as anthropology—
it was nevertheless an apt choice which allows the book’s 
global reach to unfold naturally. Exhaustively researched and 
accessibly written, McCook offers a timely contribution with 
this forward-looking book which asks us to consider what 
social and ecological resilience look like as we advance into 
an uncertain future. Though formally a work of agricultural 
history, it will be of use as a detailed reference for research-
ers outside the discipline, as well as to the particularly curi-
ous coffee aficionado.
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