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Introduction: A Panoramic Journey Through the 20th
Century

Few authors have mastered the art of weaving personal stories into the fabric of history
as skillfully as Ken Follett. His ambitious Ken Follett The Century Trilogy stands as
one of the most monumental achievements in modern historical fiction. Spanning three
thick volumes and covering most of the 20th century, the trilogy is a sprawling narrative
that follows five interconnected families from the United States, England, Germany,
Russia, and Wales. Through their triumphs, tragedies, loves, and losses, readers
experience the seismic events that shaped the modern world—from the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand to the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In this article, we will explore the structure, characters, historical accuracy, and
enduring appeal of this epic series. Whether you are a longtime fan or a newcomer
curious about the series, this comprehensive guide will help you appreciate why Ken
Follett's The Century Trilogy remains a must-read for lovers of historical fiction.

Overview of the Trilogy: Three Books, One Century

The trilogy consists of three novels, each focusing on a different period of the 20th
century:

e Fall of Giants (2010) - Covers 1911 to 1924, centering on World War I, the
Russian Revolution, and the struggle for women's suffrage.

e Winter of the World (2012) - Covers 1933 to 1949, focusing on the rise of Nazi
Germany, World War II, and the beginning of the Cold War.

e Edge of Eternity (2014) - Covers 1961 to 1989, dealing with the Cold War, the
civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, and the collapse of the Berlin Wall.

Each novel stands alone well enough, but they are best read in sequence. The books are
hefty—each exceeding 800 pages—but Follett's fast-paced storytelling and short chapters
make them surprisingly easy to digest. The trilogy is a masterclass in balancing sweeping
historical events with intimate human drama.

Why the Trilogy Is Called "The Century Trilogy"

Follett deliberately chose the title to reflect that the series covers the entire "short 20th
century," from the end of the Edwardian era to the end of the Cold War. The phrase "The
Century Trilogy" has become a brand in itself, synonymous with high-quality,
meticulously researched historical fiction. When you search for Ken Follett The
Century Trilogy, you will find countless reader reviews, discussion guides, and even TV
adaptations—though for now, the books remain the definitive experience.

Characters: Five Families, Many Lives

One of Follett's greatest strengths is his ability to create a large cast of characters who
feel real and relatable. The trilogy follows five families:

e The Pilasters (England) - An aristocratic family with roots in the coal mining
industry. They represent the old world order that struggles to survive the upheavals
of war and socialism.

e The Fitzherberts (England) - Also aristocratic, but with deep ties to the military
and government. The family's internal conflicts mirror England's political struggles.

e The Ulrichs (Germany) - A family of diplomats and industrialists who must navigate
the rise of Nazism and the horrors of Hitler's regime. Their story is particularly
poignant.

e The Peshkovs (Russia) - A working-class family caught in the Russian Revolution.
They provide a ground-level view of the communist experiment.

e The Williams (Wales) - A mining family that embodies the labor movement and the
fight for social justice. Their American cousins (the Dewars) also feature heavily.

Each family has multiple generations, allowing Follett to maintain continuity while
moving the narrative forward. The characters are not mere puppets for history lessons;
they have distinct personalities, ambitions, and flaws. Readers will find themselves
rooting for some and despising others.

Notable Characters Across the Trilogy

While there are dozens of characters, a few stand out as fan favorites:

» Grigori Peshkov (Russia) - A factory worker turned Bolshevik soldier. His journey
from poverty to power is gripping.

e Ethel Williams (Wales) - A maid who becomes a suffragist and later a Member of
Parliament. She embodies the fight for women's rights.

e Walter von Ulrich (Germany) - A diplomat who loves an Englishwoman,
representing the human cost of nationalism.

e Lloyd Williams (Wales) - Ethel's son, who serves as a British spy during World
War II. His idealism contrasts with the grim realities of war.

e George Jakes (USA) - A black lawyer active in the civil rights movement. His story
brings the American struggle for equality to life.

These characters, and many more, give the trilogy its emotional weight. Follett excels at
making historical events feel personal.

Historical Accuracy and Research

One of the hallmarks of Ken Follett The Century Trilogy is its commitment to
historical accuracy. Follett is known for his rigorous research. He employed a team of
fact-checkers and consulted numerous historians to ensure that dates, battles, political
speeches, and even small details like clothing and technology were correct.

For example, in Fall of Giants, the descriptions of trench warfare in World War I are
horrifically vivid and accurate. Follett does not shy away from the grim realities: the
mud, the disease, the senseless deaths. Similarly, Winter of the World delves into the
Nazi regime's inner workings, including the Wannsee Conference and the Holocaust,
while also covering the Allied war effort. Edge of Eternity tackles the Cuban Missile
Crisis, the Berlin Wall, and the Vietnam War with nuance.

