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P = Presenter, S = Sophie

P: … to places you and I would probably never think of visiting. And Sophie, what’s your book?

S: My choice is Where the Indus is young by the Irish writer Dervla Murphy. It’s about a trip that she took with her daughter up the Indus River valley – a region called Baltistan – into the heart of the Himalayas when the girl was only six years old. This was in the 1970s. 

P: And why have you chosen this one particularly?

S: Well, travelling in this region is dangerous enough at the best of times, but to do so with a six-year-old girl is just incredible. They encounter raging rivers, falling rocks, steep rocky ascents. Murphy herself says in the book that the extremeness of the landscape in this region cannot be exaggerated. In fact, Rachel – that’s her daughter’s name – became the hero for me, because where many kids would be complaining constantly, she never does. Her mother takes advantage of this, and so keeps pressing on, along narrow paths next to deep ravines. I’d like to read a short extract if I may, where they’re coming down a track on horseback next to the side of a mountain: 

We found ourselves looking into a ravine so profound that one’s first reaction was incredulity. The shadowy chasm was very narrow and perhaps half a mile long. It lay between the brown mountain we now stood on and the white mountain ahead, and at a conservative estimate it was 1,500 feet deep, with absolutely sheer sides. This scene was the very quintessence of Himalayan drama – vast, beautiful, cruel – belonging to a landscape that has no time for the paltry endeavours of men.
P: I’ve heard critics say that Murphy can be political. Would you agree with that?

S: Well, perhaps. She does mention a few times in this book and in others, how unspoiled places like this are being ruined by ‘technological progress’ and western ideas. An example of the former is when she talks about modern transport bringing diseases to areas that hadn’t suffered these before. Other writers of course have said the same thing, and I’m always a bit suspicious of people who want to enjoy unspoilt parts of the world and then return home to the comforts of their own western lives. But you can’t say that the point of this book is to put across a political message. It’s not. It’s just a wonderful description of an amazing journey, and the ability of a young child to overcome fear and a completely different environment. I found it absolutely gripping. 
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