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Naomi Mitchison (1897–1999) was a distinguished Scottish author whose groundbreaking feminist books of historical fiction, fantasy and sci-fi remain strikingly radical, free-thinking and bohemian, and inspired such writers as Ursula K. Le Guin. She also led a fascinating life as a passionate campaigner for a range of social and political issues, such as supporting socialists in 1934’s Nazi-threatened Vienna, running a women’s sexual health centre, protesting at Greenham Common in her eighties, and being adopted as adviser and mother of the Bakgatla tribe in Botswana. She died in 1999 at the age of 101, with over seventy books to her name.
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Introduction

In 1666, Margaret Cavendish published The Description of a New World, Called The Blazing-World, in which a young woman travels through the North Pole into a fantastical and utopian parallel world. More than a century later, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley finished Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus. Though Shelley’s creation has taken on a mythic life of its own, many attempts have been made to ascribe her work to her husband; Cavendish defied the odds by publishing twelve books in an era when few women achieved any literary success, yet remains obscure outside academic circles. 

Both women were pioneers of speculative fiction, whose contributions to the genre they invented have been eclipsed, questioned and dismissed. Dealt a different hand, their work might have been lost altogether. Perhaps it shouldn’t surprise me that Naomi Mitchison – a prolific writer across many genres, including science fiction and fantasy, who also happened to be a woman – was unknown to me until quite recently. 

In the harsh winter of 1897, on the cusp of a new century, Naomi Mary Margaret Haldane was born into an affluent family in Edinburgh. Her parents were Louisa Kathleen Trotter and John Scott Haldane. An Oxford fellow and respiratory physiologist, John was the younger brother of Robert Haldane, a Liberal politician who served under several prime ministers. His sister, Elizabeth, would make history in 1920 when she became the first female Justice of the Peace in Scotland. 

The couple had married in 1891, and welcomed a son, John Burdon Sanderson Haldane, a year later. Known as Jack, he went on to be an accomplished geneticist and biometrician – and to condemn C. S. Lewis for his ignorant depiction of scientists. ‘Mr Lewis’s idea is clear enough,’ he wrote frostily in the Modern Quarterly in 1946. ‘The application of science to human affairs can only lead to hell.’ 

From a young age, Naomi Haldane had a bright and scientific mind, even conducting experiments at home with her family. She was also a dreamer, tormented by nightmares and inexplicable fears of household objects, from mirrors to a chair that she refused to touch. ‘[Aunt Bay] said I was the only Haldane to have this kind of runaway imagination, something which now she loved and respected. But it was a misery then,’ she wrote in 1973. ‘And indeed can be still, though without it I would have no wings.’ The Scottish author Andrew Lang, best known for collecting folk tales, ‘encouraged [her] to see fairies’ in her childhood – a tendency she carried throughout her life. 

After the outbreak of the First World War, she took a course in nursing and joined the Voluntary Aid Detachment, working as an auxiliary nurse at St Thomas’s Hospital in London. In 1916, she married one of Jack’s friends, Dick Mitchison. Two years earlier, when she was sixteen, she had confided the ‘deep currents of fear’ in her imagination to Dick – an admission met, to her immense surprise, with kindness and understanding. 

Naomi Mitchison swiftly proved herself to be a woman for all seasons. In 1923, she published her first book, The Conquered, a historical novel about the Roman occupation of Gaul under Caesar. Seven years later, she and Dick joined the Labour Party. Early on, they had unconventionally agreed to open their marriage, resulting in a passionate relationship between Naomi and the Oxford classicist Theodore Wade-Gery. Though they both had affairs, she and Dick upheld their commitment to each other and had seven children together. Of the surviving five, three became scientists. 

In the 1930s, Mitchison travelled alone to Vienna to assist the defeated socialists, smuggling documents in her underwear and assisting refugees fleeing the rise of the Nazis; during the Second World War she hosted evacuees at her family home in Carradale, a village in Kintyre. Over the course of the next fifty years, she visited five continents. She advocated for women’s rights, birth control and free love – and all the while, she wrote. 

