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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the
top of the media game. Today I'm joined down the line from rural Dorset by
Sophie Roberts, the award-winning author and travel writer who specialises in
telling stories from the most remote corners of the world. Her first book ‘The
Lost Pianos of Siberia’ is a personal quest through two centuries of Russian
history and was named Book of the Year by The Times and shortlisted for
major literary prizes. A writer on travel and conservation for the FT, The Wall
Street Journal, The Economist and Condé Nast Traveler, Sophy also takes
photographs which accompany many of our articles. Her next book ‘Following
Her Journeys through East and Central Africa’ is due for publication in 2024.
Sophy, thank you for joining me.

Thank you, Paul, for having me on your show.

What an incredibly interesting career you have. I mean, ‘The Lost Pianos of
Siberia’ was a fantastic mix of history, travel, and adventure, frankly. What
inspired you to take this frankly mad hunt across Siberia in search of a historic
instrument?

It started, it is a bit odd when I sort of look back on it, but when you are in the thick of
a passion or an obsession, you don't think it's odd at all. It's like a love affair, isn't it?
But it did start, it didn't even start in Russia. It started in Mongolia, where I met this
extraordinary young pianist who didn't have a good enough instrument of her own. I
was listening to her play on a piano in a Mongolian ger, tent, about eight hours from
the city of Ulaanbaatar, this wild valley called the Orkhon with this sort of silver river
snaking below. And she played on a grand piano. Not a very good one, not a piano
that was particularly in tune to about 20 of us. And, you know, the smoke kind of
rising up out of the tents through the middle into the sort of starry sky above these
beautiful felted walls of these Mongolian tents, which rolls the sound into a kind of
perfect acoustic. And you know, 20 folks who you would, I would never have



expected to be in a room with in that moment, in that time listening to bark. And it
was just so moving. And yet I was with someone that knew a lot more about music
than me and about the piano in its history in that part of the world and said “she
needs a better piano, a much better piano than what you're listening to her play on
now” and he's had this phrase up his sleeve and he said “you must find her one of
the lost pianos of Siberia” and that started a hunt that went on for the five-year book
project that it became. And I suppose, what was it that I found so appealing? Before
I'd even stepped foot on Siberian soul? It was this idea of putting two wrong things
together, a piano in Siberia. This huge bourgeois European instrument in a place in
my imagination was kind of wild and dangerous. And, you know, it's being called the
largest continental prison without a roof. It was just such an extraordinary
combination of things. It's like the most powerful metaphor in poetry is when you put
two things that don't go together in the same space. And that space has potential
and it's curious and it's interesting. It is unusual. So that was the beginning of the
tale.

I mean, you spent hours on the Trans-Siberian Express taking in what seemed
to be an extraordinary winter landscape.

Yeah, I mean that was one part of the journey, in fact that Trans-Siberian Railway,
which crosses about 5,500 miles of Russia, if you think of the size of Siberia, you
know, it's the 10th of the world's land surface. It's huge. And that's just the part of
Russia that sits east of the Ural Mountains all the way to the Pacific. It's huge. And I
use that railway a great deal, but by no means exclusively because if you think about
it, it's just one thread across that land. And I also had to go north and south of it, very
large distances. And I found that really exciting because, you know, working, I'm a
journalist and a journalist before I tried to write this book and I'm still a journalist, and
you are always searching as a journalist for the unGoogleable. You're always
searching for the thing that hasn't already appeared. And you are just kind of, you
know, rehashing as your own. And Siberia had that potential because as soon as I
stepped off that railway into those kinds of corners of the map, I was exposed to just
extraordinary narrative, extraordinary personal stories of resilience and suffering and
cruelty and pain and redemption and all of those things that you look for in
storytelling. So to me, Siberia carried this huge, huge potential that previously I'd
only really noticed from a plane. You know, if you fly over that part of the world, which
we used to do a lot of I don’t know if the flight roots have now changed with what's
going on in Ukraine, but I just remember seeing it for hours on the screen, in the



plane seat as this sort of empty space with just a few towns. And I found that very
intriguing. It's potential.

Do you enjoy being on the road? Like experiencing it and documenting it, or is
it when you get back and the writing of it? Or what is it? What's the best part of
your job?

