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			Ken Follett

			Welsh journalist and writer

			
					Born in Cardiff in 1949

					Notable works:	Eye of the Needle (1978), novel

	The Pillars of the Earth (1990), novel

	World Without End (2007), novel




			

			Born in Wales in 1949, Ken Follett moved to London with his family ten years later. After studying philosophy at University College London, he worked as a reporter for newspapers such as the South Wales Echo and the Evening News but, unable to progress in the profession, he opted to launch his career as a writer. Although his first works were not highly successful, Ken Follett rapidly gained recognition with Eye of the Needle, a spy novel published in 1978 which won the Edgar Award for Best Novel (an American literary award for authors of crime fiction).

			Subsequently, the author has had many bestsellers and has also made his mark in the historical novel genre, for example with the well-known The Pillars of the Earth (1990) and World Without End (2007). His journalistic, even script-like style gives his texts a steady pace in which action is at the forefront, and has facilitated the adaptation of some of his works for television and cinema.

		


		
			The Century trilogy

			A historical family saga

			
					Genre: historical novel

					Reference editions:	Follett, K. (2010) Fall of Giants. London: Macmillan.

	Follett, K. (2012) Winter of the World. London: Macmillan.

	Follett, K. (2014) Edge of Eternity. London: Macmillan.




					First editions: 2010, 2012, 2014

					Themes: 20th century history, family saga, war, civil rights, political and social movements, spying, love, hatred

			

			Ken Follett created a tour de force with this trilogy, published between 2010 and 2014. The Century trilogy reminds us of the major events of the last century, from Bloody Sunday in Russia in 1905, one of the key events that led to the Russian Revolution of 1917, up until Barack Obama’s election victory speech in 2008, an event that concludes the series.

			The author explores behind the scenes of global history through fictional characters who mix with real characters on the forefront of the political scene. He works to show how small, isolated incidents can trigger human catastrophes, and tries to bring multiple points of view together. Translated into dozens of languages, this trilogy is a work of fiction tracing the journeys of several families, despite the great amount of historical research that was needed to write it.

		


		
			Summary

			Fall of Giants (1911-1924)

			Starting with the carefree period preceding World War I (1914-1918), this first book follows the story of five families of different families (English, Welsh, German, Russian and American) who will see their paths cross during historical events that will shake the world at the beginning of the 20th century.

			From Wales to Germany

			In 1911, nearly all the men in Aberowen, Wales, work in the coal mines that belong to the English Earl Fitzherbert (nicknamed Fitz). David Williams is an agent for the trade union and his son Billy, aged 13, has just joined. His eldest daughter Ethel is a maid for the Fitzherberts. She falls in love with the earl and starts an affair with him. Falling pregnant at the same time as Bea, her lover’s wife, Ethel disappears to London and hides the identity of her son Lloyd’s father from everyone, apart from Fitz and Billy. Ethel then goes on to become involved in the fight for women’s rights alongside Maud, Fitz’s sister. She later has a daughter with Bernie Leckwith, one of the most active members of the Labour party. Bernie was in charge of the library service at London City Council when they met. Ethel is then elected as a Member of Parliament and is involved in the fight for gender equality.

			Maud is a very active feminist who runs a free medical surgery for the poor. She is disowned by her brother when he finds out that she married Walter von Ulrich, one of their German friends, without his agreement. Fitz, in fact, has felt responsible for his sister since the death of their parents, and he has trouble imagining her being married to one of their best friends. Moreover, not asking his permission is an affront in his conservative, proud and aristocratic view.

			Maud and Walter go to Germany at the end of World War I and live in poverty.

			From Russia to the United States

			In Russia, Grigori Pechkov rebels against the absurd decisions made by political and military leaders before, during and after the war. He and his brother Lev remember the horrors they have witnessed: their father was hung in front of them and their mother was killed during the Russian Revolution of 1905 (general rebellion against the imperial regime).

