
 
 

 
 

| Interview | Ben H. Winters, winner of the 
2014 Philip K Dick Award 

 
  
Hi, Ben. Let's begin with a commonly asked question: how and why did you 
become a writer? 
Ben H. Winters: First, I think, I wanted to be a performer. I played in bands (and 
wrote lyrics), I did comedy, I acted in plays. But always the part I really liked was 
the creation of the stories—the songs, the jokes, the script. I was also not a very 
consistent or talented performer, in any arena. So I began to write, and ultimately 
discovered that fiction was where my real interest and passion lies. 
 
In addition to children’s fiction and the trilogy that is being released through 
Rocco, you have also written adaptations of classic works such as Sense and 
Sensibility and Sea Monsters and Android Karenina. Where did the idea 
arise to write these adaptations? 
BHW: Not with me! It was a pretty unusual situation, with those books. The 
publisher (Quirk Books) was doing these mashups, and had a huge hit with Pride 
and Prejudice and Zombies, and they invited me to do Sea Monsters. It was such a 
strange assignment, but incredibly fun to do. It was a challenging, delightful 
experience, and that was my first published novel. 
 
For you, is it easier to adapt a pre-existing work, giving it a new drapery, or is 
it easier to create an entirely new plot? 
BHW: Definitely, 100% easier to write a new plot. To start with a blank canvas and 
go where the story takes you. I did learn a huge amount from the Austen and 
Tolstoy mash-ups, though. I learned how to construct a story, how to break up 
chapters, how to weave themes and big ideas through my work. It was a 
wonderful place to start a career.  
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You have written in diverse genres and for various audiences. What makes 
you prefer versatility over following a specific genre the way many authors 
do? 
BHW: The joy in every story, I think, is in the characters and the conflicts: falling 
in love with people, and feeling empathy for them as they face their challenges. 
Those elements are present, I hope, in all my work: novels for kids, plays, even the 
poems, and especially in the mystery novels. So I don't see it as lots of different 
kinds of work: it's a spectrum. It's using the same tools to build different things. 
  
Do you prefer writing for children or for adults? Which of these audiences 
suprises you more in their feedback on your work? 
BHW: I suppose I like writing for adults more, these days, because I don't have to 
limit the direction of a story, in terms of "adult" situations and so on. But I can 
definitely foresee doing another kids' novel, because they are great fun to write, 
and because my own children are now becoming serious readers, and I love the 
idea of doing something they will respond to. 
 
The recognition of the triology is undeniable. Perhaps this has made your 
work even more known now. For you, what does the trilogy represent in your 
career as a writer? 
BHW: Thank you! Certainly I feel like The Last Policeman represented a new 
moment in my career, professionally and artistically. I sort of figured out my 
voice with that book, I think, and I'm just really really lucky—honored, really—
that people have responded to it. 
  
How did the idea come up to write a post-apocalyptic saga of characters 
amidst hopelessness, mixing science fiction with detective story? 
BHW: I wanted to do a detective story, and I wanted it to be one no one had ever 
seen before. So I said, what if the world is ending? What does that do to the genre? 
What new pressure does it put on the hero?  I just loved this idea, and as I 
progressed through the trilogy, I kept finding new ways to explore it. 
  
Do you plan to use this mix in the future? Is there an idea you could share? 
BHW: Not this precise mix—there will be no more apocalyptic books from me—
but I will keep exploring alternate worlds. My next book is UNDERGROUND 
AIRLINES, which imagines a version of the contemporary United States where 
there is still slavery. That pubs in the US in July 2016; not sure if the Brazilian date 
is announced yet. 
  



For Brazilian readers, the fate of the character of The Last Policeman is still 
unprecendented. Why should the reader maintain the perseverance to 
accompany a character that is walking toward chaos? 
BHW: Hopefully because the story remains interesting. Even though the world is 
falling apart, there are still mysteries to solve—one "case" in each of the novels, 
and also some deeper mysteries about Hank's past, about his sister, and so on. 
  
In the first part of the work, Hank Palace teaches us to continue moving 
forward even as everyone else appears to quit. What else can we hope to 
learn from Hank in the future books? 
BHW: A lot! I made it my goal for readers to keep learning about him through the 
wohle thing—right up to the very end. I learned more about him as I wrote; I 
learned about his childhood, about his love affairs, about the things that make 
him tick. Hopefully readers will remain as in love with the guy as I did! 
  
How much of you is there in Hank Palace? 
BHW: Not that much, I'm afraid. I only wish I was half as clever, and as brave. I, 
too, love Bob Dylan. That's about it. 
  
Somehow, in not succumbing to suicide, Hank Palace contributes positively 
toward the discussion about this topic. Was it purposeful? Is suicide a theme 
of particular social interest for you? 
BHW: Not really, not thematically. Suicide came into my story in two ways: as one 
of the many ways that people were reacting to the impending asteroid, and as a 
set-up for the mystery: it appears to be a suicide, but Hank thinks it is not. This is 
kind of a classic murder-mystery setup, and it felt appropriate for the story. 
 
The second volume of the trilogy, Countdown City, won the Philip K. Dick 
Award. What was the importance to you of receiving this specific prize? 
BHW: I was VERY excited about it, not only because it brought me recognition in 
the science-fiction world, which I hadn't anticipated, and because Dick's work is 
important to me, especially his alternate-world mystery, THE MAN IN THE HIGH 
CASTLE. One of my favorites. 
  
And here I ask, what were your inspirations and major influences in writing 
the Trilogy? Why? 
BHW: Besides THE MAN IN THE HIGH CASTLE, there's Michael Chabon's YIDDISH 
POLICEMAN'S UNION and Philip Roth's THE PLOT AGAINST AMERICA. All 
beautiful books that imagine alternate worlds and use them to examine our real 



one. And then just the mysteries and mystery writers I love: Hammett and the 
MALTESE FALCON, the works of PD James, the works of Richard Price 
(particularly CLOCKERS) and of George Pelecanos. Oh, and Patricia Highsmith. 
Always Highsmith. 
 
Checklist Cooltural 
Favorite book: THE TALENTED MR. RIPLEY, Patricia Highsmith 
Favorite author: of all time, Charles Dickens. Currently working, Richard Price 
Favorite actor or actress: Phillip Seymour Hoffman 
Favorite film/movie: The Blues Brothers 
Favorite film director: I'm not enough of a film person to have one. In recent 
years I've really enjoyed the movies of Nicole Holofcener 
A dream you would like to accomplish: for my kids to be happy and grounded. 
Dogs or cats? Cats. Less work for the owner. 
Favorite music album: Elvis Costello, THIS YEAR'S MODEL; Bob Dylan, BLOOD 
ON THE TRACKS; Tom Waits, MULE VARIATIONS 
 

*** 
 
* The Brazilian Portuguese translation is available here: 
https://coolturalblog.wordpress.com/2015/11/17/entrevista-ben-h-winters-ganhador-
do-philip-k-dick-award-2014/ 


