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Speaking volumes: Audiobook publisher expands as industry grows 

By Steve Higgins, Register Business Editor 

Avid readers still enjoy curling up with a good book, but an increasing number of busy Americans are opting to listen to the spoken word rather than peruse the printed page.
An Old Saybrook company, Tantor Media Inc., is riding this new wave of audio entertainment. The company has grown from five to 50 employees in just three years after creating a more efficient way to produce books on CD and books for MP3 players.

The company recently expanded into a 7,800-square-foot space at the Old Saybrook Business Park, next to its existing 10,000-square-foot production and warehouse facility, where all the CDs are made. The new space, at 2 Business Park Road, now houses Tantor Media's corporate offices.

"We needed a new facility in order to keep pace with our growth," said CEO Kevin Colebank, 39, of Clinton. "We will have over 600 titles by the end of this year."

Colebank and his brother Allen and wife Laura started the company in 2000 in San Clemente, Calif., after Allen Colebank designed software that made recording and editing audiobooks more efficient. Among other innovations, the software automatically deletes breathing noises.

Kevin Colebank was working as a mechanical engineer and Allen Colebank was working as a software engineer when they decided to go into business for themselves. Laura Colebank provided the sales and marketing expertise.

At first the partners' plan was to offer downloads of existing audiobooks, but when the Internet bubble burst in 2000 they began converting existing audiobooks to digital format for other companies, and began producing their first audiobooks as well.

In 2004 the partners relocated to Connecticut, which they had planned from the start, partly because Laura Colebank is from Westport and has family in the area. They found a 2,400-square-foot space at the Old Saybrook Business Park and started bidding against other audiobook publishers for contracts with major book publishers.

Today the company is producing 20 audiobooks a month and has landed dozens of major titles, including recent best-sellers such as "The God Delusion" by Richard Dawkins, "Three Cups of Tea" by Greg Morrison and David Oliver Relin, and the Pulitzer Prize-winning "The Looming Tower" by Lawrence Wright.

According to the Audio Publishers Association, audiobook sales grew 6 percent between 2005 and 2006.

"We see the audiobook market continuing to grow," said Kevin Colebank. "Downloadable (formats are) bringing the cost down, and that will really fuel growth. We expect to grow much faster than 6 percent a year. There are a lot of titles out there that are worthy of doing."

Tantor Media, which produces both fiction and nonfiction audiobooks, is currently making a push into the lucrative library market, Colebank said. The company also plans to open an office in the United Kingdom later this year to handle international sales.

Celeste E. Snyder, senior acquisitions clerk for the library system of Lee County in Southwest Florida, said she started buying audiobooks from Tantor in April. She praised the company for offering lower prices combined with "extremely fast delivery."

"They carry many authors that the other distributors don't have," Snyder said.

Sabila Khan, associate manager of subsidiary rights for Penguin Group USA in New York, also said one of Tantor Media's strengths is its ability and willingness to digitize books that other audiobook publishers will not take on.

"It's nice to sell worthy books, but a lot of audiobook companies won't look at a book with less than a 50,000-copy initial print run," she said. "Tantor Media can take a chance on books that other publishers would not."

Khan also said Tantor Media stands apart in its ability to take a surprise best-seller - a book for which no plans were made in advance for an audio version - and create an audiobook within a few weeks' time, a rapid turnaround in the industry.

"They have a unique business model," she said. "They have a software program by which narrators can do the actual recording at home, rather than in a studio, which cuts costs."

The software model also makes the entire process much faster, said Colebank, who has 30 professional narrators on contract nationwide.

Snyder said library patrons are checking out more and more audiobooks as their lives become busier. "People are on the go more, and (audiobooks) are easy to listen to while you are doing something else," she said.

Russell W. Hyde, library sales director for Tantor Media, said the audiobook market is "exploding" because people are commuting longer distances and an aging population finds it easier to listen than to read.

The company's name and logo is a reference to Tantor the elephant in "Tarzan of the Apes" by Edgar Rice Burroughs, the first book the company made into an audiobook.

"Elephants have huge ears," Colebank said. "And they cannot be ignored."
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