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Simon Winchester, a prolific author 
who makes his home in nearby 
Berkshire County,  Mass., has been 
known to tackle some monumental 

topics in his career. Consider just some of 
the titles of his books: “The Meaning of 
Everything,” a fascinating account of the 
process and people behind the compilation 
of the Oxford English Dictionary; “Atlan-
tic,” which tells the saga of an entire ocean; 
“Skulls,” which recounts the story of the 
skull in both the human and animal worlds; 
and “The Map that Changed the World,” 
the story of William Smith, who discovered 
a pattern in rocks, developed the first true 
geographical map, and became known as 
the Father of Geology.

Mr. Winchester’s wide-ranging curiosity 
has led him to tackle yet another intriguing 
topic in his first book about America, “The 
Men Who United the States,” which exam-
ines the lives of the men who unified the 
citizenry and geography of the U.S.A. from 
its beginnings into the mid-19th century. 

Mr. Winchester will discuss his book 
at the Scoville Library in Salisbury on 
Sunday, Nov. 3, at 2 p.m. The program is a 
joint collaboration between the library and 
Oblong Books. 

How does one choose a topic such 
as a whole ocean or the unification of a 
vast continent to write about? Indeed, 
how does one even approach topics of 
such magnitude, break them down and 
make the subject coherent for the average 
reader?

For Mr. Winchester, the process seems 
as natural as breathing. “The selection of 
the topic for ‘The Men Who United the 
States’ came about because I had written 
about the Atlantic and planned to write 
about the Pacific, so there was a certain 
topographical logic,” he said in a phone 
interview from the West Coast, where he 
was regarding the very ocean he will next 
write about from his hotel window.

“But the real thing was that I had just 
gotten my American citizenship and am 
so enraptured by this country—and have 
been since I first came here as a hitchhik-

ing teenager. I have a feeling that America 
is very down on itself right now, and I 
thought it might cheer everyone up a bit. 
This is a resource-rich country, perfectly 
situated, settled by people from all over the 
world. It has welcomed all people in and 
yet remained essentially united. I wanted 
to discover how that was achieved and 
sustained.”

The first step in the evolution of the 
book was deciding its theme. “I wanted to 
write about the physical things that bind 
the country together,” he said. “I started to 
think of names of people—a lot of whom 
are familiar, like Thomas Jefferson and 
Lewis and Clark, and some who are not. 
Once I had a list, I had to decide how to 
organize it. The idea is important, the writ-
ing is important and the structure is very, 
very important.” 

He bypassed the obvious constructs—
alphabetical and chronological orders—
and opted for something more innovative. 
“Having spent time in China, I came up 
with the slightly eccentric idea of organiz-
ing the material using the five elements 
of Chinese philosophy: wood, fire, earth, 
metal and water,” he said.

Happily, these elements roughly cor-
responded to the chronological evolution 
of American history. Wood was the earliest 
material used in the settlement of the 
country; water could be linked to explora-
tion along rivers and streams and to canal 
building; fire became symbolic of the “fire-
breathing devices that took people across 
a rapidly expanding country,” metal stood 
in for the telegraph wire that established 
instant communications; and so on. 

Mr. Winchester examines some 100 es-
sential explorers, thinkers and innovators, 
from Lewis and Clark to the builders of 
the first transcontinental telegraph. Many 
of the men, while essential to the develop-
ment of the United States, are relatively 
unknown to Americans. “The tracking 
down of the men required only book 
research, a couple of months sitting in my 
study in the Berkshires,” he said. “Then the 
question was which ones to go after. Many 
of them are rather obscure.

“Americans are not as curious about 

their country as they should be,” he con-
tinued. “In Arizona, I went to Canyon de 
Chelly, where there are Anasazi drawings. 
There were maybe 10 people visiting, all 
riding horses—and not one American 
among them. Everyone knows their basic 
history, but that’s all. When I was doing my 
research I came across all these people and 
I thought it was wonderful.”

For Mr. Winchester, research is not only 
essential for the development of his ideas, 
it is also fulfilling. He does not use research 
assistants. “I’m very firm about that,” he 
said. “The research process is wonderful. 
I have gone on so many fascinating trips. 
For instance, when I was working on the 
origins of the interstate highway system 
I had a copy of the diary kept by young 
Maj. [Dwight] Eisenhower, who was an 
observer on a transcontinental army expe-
dition in 1919 when they were surveying 
the condition of the country’s highways. I 
just followed his diary and went to all the 
places he went to. I even went to Deni-
son, Iowa, the birthplace of the woman 
I thought was most beautiful woman in 
world when I was a teen, Donna Reed—
Mrs. George Bailey.”

