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Praise for Sophie’s World

‘A marvellously rich book. Its success boils down to something quite simple – Gaarder’s gift for communicating ideas’

Guardian

‘An Alice in Wonderland for the 90s … Sophie’s World is being talked up as philosophy’s answer to Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time … this is a simply wonderful, irresistible book’

Daily Telegraph

‘An extraordinary achievement’

Sunday Times

‘Challenging, informative and packed with easily grasped, and imitable, ways of thinking about difficult ideas’

Independent on Sunday

‘A terrifically entertaining and imaginative story wrapped round its tough, thought-provoking philosophical heart’

Daily Mail

‘A unique popular classic’

The Times

‘Seductive and original … Sophie’s World is, as it dares to congratulate itself, “a strange and wonderful book”’

TLS
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Sleigh Ride
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On New Year’s Eve, for as long as Anna could remember, the families in her village had gone up to the mountain pastures on a sleigh. The horses had been groomed and dressed, and the sleighs had been adorned with bells and flaming torches to cut through the darkness. Sometimes a piste-basher was sent up in advance so that the horses wouldn’t get stuck in loose snow. But every New Year’s Eve without fail they went to the mountains, not on skis or scooters but on horse-drawn sleighs. Christmas was a magical experience, but it was this sleigh ride into the mountain meadows that was the real winter adventure.

New Year’s Eve was a special time. Normal rules did not apply, and everyone mixed freely. On that evening they left one year behind and entered the next. They stepped over an invisible boundary between what had been and what would be. Happy New Year! And thank you for the old one!

Anna loved this time of year. She couldn’t decide which part she liked the most: the ride up the mountain to celebrate the last hours of the old year, or the trip back down, wrapped up tight in a blanket with Mum’s, Dad’s or a neighbour’s warm arm around her shoulders.

But on New Year’s Eve the year Anna turned ten, no snow had fallen either on the mountain plateau or on the lowlands. Jack Frost had long held the countryside in his icy grip but, apart from the odd small drift, the mountains were untouched by snow. Even the high mountain terrain lay bare beneath the open sky, stripped of its winter cloak.

Adults muttered about ‘global warming’ and ‘climate change’, and Anna made a note of these new terms. For the first time in her life she had a sense that the world was in disarray.

But to the mountains they had to go, whatever the conditions, even though the only possible way to get there would be by tractor. They would also have to go during the day – without snow on the plateau, it would be too dark to see your hand in front of your face at night. Even torches would be of little use, and tying them to the tractors and trailers would look silly.

So it was that five tractors and trailers wound their way slowly through the birch trees carrying delicious food and drink. Snow or no snow, they had to raise a glass to the New Year and perhaps organise some games on the frozen meadows.

The absence of snow had not been the only talking point that Christmas. Over the holidays, reindeer had been spotted down by the farms, and people joked that Father Christmas might have left behind a couple on his rooftop travels.

Anna had sensed that there was something scary, something alarming about this. Reindeer had never strayed down to the villages before. Anna had seen pictures in the newspaper of farmers trying to feed a poor, frightened creature: Wild Reindeer in Mountain Villages the caption had read.

The procession of tractors set off, and Anna was in the first trailer with a few of the other children. The higher they climbed, the more the frozen landscape looked like glass. It must have rained before the frosts came, trapping water underneath.

They caught sight of an animal carcass on the roadside, and all the tractors stopped. It was a reindeer, frozen stiff, and one of the men explained that it had starved to death.

Anna didn’t quite understand. But later, when they were up in the mountains, she saw that the whole area was frozen over. Every last pebble and plant was trapped below the sheet of ice.

They passed Lake Brea. Here the five tractors stopped again and the drivers switched off their engines. They were told the ice was safe, and everyone rushed out on to the lake, adults and children alike. The ice was transparent, and shouts of excitement rang out as they realised they could see trout swimming beneath their feet.

Out came balls, hockey sticks and toboggans. But Anna walked on her own along the shore, studying the frozen heath. Under a thin membrane of ice she saw moss and lichen, crowberries and black bearberries with crimson leaves. It was as though she had moved into a more precious, a more refined, world. Soon, though, she spotted a dead mouse … and another. Under a dwarf birch she found a dead lemming. By now Anna understood, and she no longer felt as though she was on an adventure. She had known that mice and lemmings survived winter in the mountains by hiding between bushes and scrub, under soft blankets of snow. But if there were no blankets of snow, the mice and lemmings would not survive.

Now Anna was in no doubt why the reindeer had strayed down to the lowlands. And it had nothing to do with Father Christmas.
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Six Years Later
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