It's both. The bit that I find easiest is being on the road, because I find it exciting and
unpredictable and I'm somebody that, you know, I don't want to repeat myself. And
travel has that built into its DNA. You don't know what's gonna be around the corner
and nor the person who's gonna open the door to you to reveal something of their
story, you know, I’m like you, I'm a journalist, everybody, I believe everyone has a
story. And that is incredibly exciting to me. The writing of it is harder because you are
massaging that into something that is readable, is true, is entertaining, is so many
things that are a kind of artifice and a profession actually that you have to sort of
layer on top of the immediacy of that first experience. So I find writing harder than
travelling, but I find the result of the writing really pleasurable. When it works, often it
doesn't, but when it works.

And fascinatingly, you see yourself as a travelling writer rather than a travel
writer.

I think I might have stolen that from Jan Morris who came up with that line. I feel
quite hemmed in by the history of my genre. Travel writing is, in so many ways, I'm
British. I talk with this accent, which is, in any other words, posh, travel writing has
come out of a long colonial history because posh British people got to do it as part of
the empire. And I'm part of the long tail of that. I just am, I can't escape that identity
and that history, but I was not to say I don't feel profoundly uncomfortable with it. So
that's one side of my anxiety around the genre of travel writing because I'm a Brit
doing it. But there is another side that I believe in fundamentally, which is, it's also an
incredible opportunity to explore what you don't know - empathy, compassion, less
judgment about what sits on the other side of the border than feeling it and trying to
understand it by going into those spaces and places.

Does the job still have the same sort of joy that you have when you first
started doing it? Do you still get the same buzz from it?



Look, it's really different because where I've ended up, what I'm doing now is really
different from where I first started. You know, I wasn't brought up in a family that had
extra money to travel. You know, my dad was a farmer in Scotland and that just
wasn't ever gonna happen. I landed my first job in travel, like lots of people land their
first job. I was lucky, I was lucky, I got a break. And it was with a magazine that was
launching in the United Kingdom called Condé Nast Traveller. It was the British
edition. The American one was long established. And you know, I started as a coffee
maker. I was the person who was at the bottom of the tree, an editorial assistant.
And I walked into a world of travel that had, there was an element, of course, of
some really first-class travel writing in the room, big names, writing beautiful and
lyrical and compelling pieces about parts of the world I knew nothing about. But a
large part of a magazine like that is tourism, it's smart hotels, it's luxury spars. And
that was the part that I had to, and did, you know, I worked in that space for some
time it was how I earned my living, but did I believe in it? Like truly believe in it
mattering or moving me, not quite. And so my journey from that opportunity, which is
huge, and I will never, ever take for granted. And I was with some brilliant editors
who taught me the rules of my profession, but the subject matter, I needed to find my
own space, my own belief, my own meaning. And that was when I went freelance
and was able to pursue stories that weren't led by the price tag of a hotel room.

Did you always want to be a journalist? Like when you were doing your
studies and when you were growing up, what did you envisage you were
doing? And is your career going? I mean, you've already mentioned that it's
not quite turned out in a very, you know, lovely way, frankly, that as you
originally visited, what was the original plan?

Oh, I think I was only ever good at writing at school. I mean, I was hopeless at any of
the sciences. I was an absolute avid reader. I came from a family for whom the arts
were important. You know, my father at one point was a journalist and are still a
committed writer. My mother, a painter. So, you know, I could kind of navigate the
world in those terms with more confidence than I could any other. So I always knew I
wanted to write, I just didn't quite know where that would fall. Journalism has always
appealed to me cause I'm, I get really excited by strangers. I get, I genuinely am
thrilled by those encounters. There's nothing I like better than sitting on a train and
having a conversation with the person opposite. I'd rather do that than travel with a
friend often. So I suppose I've got that kind of curious loner instinct that suits