By the time of her death at the age of 101, Naomi Mitchison had written almost as many books as she had counted years: more than ninety completed works that spanned multiple genres. Yet now, in the twenty-first century, her work is virtually unknown. How could such an extraordinary life, and such an enormous body of work, be forgotten?

I was born eight years before Naomi Mitchison died. Throughout my childhood, I was a voracious reader; I went on to study English Language and Literature at university. Yet I had often felt as if I didn’t quite belong in fantasy, the genre I loved most. From an early age, I had struggled to find many books that welcomed me. Instead, I had tried to squash myself into the confines of books about men. During my research for this introduction, I was surprised to learn that Mitchison had studied at the Society of Oxford Home Students, which later evolved into St Anne’s College, where I did my degree. How could I not have known about her sooner? Perhaps for the same reasons it took me years to learn that the first novel in history, The Tale of Genji, was written by a noblewoman in Heian Japan, known to us as Lady Murasaki; to learn that the first author whose name we have on record, Enheduanna, was female. Women have long been written out of the history of literature.

You are about to read Travel Light. First published in 1952, two years before The Lord of the Rings, it was not among the books that earned the most attention – positive or negative – in Mitchison’s lifetime. It is quiet and thoughtful, playful and wayward, rich with exquisite worldbuilding detail. It has the gentle magic of a children’s bedtime story, yet carries a melancholy and weight that will resonate with adult readers. Unlike Mitchison’s more political work, such as the widely condemned We Have Been Warned (1935), Travel Light is fundamentally escapist. It encourages the reader – like its fascinating protagonist, Halla Godsgift – to lay down their worldly burdens and be swept along.

Travel Light introduces to us to Halla shortly after her birth. She is born to a king whose new queen resents her; she is cast out to die, but saved by bears. When the bears go into hibernation, Halla is entrusted to a dragon named Uggi, who teaches her the ways of dragonkind, from hoarding to the politics of damsels in distress. Halla thus grows up with tendencies both draconic and ursine, learning to fear the so-called heroes of the world beyond Dragon Mountain, who kill everything they misunderstand. 

Like Halla herself, Travel Light resists a single definition. It is a fable, a myth, a quest; it is also none of those things. Its beginning is reminiscent of both the Greek myth of Atalanta and fairytales like Hansel and Gretel. It glides between fantasy and history, reality and dream. We hear of the fictional land of Marob, or the liminal Dragon Mountain; the next moment, we find ourselves in the Holy Roman Empire. Even its tone is unpredictable. While broadly serious, the story is shot with moments of humour, particularly when Halla is with the dragons. The framework is Norse, with Odin himself as a donor figure, who gives Halla a piece of his own cloak. ‘Travel light, my child, as the Wanderer travels light,’ he tells her, ‘and his love will be with you.’ The Christianity we encounter is mercurial; for every noble Tarkan Der, there is a corrupt and oily Father John. Mitchison herself appears to have leaned agnostic. 

Though Halla becomes a saint and gift to those around her, she refuses to adhere to stereotypically masculine ideals of heroism, like bloodshed or conquest; at the same time, she avoids the restraints that are so often placed on female characters, stripping away their agency. In one scene, Mitchison spirits Halla away from a man who threatens to teach her ‘the way of women’ with sexual violence. Although Halla shares a ‘fierce, long kiss’ with Tarkan Der, she evades the confines of a traditional marriage. Forced into a nunnery in the tarnished city of Byzantium, she escapes on a Valkyrie’s winged horse, free as the Wanderer. I imagine that this ending would have resonated deeply with Mitchison, a restless wanderer herself.

These days, fantasy is dominated by female authors. Nonetheless, we’re still fighting to be taken seriously, and to prove that our foremothers were architects of the genre. Naomi Mitchison is part of our collective legacy, and I hope this book is the first step in her talent being properly recognised and celebrated. I only wish – as an author who always dreamed of dragons – that I had discovered Travel Light sooner.