Was Denison reflective of Ms. Reed’s 
beauty? “Oh, it was horrible,” Mr. Win-
chester exclaimed. “There is the Donna 
Reed Performing Arts Center. And a deli 
that simulates the one in ‘It’s a Wonderful 
Life,’ but the town is wrapped in a sort of 
fog of horrible smells from huge feed lots. 
There are all these industrialized feed lots 
and a miasma of cow smells covers the 
town.”

Other visits were more impressive. In 
East Liverpool, Ohio, he went to a site he 
believes all Americans should know about, 
if not visit. “An obelisk was put there in the 
1780s that is completely ignored today,” he 
reported. 

When the treaty with Great Britain was 
signed in 1783 at the end of the Revolu-
tionary War, the Continental Congress as-
sumed control of the Northwest Territory. 
Americans were eager to settle the land, 
but Congress decreed it must be surveyed 
first. The obelisk, today moved about 1,000 
feet away from its original position, marks 

“The Point of Beginning” of the American 
Rectangular Land Survey System, which 
now extends across the entire contiguous 
United States and Alaska. 

“It is the point where the north-south 
line and the east-west line cross,” he said. 
“There is just an obelisk there where no 
one stops. I think should be big interpreta-
tive center and all Americans should know 
about it.”

With a hundred famous and not-so-
famous subjects in his compendium, did 
he develop a favorite? “One intrigued me 
most of all because he was a geologist,” Mr. 
Winchester said, noting that he, too, had 
trained as a geologist at Oxford. 

“Clarence King went on to be first 
director of the U.S. Geological Survey and 
did some pretty amazing things in the field. 
He was from the WASP aristocracy, but he 
seemed to have had a thing about black 
women. In the 1870s, in Riverside Park, 
he met a woman whom he immediately 
regarded as his soul mate. Perhaps thinking 
too quickly, he said, ‘My name is James 
Todd. I look white, but I’m black.’ He said 
he was a Pullman porter. They went for 
dinner, married, had five children and he 
lived two entirely separate lives for 20 
years—claiming to be James Todd with her 
and Clarence King at work.

“When he died, he said, ‘Tell my wife 
she is not Mrs. Todd, she’s Mrs. King.’ The 
doctor, in doing his death certificate scored 
out ‘black’ and ‘white’ and wrote ‘Ameri-
can,’—which I thought rather sweet.”

“This book is full of stories and I hope 
people will find it interesting,” Mr. Win-
chester said, adding modestly, “Generally, 
the response has been quite positive.”

Mr. Winchester, who was awarded the 
Order of the British Empire in 2006, has 
written for Condé Nast Traveler, Smithson-
ian, and National Geographic. His many 
books include “The Professor and the Mad-
man”; “The Map that Changed the World”; 
“Krakatoa”; and “A Crack in the Edge of 
the World,” all of which have been New 
York Times bestsellers and appeared on 
numerous best and notable lists.  He main-
tains a farm in Western Massachusetts and 
a home in the Western Isles of Scotland. 
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Bethlehem Waterfront

80’ of direct waterfront on Long Meadow Pond.
Enjoy beautiful views from your deck and fishing
from your dock. Newly renovated, charming and
bright interior. French doors lead to 4 season room
with sliders to deck. 3 bedrooms with vaulted
ceilings and lake views. Very stylish.
New Listing $675,000

19th Century Greek Revival
Completely renovated 3-4 bedroom Roxbury
home with all its original charms on a quiet
country road. 2 bedroom guest house/cabana,
pool, designer gardens, apple orchard, specimen
trees, fields, barn, 12+/- acres. Walk to land trust
trails.
New Price $2,495,000

Modern Flair
Spacious and modern in Torrington. 3 bedrooms
and 2 baths with pool and deck. Vaulted ceilings,
granite kitchen counters, open fireplace, polished
wood floors and marble master bath. Located at end
of quiet cul-de-sac.
New Price $299,000

Uber Chic Bridgewater
Immaculate. 3 huge bedrooms with en suite baths.
Gourmet eat-in kitchen walks out to covered
porch. Heated gunite pool and views over land
trust protected farmland. Barn with game room
and additional guest quarters. Super convenient
southern Bridgewater location.
New Listing $1,695,000

Historic Woodbury Center
Beautifully maintained 4 bedroom modern Colonial.
Walk to Woodbury center from this desirable
neighborhood. Open and bright kitchen with breakfast
bar. Custom woodwork throughout New cedar roof
and wood shutters. Professionally landscaped yard.
New Price $549,000

1940’s Charming Merryall Colonial
Renovated to the highest standards with the charms of
an antique house and an open layout. 4 bedrooms, pool
with spa, studio with half bath, barn and game room
above garage with potential as guest space. 26+/- acres
of flat land, open fields, stone walls, orchard, and
pond. Top Merryall location.
Offering Price $1,850,000

Boo-Yah!!!…