journalism in so many ways, but where I was gonna fall into that huge and wide
profession that took me a bit of time and it took me, I trained, you know, I was given
some really, really good advice early on in my decision-making process, which is,
should I go to journalism school or shouldn't I, because it was going to put me in debt
before I even started working. There was always this belief that you'd go up through
the local papers and you work that way, you learn on the job. At the time that I was
entering the industry, local papers were struggling. It was hard to get a job so I
flipped and thought I'm going to, I'm gonna do journalism school. And I decided to do
my journalism school in America because when I really boiled it down, I could, I was
reading quite a lot of American authors and American journalists and I could see that
journalism in America is, it's very different from the UK. One's not better than the
other by no manner of means, but I could see the opportunity of a Brit in America
would give me maybe more chance, more space than being a Brit writing for the
Brits. You know, it's a slightly different perspective. So I went and studied at
Columbia Journalism School in New York and it was so incredibly exciting because I
could make all my mistakes in the classroom. That journalism course at that time,
everyone had to do broadcast, everyone had to do radio, everyone had to do
short-form news journalism, and everybody had to do long-form. And you, by the end
of the year, you knew exactly where you fell in that space, where your talents were
best expressed and where your heart was most comfortable. And mine was in
longer-form magazine journalism. That would've taken me a long time to work out
trying to get a job as a runner on a TV documentary or trying to get job in local radio.
That would've taken me much, much longer to get there, if that makes sense.

Oh, it absolutely does. I mean, the adventure that you had in New York sounds
amazing. You did some work for a publisher of porn magazines, I read, and
was that good preparation for travel writing and amazingly you worked as a
researcher assisting Jessica Mitford in her final work. I mean, wow, what a
time.

Well, that came out of journalism school, both those opportunities, because I always
had, again, I was sort of going back to, we were talking about sort of, you know, in
my early years and, you know, I had a, I have very artistic mother and I'd always kind
of had this desire actually to go to art school. And, but I didn't, I did my degree in
English Literature prior to doing any kind of master's and it still burnt at me a little bit.
So I did a postgraduate in Photojournalism at what was then called the London
College of Printing which allowed me to explore that kind of need to express things



visually or explore things visually. And in doing that Photojournalism, yeah, I focused
on a project on the death industry. The funeral industry, of whom Jess Mitford, one of
the great Mitford sisters was a specialist. She'd written an extraordinary book in the
sixties called ‘The American Way of Death’, which was a sort of an exposé of
investigative journalism around the American funeral industry. And she was revising
it when I wrote to her for an interview. And she said “why don't you come on as my
researcher?” So that's how I effectively paid for the latter part of that year's studies, I
worked as Jessica's researcher and continued to pursue this hope to maybe be a
photojournalist, but at the end of that year, I knew I could find a story and I could tell
a story, but there were much better photographers than me out there in the market.
And I wanted to work with those photographers in a collaborative way with a sense
of understanding their profession and their art form in so many ways, rather than try
to be that person myself. So again, the classroom had allowed me to find my
strengths and weaknesses and it was critical. And then when I went to Columbia to
really focus on long-form journalism and magazine journalism, I ended up doing what
you do when you journalist, like following a lead into a room that turns into a story.
And it was this extraordinary, it was a pornographer big publishing company and it
had a really amazing woman who was the sort of editor-in-chief of a number of titles.
And so I was effectively, I was writing a piece about her and her work and all the
different sides of pornography and all the difficulties and all the people that are
involved in that trade. And so yeah, I was never paid by them. It was never a paid
job, but I got some fairly extraordinary access and I'm grateful for it.

I read doing some research for our conversation that you said you're drawn to
the risk in some of these wide-open spaces that you visit. You mentioned that
it creates its own unique kind of euphoria.

Yeah, I think there is, it goes back to that point at the beginning. It's the, there is
energy in going into a place that is uncomfortable to you. It activates your senses, it
makes you where an animal at the end of the day, and our animal instincts are
hidden beneath this strange and very fake thing called civilisation. But they are there.
It's how you smell, how you hear, how you see, how you feel, how you perceive, see
through something. And when you expose yourself to a situation you can't quite
control or you certainly can't predict, which is risk, your senses are, are on a different
level of alert and that makes for better writing. It makes for a better engagement. And
ultimately as a writer that matters. It's the instinct that needs constant honing. You
know, it's a story I occasionally have mentioned to my kids, which is Dr Dolittle going



to the Moon and there's a lot of discussion about what the story what story should be
brought back from the moon from somebody for other people that are never gonna
see it. And the advice I think it's given by the parrot is you just have to be a good
noticer, a good noticer of things. And I've never kind of forgotten that because it's
true. You know, that's my job. I need to notice. And you can't notice if you
sleepwalking into a room, you can't notice if everything's so familiar. You stopped to
question the familiarity. And that is the thing that I think journalists have in common.
It's a really, it's kind of an extrovert's character in many ways. But that covers up
what it really is, which is just like a profound curiosity in what you don't know.