			Lev is a smuggler who, during a haggling negotiation that turns sour, shoots a sailor. With the police on his heels, Lev thinks that the only way to escape them is to board a boat to the United States with the identity papers and ticket of his brother Grigori. The latter had collected these documents with the intention of emigrating. As the two brothers look very similar, Lev can easily pass for Grigori. He leaves his partner Katerina, who is pregnant, and whom Grigori is also in love with and will later marry. After stopping in Wales, Lev arrives in Buffalo, New York, where he wins over and marries Olga, the daughter of Josef Vyalov, a wealthy Russian immigrant.

			In order to marry Lev, Olga must break off her engagement with Gus Dewar, a journalist and future politician from a very influential family in Buffalo. He travels around Europe before becoming involved in trade union negotiations and politics, and marries Rose, an American feminist journalist.

			World War I

			Gus Dewar is part of the social circle of Fitz and his wife Bea, who host King George V (British monarch, 1865-1936) during an evening to which many young people from different European countries are invited. They discuss the territorial stakes of Europe and the desires of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and of Russia to expand, as well as France and Italy’s reclaiming regions, and the colonial interests of their countries.

			When the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, is assassinated in Sarajevo in 1914, war becomes inevitable, and the former friends find themselves on enemy sides: Walter must join the German army to attack France, where Fitz is fighting alongside the allies.

			Winter of the World (1933-1949)

			The saga continues during the interwar period and World War II (1939-1945). This time it is the children of the protagonists of the first novel, now adults, who are at the centre of the political upsets that characterise this period.

			The rise of Nazism and fascism

			During a visit to Berlin, Ethel and her son Lloyd become aware of the extent of the National Socialist movement. Young Nazis attack Jewish establishments, Hitler intimidates his political opponents with his armed guards, and the police train their dogs to kill people.

			Maud, now a journalist, can no longer work freely due to her democratic political views. Walter, a member of the Social Democratic Party (the main political party in Germany opposing Nazism), dies in a shooting by the Gestapo (Nazi police, in charge of fighting the enemies of the regime). Their daughter Carla must content herself with being a nurse – as women were considered inferior to men at the time, she was not accepted into medical school – while their son Erik willingly joins the Hitler Youth, despite what the Nazis have put his family through.

			Nazism also affects Britain: Boy, Fitz and Bea’s son, along with his wife Daisy, who is Lev and Olga Pechkov’s daughter, protest with the English Nazis.

			Lloyd, who is in love with Daisy but was rejected by her, decides to fight as a volunteer in the International Brigades against Franco’s (Spanish general and head of state, 1892-1975) fascist troops during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). There he meets Volodya, Lev and Katerina’s son, who was raised by Katerina and Grigori. Volodya is fighting the same battle against the Francoists as a Russian army officer. However he dislikes the interventions of NKVD agents, the Russian secret police, in the International Brigades. The NKVD are actually trying to find Nazi and Russian spies who dare to seem too friendly with foreigners – which, to them, meanings betraying their country.

			World War II

			On 1 September 1939, Germany invades Poland, before attacking Russia a few months later, despite the nonaggression pact that Hitler and Stalin (Soviet Union head of state, 1878-1953) had signed. Former friends find themselves once again on enemy sides.

			While Lloyd works in France and Spain to repatriate allied soldiers, Volodya recruits spies for Russia in Germany: Carla von Ulrich is one of them, as well as her future husband Werner Franck, his sister Frieda, and even Carla’s mother, Maud.

			Erik, who has remained faithful to Nazism despite its many German victims, feels his convictions weaken when he sees SS officers (members of the Schutzstaffel, the main Nazi paramilitary organisation) executing civilians, whether they are Jewish or not.

			Daisy works in an ambulance in London, while Boy, now a pilot, dies while attacking a German convoy. Daisy then marries Lloyd, who seems to still be in love with her and whose secret she discovers: he is Fitz’s son, not Bernie’s, which Ethel ends up admitting to them. Ethel explains to Lloyd that she has hidden the truth about his biological father from him to spare him the public disgrace and shame that being a bastard child could have caused him.

