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The RMS Lusitania , as depicted in a 1907 postcard. 

When it comes to epic disasters involving luxury liners, the Titanic  
and its iceberg loom large. Few are as familiar with the Lusitania, 
another ill-fated transatlantic cruiser, which left New York on 
May 1, 1915, with great pomp and celebration, only to be torpe-
doed by a German U-boat in hostile waters off the coast of Ire-
land. The Lusitania, once called by its owners “the safest boat on 
the sea,” sank in just eighteen minutes. Of the 1,959 passengers 
and crew aboard, 764 survived.

In Dead Wake, Erik Larson ’78JRN seeks to detail the last 
crossing of the Lusitania and “the myriad forces, large and ach-
ingly small, that converged one lovely day in May 1915 to pro-
duce a tragedy of monumental scale.” Using the testimony and 
diaries of survivors, along with telegrams, letters, and secret intel-
ligence ledgers, Larson constructs his compelling narrative with a 

painstaking — some might even say pathological — attention to 
historical accuracy. 

While lesser writers might feel constrained by the responsibility 
to remain faithful to primary sources, hard evidence, and the rig-
ors of science (yes, we are given a thorough grounding in torpedo 
technology), Larson revels in the challenge. Indeed, he has already 
demonstrated his total mastery of the art of re-creating history in 
all its lurid and lucid detail in earlier books, including The Devil in 
the White City  and In the Garden of Beasts. Both won him critical 
acclaim and an international fan base. 

Dead Wake is a complex work: Larson weaves together sev-
eral plotlines and characters to share multiple perspectives on the 
central event. The story shifts effortlessly from the point of view 
of William Thomas Turner, the capable captain of the Lusitania, 

 For Those in Peril on the Sea  // By Sally Lee

Dead Wake
By Erik Larson (Crown, 448 pages, $28)
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to that of U-boat pilot Walther Schwieger, a man known for his 
kindness, humor, and love of puppies. We get an unusual glimpse 
into the private life of President Woodrow Wilson, who, in the 
spring of 1915, seems more preoccupied with a budding romance 
than with events in Europe. And we go behind the scenes at the 
British Admiralty, where, ten months into the war, petty infi ghting 
is beginning to undermine naval intelligence. 

As Larson sets the stage for the disaster, he underscores its brutal-
ity by giving us a peek into the private lives of dozens of the Lusita-
nia’s passengers. We are introduced to a feminist architect with a 
passion for spiritualism, a young couple traveling with their six 
children, and a rare-book dealer whose luggage includes more than 
a hundred illustrations by the Victorian author William Makepeace 
Thackeray. Below decks, we meet several crew members, including 
eighteen-year-old Leslie Morton and his brother Cliff, two appren-
tice seamen who are returning home to England to fi ght in the war. 
As we come to know and care about each of these living, breath-
ing souls, the ineluctable reality of their impending ordeal and poor 
odds of survival becomes increasingly oppressive. 

The book’s tension is heightened by the fact that, despite the 
German government’s warning that all ships entering the war zone 
are “liable to destruction,” the Lusitania’s passengers and the 
American public blithely underestimate the threat. “That the war 
had begun at all was a dark amazement, for it had seemed to come 
from nowhere,” writes Larson. He points out that American isola-

tionism is so acute that on June 27, 1914, the day before the assas-
sination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, the American 
newspapers seem only vaguely aware of European tensions. In a 
wry aside, he notes that the New York 
Times’ lead story that day was “Colum-
bia University at last winning the inter-
collegiate rowing regatta, after nineteen 
years of failure.” 

Dead Wake may be a work of non-
fi ction, but it has all the freshness, 
immediacy, and dramatic tension of 
a contemporary thriller or spy novel. 
Indeed, Larson conjures this sad chap-
ter of maritime history in a way that 
both illuminates and leaves us demand-
ing more. After fi nishing Dead Wake, 
readers will fi nd themselves devouring Larson’s copious footnotes, 
googling photographs of the Lusitania, and poring over vintage 
fi lm clips of the liner as it leaves New York on its fi nal, fateful voy-
age. In those fl ickering black-and-white images, passengers arrive 
at the dock full of excitement and anticipation. They smile for 
the camera, gather their luggage, and stand on deck waving white 
handkerchiefs as the ship slowly pulls away from the harbor. That 
Erik Larson has so successfully rescued these unlucky people from 
anonymity makes those last goodbyes all the harder. 

Analyze This // By Eric Liebetrau

Shrinks: The Untold Story of Psychiatry
By Jeffrey A. Lieberman, with Ogi Ogas (Little, Brown, 352 pages, $28)

In the annals of medicine, few disciplines have endured more 
controversy than psychiatry. In fact, as Shrinks — a methodical, 
fl uidly written history of the fi eld — convincingly demonstrates, 
psychiatry truly has been “the most distrusted, feared, and deni-
grated of all medical specialties.” 

No author is better positioned to tell this fraught, fascinating 
story than Jeffrey A. Lieberman: former president of the American 
Psychiatric Association, chairman of psychiatry at the Columbia 
College of Physicians and Surgeons, director of the New York 
State Psychiatric Institute, and psychiatrist in chief of New York–
Presbyterian Hospital. 

