
 
 

Elements of the best non-fiction – and a new Larson book 
 

 Erik Larson’s newest book, The Splendid and the Vile:  A Saga of Churchill, Family, and 
Defiance During the Blitz, hit the shelves this week. This has my attention less because of the 
subject and more because of the author. I’m excited to see a new Larson book.  
 Larson writes exclusively non-fiction, and I read much more fiction than non-fiction. But 
I make exceptions. I was talking to my friend, Sharon, yesterday, and she reads non-fiction as 
her first choice, as does library director, Pamela Williams. Many of us are drawn to real stories 
and don’t always want to leave them to historical fiction. 
 Let’s leave out first person memoirs for now for a variety of good reasons as well as 
how-to and advice books, categories with their own distinct genre. What, then, makes for 
exceptional non-fiction?  
 Of course, outstanding research is a big feature. A credible author has to be clear about 
sources, make certain no valuable sources have been ignored, and explain whether any 
dialogue has been “re-created.” Exceptional non-fiction writers uncover sources not fully 
explored before. Larson is a master of this. He never makes up imaginary conversations. Rather, 
he uncovers fascinating material. 
 In addition, the author needs to know his topic so well that he has a perspective on 
what is important, what anchors his topic. There is a theme, not just a fact compilation. Robert 
Caro, for another example, set out to write about power and ended up writing several volumes 
about Lyndon Johnson. This became for him the same topic, and he made his case. 
 Moreover, the best non-fiction writers have refined narrative sensibility and control, 
and thus share something with great fiction writers. My first experience with reading Larson 
was his book The Devil in the White City for my book club. He wrote about the 1893 Chicago 
World’s Fair that had a serial killer working in the city at the same time. I thought I’d slog 
through the World’s Fair sections to get to the exciting serial killer sections. But Larson made 
them both so fascinating, that in the end, I was at least as entranced with the fair itself. His 
description of the new-fangled Ferris Wheel was so hilarious and amazing that I’ve often picked 
the book off the shelf just to read that part again. And that was only one minor detail.  
 In other words, Larson creates brilliant narrative that reads like the best fiction, but it 
isn’t. You cannot put it down. (Robert Caro and Jonathan Krakauer are two writers that inhabit 



the same realm as Larson, although Caro’s prose is awfully academic, and Krakauer looks at 
more contemporary topics.)  
 The last feature of great non-fiction is that the end notes (formerly known as foot notes 
before the computer age) are so interesting that readers actually read them. To skip Larson’s 
end notes is to miss a bunch of great tiny stories that didn’t quite fit into the body of his book, 
but which are still related. Any writer who can make end notes fascinating is, without a doubt, 
exceptional. He makes end notes cool. 
 If you’ve not read Larson, you’ve got some riveting reading awaiting you:  Devil in the 
White City as mentioned; Thunderstruck about, of all things, electricity, Marconi, and a killer in 
Edwardian London named Crippen; In the Garden of Beasts, about the run up to WWII through 
the story of the U.S. Ambassador to Germany, very much a Berlin story as well as American 
politics, and more. As to his newest one, much has already been written about Churchill. But I 
guarantee Larson will tell us things we don’t know, and it will be fascinating.  
 The library has its non-fiction housed on the second floor, for those of you who normally 
hang out in fiction on the main floor, and every librarian will help you find books of interest. 
 See you at the Library! 
 
Upcoming Events:  Thursday Feb. 27 from 6 – 7:00 Meet the Author Kelly Dipucchio, a family 
fun event with an author, story time, and craft. Monday, March 2, from 10 – 3 begins the new 
Stitchers Club. All abilities and fiber crafts welcome. Bring lunch and your project. March 6 at 
6:30, Friday Night Movies at the Library will show Harriet. And this week is the last of the 
February Romance Sale. All romances are a quarter at the Friends of the Library book sale. 
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. 
 
 
  
  
  