			When the Red Army seizes Berlin and Hitler commits suicide in his bunker, the German women suffer violence at the hands of the Russian troops: to save Rebecca, a young Jewish orphan, from certain rape, Carla lets herself be assaulted by several soldiers. A child is conceived in these circumstances, Walli, whom Werner will go on to accept. The couple also later adopt Rebecca and have another daughter, Lili, together.

			The dawn of the Atomic Era and the Cold War

			Volodya’s girlfriend Zoya is a physicist, and the couple rely on Wilhelm Frunze, one of their German spies in the United States, to send them details about the construction of the atomic bomb. Greg, the son of Lev Pechkov and his mistress Magda, is also a physicist and works for the State department. He uncovers a secret agent, who will be executed, along with his wife. He goes on to become a senator.

			After World War II, Berlin is divided into four control zones – Russian, British, French and American – and the Marshall plan of economic aid from the United States to Europe is launched in order to help countries that were ruined by the conflict to rebuild.

			In 1948 however, the Russians build a blockade around East Berlin, and the German communists and the Stasi (the German Democratic Republic’s Ministry for State Security, which acted as political police and intelligence services), commit heinous acts that are reminiscent of those of the Nazis in 1933. Although Carla, a Social Democratic politician and nurse, tries to fight them, Erik, who has suddenly become a communist, obeys them just as blindly as he did the Nazis.

			Edge of Eternity (1961-2008)

			The last novel is dedicated to the second half of the 20th century, beginning with the construction of the Berlin Wall (1961). The reader follows the adventures of the descendants of the families introduced in the first two books.

			The Berlin Wall: construction and fall

			While the Soviets have a tight grip on their occupation zone of East Berlin, and block access to the other side of the city by building a wall to separate the two areas, Rebecca, who teaches Russian in a high school, finds out that her husband works for the Stasi and that he was sent on a mission to spy on her family.

			She therefore decides to leave him and move to West Berlin with her colleague, Bernd Held. To get past the wall, they climb over the roofs of several houses, but are seen by the guards. Bernd is injured in the chase and will be disabled for life, but the two characters manage to get to the West. They go to work in Hamburg, and Rebecca becomes involved in politics, joining the Social Democratic Party.

			Walli, Rebecca’s brother, loves singing and wants to practise his art freely: he joins his sister in the West. He experiences glory – and drug addiction – in Europe and the United States as a musician and a member of a band with Dave Williams (Lloyd’s son and Ethel’s grandson).

			In 1989, East Germany falls into serious economic problems and pressure from the population rises. Their desire for freedom is so great that the residents of Berlin on both sides of the wall knock it down and seize the barricades.

			The civil rights movement in the United States

			George Jakes is the mixed-race son of Jacky Jakes, a black starlet, who was born of a brief relationship between her and Greg Pechkov. Jacky hid George’s existence, raising him alone, until Greg met them by chance. Since then, he has been involved in the boy’s education and pretended to be his godfather, as at the time, for a politician like him, having a black wife and a mixed-race son is not an advantage.

			George is part of the Freedom Riders, a group of young Americans who protest peacefully for the civil rights of African-Americans. However, while they are protesting in the southern states, the group’s members experience racist violence.

			George thinks he can change people’s mentalities by joining the office of Senator Robert F. Kennedy (American politician, 1925-1968), brother of President John F. Kennedy (1917-1963). Maria Summers, one of George’s friends, works for the White House and tries to influence President Kennedy’s decisions, as she is his mistress. She believes that she can persuade him to fight more for civil rights.

			George and Maria get married after they retire, shortly before the election of Barack Obama (born 1961). George was already married to Verena Marquand, who also fought for the rights of African-Americans with Martin Luther King Jr (minister who came to fame on account of his fight for civil rights, 1929-1968). When he died, she joined the Black Panthers, a group with much more aggressive, vindictive activities.

			The American dream

			Jasper Murray, the son of Eva (the daughter of Maud and Walter von Ulrich’s Jewish doctor), is a budding journalist in London and dreams of going to America. When he arrives in the United States, he is made to join the Vietnam War (a conflict between the North and South of the country, supported by the United
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