Lieberman’s stature in his fi eld does not prevent him from 
opening his book with a fearless declaration “to provide an hon-
est chronicle of psychiatry with all its rogues and charlatans, its 
queasy treatments and ludicrous theories.” He serves as the con-
summate guide to a profession that, due to lack of tangible evi-
dence, “has always been susceptible to ideas that are outlandish 
or downright bizarre”: the deplorable insane asylums, the fever 
therapies, the induced comas, the lobotomies.

But Lieberman is not interested in just chronicling the titillating 
aspects of psychiatry’s history. From a variety of angles and histor-
ical perspectives, he probes two central questions: what is mental 
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illness, and how do we treat it? No matter how far afi eld he roams, 
those two questions always inform his narrative. Readers follow 
along each step of the way forward — and occasionally backward 
— in the development of psychiatry, but Lieberman never loses 
that thread, nor his commitment to candor.

Certainly, Sigmund Freud looms large in any discussion of psychia-
try, and Lieberman affords him an appropriately sized portion of the 

story. Refreshingly, Lieberman both res-
cues Freud from anathema and pointedly 
examines his many shortcomings. While 
Freud “provided the fi rst plausible means 
by which psychiatrists could understand 
and treat patients,” he also undoubtedly 
suffered from megalomania and placed 
far too much emphasis on the value of 
psychoanalysis without the benefi t of 
a true understanding of the mechan-
ics of the brain — a development that 
was to come later. Eventually, as Lieber-
man astutely concludes, “psychoanalysis 

cross[ed] over from a medical profession into a human potential 
movement” and “assumed the trappings of a religion.” From there, it 
was a natural progression to the proliferation of alternative forms of 
therapy, including, most ominously, Scientology.

While Freud takes center stage, Lieberman also gives weight to 
countless other important pioneers in the history of psychiatry, 
including Franz Anton Mesmer, the fi rst to reject moral or religious 
failing as the primary cause of mental illness; Philippe Pinel, who 
fought against the horrifi c conditions in asylums; Emil Kraepelin, 
“the founder of the modern system of psychiatric diagnosis”; Walter 

Freeman, who performed the fi rst lobotomy; Columbia neuroscien-
tist Eric Kandel, whose painstaking experiments led to some of “the 
most important foundational principles of modern neuroscience”; 
Aaron T. Beck, the developer of cognitive-behavioral therapy, or 
CBT; and Columbia psychiatrist Robert Leopold Spitzer ’66PS, the 
architect of the DSM-III, the third edition of the Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders, which, according to Lieberman, 
“might just be the most infl uential book written in the past century.”

First published in 1952, the DSM encapsulates all the controversy 
over defi nitions that has surrounded psychiatry from the beginning. It’s 
a case study that gets to the heart of Lieberman’s two central questions, 
and he spends a few chapters exposing the inner workings of the pro-
cess behind the book’s creation and development. Spitzer’s DSM-III, 
writes the author, was largely praised for having “turned psychiatry 
away from the task of curing social ills and refocused it on the medi-
cal treatment of severe mental illnesses” — a vital advance. While the 
DSM-IV fl ew under the radar, the DSM-5, published in 2013, has 
been prominently criticized for “pathologizing normal behavior.”

Regardless, Lieberman is adamant about the value of the DSM
and its indispensable information, and his defense and discussion 
of the manual leads into a long, in-depth analysis of posttraumatic 
stress disorder, a hot-button issue in modern psychiatry. Thank-
fully, for the millions who suffer from some form of mental illness, 
“contemporary psychiatrists hold a pluralistic view of mental ill-
ness that embraces neuroscience, psychopharmacology, and genet-
ics.” It’s an optimistic assessment of the state of the fi eld that gives 
one hope for the future. 

Eric Liebetrau is the managing editor and nonfi ction editor of Kirkus 
Reviews, and writes for several other national publications.

The Emigrant // By Jennie Yabroff

Girl at War
By Sara Nović (Random House, 314 pages, $26)

A young woman stands before a group of UN delegates, delivering a 
speech about human-rights violations during the Yugoslavian Civil 
War. The delegates, she knows, are “thirsty for gore,” and as she 
talks, images of teenage girls “sporting camoufl age and scuff-marked 
assault rifl es” fl ash on the screen behind her. “Who had taken these 
pictures, I wondered . . . Must have been journalists, a breed of peo-
ple I still couldn’t understand. Outsiders who claimed the moral high 
ground, then stood back and snapped photos during encounters with 
bloodied children.” Ten years earlier, the speaker, Ana Jurić, had been 

one of these children, a Croatian girl with a gun caught in a confl ict 
that would destroy her country. What happened to that girl, and how 
it haunts the woman she grows up to be, is the premise of Girl at War, 
the remarkable debut novel by Sara Nović ’14SOA. 

When we fi rst meet her, Ana is a tomboyish ten-year-old, riding 
bikes in Zagreb with her best friend, Luka, and laughing at the red-
faced Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic on TV. Then war breaks out 
between Serbs and Croats, and soon she is helping her father tape 
up the windows and begging their apartment complex’s one Serbian 
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