What about your next book, it's an African story the journey that you took
sounds quite fascinating. And when will we see it?

Well, I'm not actually allowed to talk about it quite yet. It’s commissioned by my same
publisher here in the UK and it has been a story that's been quite a long time in
development. So I can't say very much about it. But yeah, I've been on the road quite
hard researching that in the field and it also in numerous archives which have been a
challenge in itself. I'm really interested. It’s about the preamble to the scramble to
Africa. So it's making me face some pretty dreadful history. But I think that again is
part of the thing that I'm interested in, which is not being fearful of spaces and ideas
that seem off-limits. You know, I think it's the kind of enduring commitment to keep on
going even if you might fail. I've constantly faced that sense that I could be walking
straight into failure here, but I've gotta try. It's the same with Siberia. You know, there
was that, there was a really important moment when, you know, I was looking for a
piano in Siberia as a British journalist at a time when it was pretty dangerous to be a
British journalist in Russia. And, you know, was I mad or was it worth it? And I read
John Steinbeck, he travelled to the USSR in the aftermath of the Second World War
with the photographer Robert Capa, one of, you know, that was one of the great
collaborations between a writer and a photographer. And John Steinbeck said on
that trip, you know, “we made our plans in this way. If we could do it, it would be a
good story. And if we couldn't do it, we would also have a story of not being able to
do it.” And that to me is really important. I have it pinned to my wall as something
that I wanna stand by, you know, to be fearful of failure stops us sometimes from
starting. And that's really important to avoid in a profession like journalism and
writing.



I mean, certainly, in my own business, I try to encourage failure because it
shows innovation. My litmus test with mistakes in the company is, was it done
honestly and will we learn either individually or as a team? And if the answer is
yes, then we celebrate it.

Yeah. And I like the fact, Paul, that you used that word “honestly” because really it's
about the older we get, I'm about to hit 50. It's a journey towards believing in your
own authenticity, whatever that might look like. And I sometimes think I take forever
to get there. And you feel like an imposter when you hit a stroke of luck. You know, I
did feel like an imposter when I was working at Condé Nast, for instance, with my
kind of, you know, messy hair. And there was always a farm girl in me turning up at
very smart hotels to do reviews for a big glossy readership. I felt like an imposter.
But, you know, a writing career is in so many ways a journey towards authenticity
and honesty. And honesty has to include failure. And there are wonderful writers
whom I admire who have found that voice and that conviction. So early on, I didn't, it
took me time to get to a place where I'm, even now, I'm only beginning to think that
sometimes I get it right.

What remote corner of the world have you yet to visit?

I mean, one of the obvious ones, which is a long way from where I'm sitting here in
Dorsey, is New Zealand. I'm longing to go to New Zealand, but before I started on
this next book, which is Eastern Central Africa, I spent a good six months
researching another book in the Sahara. And that's just a huge space, you know, I
think it's the same amount of syllables as Siberia. It sounds a bit similar. And I'd just
come off that passion project and I felt that there was maybe some resonance in the
Sahara that I, and there was a particular story I like following a historical thread to
give me a narrative arc through territory. And I thought I'd landed on a good one in
the Sahara, but it was, you know, geopolitically just so incredibly difficult. And Covid
made it seem even more impossible, so maybe I'll come back to it. But the Sahara is
a place that I have experienced in some tiny, tiny granular part. I've spent a bit of
time in Chad, which totally, you know, was just totally fascinating. And I saw that as
the beginning of something that could take, you know, a book projects like the ones I
do, sort of five years long. So you've gotta know it's gonna sustain interest for that
period of time, real interest because when you get on a plane as I do, leaving, you
know, a happy family home, two kids, and you've gotta know your scales are in
balance. Why are you doing that? Does it matter enough to you or as a piece of



writing to justify that time apart from those you love? And also sometimes in the
places I go, the risk that comes with it.

Who are your journalist heroes? Whose writing do you admire?