Follett also includes real historical figures as characters, such as Vladimir Lenin,
Woodrow Wilson, Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill, and John F. Kennedy. He inserts his
fictional characters into these real settings, creating a "you are there" feeling. This blend
of fact and fiction is a key reason why the trilogy has been praised by educators as a tool
for understanding history.

How Follett Balances Fact and Drama

Some critics argue that the trilogy sometimes oversimplifies complex historical events for
the sake of narrative. For instance, the Russian Revolution is presented largely through
the eyes of the Peshkovs, who are sympathetic Bolsheviks. While this makes for a
compelling story, it can be seen as one-sided. However, Follett also includes characters
who are anti-Bolshevik, providing some balance. Overall, the trilogy is not a historical
textbook but an engaging entry point into history. It encourages readers to learn more
about the real events.

Themes in The Century Trilogy

The trilogy explores several interconnected themes that resonate deeply with modern
readers.

War and Its Human Cost

All three books are dominated by war. Follett does not glorify combat; instead, he shows
its brutal reality. Young men die in muddy trenches, civilians starve in bombed cities, and
families are torn apart by ideology. The trilogy is a powerful anti-war statement, though
it also acknowledges the necessity of fighting against tyranny, as in World War II.

Class Struggle and Social Change

From the miners' strikes in Wales to the rise of the Soviet Union, class conflict is a
central theme. The aristocracy is portrayed as often out of touch, while workers fight for
dignity and rights. The civil rights movement in Edge of Eternity extends this theme to
racial equality. Follett is clearly sympathetic to progressive causes, but he also shows the
complexities—for example, some communist regimes become oppressive.

Love and Loyalty Across Divides

Romantic relationships in the trilogy often cross national, political, or social boundaries.
An Englishwoman marries a German diplomat. An American socialist falls in love with a
Russian aristocrat. These relationships highlight the common humanity that persists even
in times of hatred and conflict.

The Role of Women

The trilogy features strong female characters who struggle for independence and
equality. Ethel Williams is a suffragist; Daisy Peshkov becomes a journalist; Carla von
Ulrich is a doctor. Their stories reflect the gradual empowerment of women throughout
the 20th century.

Writing Style and Readability

Follett's prose is clear, direct, and cinematic. He favors short chapters and frequent
cliffhangers—a technique that keeps readers turning pages despite the books' length.
The dialogue is natural, and the pacing is brisk. While literary critics sometimes dismiss
Follett as "commercial fiction," his skill as a storyteller is undeniable. He can make a
scene about a diplomatic meeting as tense as a battle.

Another hallmark is his use of multiple perspectives. A single event, like the Pearl Harbor
attack, is seen through the eyes of an American, a German, and a Japanese character.
This multidimensional approach forces readers to consider different viewpoints, fostering
a deeper understanding of history.

Impact and Reception

Upon publication, Ken Follett The Century Trilogy became an international bestseller.
Fall of Giants debuted at number one on the New York Times bestseller list. The entire
trilogy has sold tens of millions of copies worldwide and has been translated into dozens
of languages.

Critics generally praised the trilogy for its ambition and scope. The Guardian called it "a
masterwork of historical fiction," while Publishers Weekly noted that Follett "makes
history thrilling." However, some reviewers felt that the later books, particularly Edge of
Eternity, were weaker because they tried to cover too much ground. Still, the overall
consensus is that the trilogy is an impressive achievement.

Readers have flocked to online forums to discuss the series, often debating which
family's story is most compelling. The trilogy has also been used in university courses on
20th-century history, thanks to its engaging narrative and research.

How to Read The Century Trilogy

If you are new to the series, here are a few practical tips:

e Start with Fall of Giants - Do not skip around. The trilogy is designed to be read
in order.

e Take your time - Each book is dense. Give yourself time to absorb the characters
and events. Some readers find it helpful to keep track of the family tree (there is a
list at the beginning of each book).

» Use supplementary resources - Follett's website includes historical notes and
maps. Watching documentaries about the world wars can enrich your reading.

e Consider the audiobook - The trilogy has excellent audiobook narration by John
Lee, who brings the characters to life with distinctive accents.

e Join a book club - Many reading groups tackle the trilogy over several months.
The discussion prompts can deepen your understanding.
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Fans of Ken Follett The Century Trilogy often compare it to other sprawling historical
series, such as James Michener's The Source or Edward Rutherfurd's London. However,
Follett's trilogy is unique in its tight focus on a single century and its interwoven family
saga structure. While Michener and Rutherfurd often cover millennia, Follett dives deep
into one period, making it feel more immediate.

Another comparison is with Follett's own earlier work, The Pillars of the Earth. That
novel is set in the 12th century and is often considered his masterpiece, but the Century
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No work is without flaws, and the Century Trilogy has its share of detractors. Some
common criticisms include:

personal drama and historical

e Length - At over 2,500 pages total, the trilogy is a significant time commitment.
Some readers find it bloated.



