
An actor and an author walk into a bar . . . 
“I’m so pleased to meet you,” says the actor. “I have made a considerable 

amount of money out of you over the years.”
“Doing what?” asks the author.
“I narrated your first book, The Professor and the Madman. 
“No you didn’t! I did that.”
“Ah, but I narrated the abridged version before you narrated the unabridged 

version. And I still get royalties. The last one was for 87 cents.”
That’s how author Simon Winchester and actor Simon Jones—both 

Englishmen—earned excellent AudioFile magazine reviews in 1999 for narrating 
the same book—and became “fast friends” in the process.

In the 17 years since, Winchester has written 11 more critically acclaimed 
nonfiction books on such topics as the Krakatoa eruption, the 1906 California 
earthquake, America’s early explorers and inventors, the Atlantic Ocean, and now 
Pacific: Silicon Chips and Surfboards, Coral Reefs and Atom Bombs, Brutal Dictators, 

Fading Empires, and the Coming Collision of the World’s Superpowers. 
Unusual for an author, he has also become the sole narrator of his own books. 

“It’s an enormously pleasurable part of the publishing process for me. I’ve 
worked with the producer, Rick Harris, from the beginning, and that’s been  
a complete joy.” Winchester starts to laugh as he explains, “We’ve been together 
for so long that I can read a sentence, and Rick doesn’t even have to press  
his button and say, ‘Let’s do that again.’ I can simply see by the expression on  
his face and the slightly arched eyebrow that he didn’t like it.”

Actually, it isn’t always the producer who requests a change.
“When you narrate a book, you read from the last-but-one of the edited versions,” 

Winchester explains. “It’s almost diamond pure, but not quite. So there is an 
opportunity to make changes to the book if you discover something that’s wrong  
or grammatically incorrect. As a result, I treat my time in the booth as the final 
polish of the book. I’ll be doing the audio, and if, for example, I think a word wasn’t 
the right one to use, I’ll change it. Then I can ring the editors upstairs and ask,  
On page 370, line 17, will you change ‘a’ to ‘b’? And mercifully, they will.”

Simon Winchester
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“I’ve learned that if 
it works in audio,  

it’ll work as a book.”
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More Listening

PACIFIC
Simon Winchester
Read by Simon Winchester

Simon Winchester has narrated his own 
books for years, and if his British accent 
sounds more throaty these days (he 
recently turned 71), it just gives him more 
authenticity as a well-traveled polymath 
with a gift for weaving disparate stories. In 
Pacific—his portrait of the unimaginably 
vast ocean—Winchester’s narrative play-
ground is as large as it’s ever been. He takes listeners on a voyage that is, by 
turns, historical, political, meteorological, geological, and biological, covering 
subjects as diverse as atomic testing, the eruption of Mount Pinatubo and its 
aftermath, and the discovery of giant tube worms miles under the surface. 
As we expect from Winchester, the stories are peppered with anecdotes of 
his own adventures in many of these ports of call.  D.B.

Harper Audio   14 hrs.   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: CD ISBN 9780062420077  $44.99 (also DD)

Winchester’s narrative playground is as 
large as it’s ever been.

ATLANTIC: Great Sea Battles,  
Heroic Discoveries, Titanic Storms, 
and a Vast Ocean of a Million Stories
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: CD, DD

Books on Tape
Library Ed.: CD, DD

A CRACK IN THE EDGE OF THE 
WORLD: America and the Great 
California Earthquake of 1906
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: DD

Blackstone Audio
Library Ed. CD

KRAKATOA: The Day the World 
Exploded: August 27, 1883
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: DD

THE MEANING OF EVERYTHING
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: DD

THE MEN WHO UNITED THE 
STATES: America’s Explorers, 
Inventors, Eccentrics and Mavericks, 
and the Creation of One Nation, 
Indivisible
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: DD

OUTPOSTS: Journeys to the 
Surviving Relics of the British Empire
Simon Winchester, read by Simon Winchester
Harper Audio   Unabridged
Trade Ed.: DD
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Despite the stops, restarts, and final-polish changes, he says, “We always do  
the recording in four days. We’ve learned that no matter the length of the book, 
we should allot a week.” His books can range from under 400 to over 500 pages. 
No matter. “We begin at ten on a Monday morning and always finish just after 
lunch on Thursday. It’s uncanny.” 

The author also values the spoken word during the writing process. “Audio 
is always in the back of my mind. I read the book aloud to myself as I go along 
because if a paragraph bores me to listen to, it will bore the reader. In a way,  
I’ve learned that if it works in audio, it’ll work as a book.”

Thus, he’s especially delighted that the New York Times review of Pacific was for the 
audio version. The book explores 10 overlapping subjects, including the invention of 
the surfboard, the wonder of Polynesian navigation, and the explosion of the hydrogen 
bomb. Appearing serendipitously in time for the Paris Climate Talks, the book also 
examines Western civilization’s exploitation of the ocean’s habitat and its native peoples. 

However dark the past, though, Winchester is “very much an optimist.” 
Describing Hokule’a, a modern Polynesian ship that uses ancient techniques to 
navigate from Hawaii around the globe to teach people about “living in balance 
with the island we call Earth,” he says, “If the Pacific is going to be, as I believe, the 
theater of the future, then allowing its dramatis personae to be largely Pacific people 
is for the good of the world. They have so much at stake. Pacific countries are right 
now disappearing. Paris was a turning point. Things must and will change.”

What doesn’t change is Winchester’s enthusiasm for exploration. Fifty-one 
years after an Oxford University expedition took him to East Greenland and  
16 years after a Harper’s Magazine article sent him alone to the West Greenland 
ice cap for two weeks, he’s working on a proposal for a new book.

“It’s another biggish topic,” he hints. In the way of proposals, it may or may 
not fly. But not to worry. “I always have two or three ideas floating around,”  
he says conspiratorially. “The mind is in constant ferment.”—Aurelia C. Scott
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