Oh, so many. I mean, right now, looking at my desk, I am in Hermann Hesse, who I
just find extraordinary. He's not, he was a journalist, but he was a novelist effectively.
I find his writing just incredible when you are reaching for that authenticity. He, his
stories sort of taught you through a path. And I find his writing absolutely brilliant.
Kapuscinski is another, again, journalist who wrote books that were just tipping into a
sort of slightly non-journalistic space. He used the tricks of narrative nonfiction and
fiction to give his books and really compelling narrative arc. And he was an immense
and brilliant traveller. Contemporary writers, I admire, I think Horatio Clare is
completely first-class. He can construct a sentence like no man. And he also shows
sort of just a real deep empathy in how he works with his sources and his stories. In
terms of, I'm interested in some of the essayists that are working prolifically at the
moment. Rebecca Solnit I think is extraordinary. I really like the style of some of the
West Coast American writing. I find it sharp and clear and strong and full of new
ideas. Barry Lopez is another where climate and nature and travel intersect, genius
writer.

What advice would you give to someone starting out in your career?

To know why you are getting into it? Because by my experience, forget it if you
wanna be rich, by my experience, it's also, you know, remembering I am a freelancer
and have been a freelancer apart from those first two years of my career with Condé
Nast, it's lonely. So be comfortable with being lonely if the freelance path is the one
you want to take. And that loneliness means coping with failure and fear alone
sometimes. And I think that you just have to know what your tenacity and resilience
is like to get through those inevitable stages that come. They don’t disappear with
your, with some kind of rising path. It's cyclical. It’s constantly, you know, present. But
I think resilience, tenacity, having the balls to pick up the phone and get through a
door, you know, I did it with Jessica Mitford and had one of the most fulfilling years of
my life to have access to that brain and that wit, I did it with the pornographers, not
because I went in wanting to work in pornography but because I wanted to
understand what that world was as a journalist. I did it in Russia, you know, going in
and knocking on the doors of strangers in the, you know, in the Russian arctic saying



if you've got a piano, I mean, it’s resilience that matters because sometimes I'd travel
for a week in that part of the world and I'd knock on the door and they'd say you
know, you're on the wrong scent, go away. So I think you have to be passionate
about it before you start and you have to work through it when it gets hard. And I've
never regretted that choice. I absolutely love it. I love storytelling.

You said that you don't get into journalism to be rich, so how can you make it
work?

So it is quite difficult. You know, if you look at the rates that freelancers are paid, it
doesn't sometimes look like it can add up because if you think about it, you know,
sometimes I might be away for two weeks in somewhere remote and the fees that I
might be paid for that article just don't quite justify it. But I have always believed in
this kind of Robin Hood approach where you take from one to give to the other. And
the stories that I really want to tell, I earn my money as a consultant on the other
side. And I don't talk about that in the public domain, but it's the truth of it. So I work,
I do advertising copy, I write brochures, I consult and that builds up earnings, which I
will then put against parts of the world I want to get to, to tell a story that might just
wash its face. And I think that is quite important in me being able to pursue an
authentic writer's life, to be honest. You have to sometimes do things that you don't
wanna do to pay the bills.

What's the thing that you've done, Sophy, or a piece of work that you've done
that's made you most proud?

I was proud of the fact that when I handed in 80,000 words of the first book, I wrote
‘The Lost Pianos of Siberia’, and it went to my publishers and editors and one of
them, a very experienced man turned around and said, it was on deadline, by the
way, you're paid on deadline. And I had no time left on deadline. And he said “thanks
very much for the first draft. Now I want you to completely rewrite that book, not
according to your travelling from the West of Russia to the East”, which was the
original chronology of the book. And other words told through my journey in one
linear way, “I want you to rewrite it according to the chronology of the piano entering
Russian culture” so from the time that Catherine the Great, first became obsessed by
this idea of piano music to the present day, which I remember coming off that
conversation, walking into my kitchen and looking at 80,000 words and thinking, I
have sweated over every comma, every comma, and I've gotta rewrite the whole



thing. The thing I think I'm proudest of is I let that settle for about 24 hours. I looked
it, I thought he's right. He's absolutely right. And I rewrote the book. So it's that I'm
proudest of the fact I had it in me to go back over a process I'd found immensely
hard, which is structuring and writing the first book. And I did it.

Sophy, that was a hugely interesting conversation. Thank you ever so much
for your time.

Thank you very much indeed for yours.

Well, wasn't that amazing? It was created and produced by Podcast Partners.
They are really lovely people and rather good at all this podcasting guff.
Find out more at podcastpartners.com.