Samantha Shannon
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1

The Bears

It is said that when the new Queen saw the old Queen’s baby daughter, she told the King that the brat must be got rid of at once. And the King, who by now had almost forgotten the old Queen and had scarcely looked at the baby, agreed and thought no more about it. And that would have been the end of that baby girl, but that her nurse, Matulli, came to hear of it. Now this nurse was from Finmark, and, like many another from thereabouts, was apt to take on the shape of an animal from time to time. So she turned herself into a black bear then and there and picked up the baby in her mouth, blanket and all, and growled her way out of the Bower at the back of the King’s hall, and padded out through the light spring snow that had melted already near the hall, and through the birch woods and the pine woods into the deep dark woods where the rest of the bears were waking up from their winter sleep.

Now when anyone changes into a bear, it is bearish they become, and the nurse Matulli was the same. Little Halla crawled around with the bear cubs, and many a knock she got from hard claws and many a lick from rough tongues. She learnt to fight the other cubs, and, having the use of her hands, she would get her own back from time to time, pulling ears and scrambling on to black backs, and sometimes she wondered when her claws would grow. She got to know the thought and language of the bears. It was a language that did what it wanted to do well enough, so that there were many ways of showing the difference between one taste and another, the taste of crunched mice, the taste of many different berries and roots and the taste of honey either on the front, back, or sides of the tongue. It did the same for smells, and the forest was always speaking in smells to the bears. It did much for hearing and something for sight, but there was no way, for instance, to think about clouds or the flying of eagles, because the bears did not look up into the sky. And if anyone had wanted to explain to the bears about Halla and her stepmother, they would just not have been able to do it at all.

There were plenty of other wild beasts in the woods, wolves and foxes and martens, reindeer and elks and roe deer and hares. But most of them kept clear of the bears. In summer the woods were full of tangles and hollows and mosses, scented with crushed ferns, rich earth scooped for sweet shoots and young mushrooms, birds’ nests full of warm eggs, and the thick friendly fur of bears. Matulli-bear looked after Halla-baby as well as any bear can be expected to look after any baby. Halla had plenty to eat, a long tongue to wash her and a warm bear to cuddle against all night. But Matulli was a fine figure of a she-bear and the he-bears all wanted her to keep house for them. It came on for winter, and behind rocks and under fallen fir trees were deep and cosy dens waiting for Matulli and her bear husband. The nights got longer and colder and every morning Matulli found it harder and harder to wake up. But Halla woke and fidgeted and pulled Matulli’s whiskers and wanted her breakfast. And it came back to Matulli that one of the queer things about human beings was that they did not sensibly sleep all winter, but instead went to a great deal of trouble to cut fuel and shear sheep and weave blankets and thick cloaks and make themselves hot soup. And Halla, in spite of her excellent upbringing, was going to take after the rest of them. What was a poor bear to do?

And then a very fortunate thing happened. Matulli and her bear husband were walking through the woods, looking for the last of the wild bees’ honey or a late fledgling from a nest, and Matulli’s husband was grumbling away to himself because he could feel that the snow was not far off and it was time to go home to the den and sleep and sleep. But Halla was running around like a crazy butterfly and clearly had no intention of sleeping. Sometimes the he-bear thought it would be both nice and sensible to eat Halla, but he did not dare because of Matulli.

And suddenly a deer came galloping past them, looking back over its shoulder in a terrible fright. And after that a badger which was in a hurry too. But the badger had time to tell the two bears that there was a dragon coming along and they had better get out of the way. The he-bear turned round at once and went galumphing back; never had his den seemed so desirable. But Matulli sat back among the cranberry bushes in the wet moss and pulled Halla down beside her. Sure enough, in a little while the dragon came along, puffing and creaking and rattling. Matulli in the bushes coughed and said: ‘My lord.’ For she knew in her mind that dragons appreciated politeness from the rest of the world.

This dragon was somewhat startled and blew out a flame which singed the tops of the cranberry bushes and the tips of the fur all along Matulli’s back. But he had meant no harm, and he stopped and listened very graciously to Matulli’s story about Halla Bearsbairn. Matulli was speaking in the language of humans, since the thing could not be explained in bears’ language. But dragons are, within their limits, very intelligent, and most of them understand, not only the language of several kinds of animals, including the birds who have beautiful feelings but few facts, but also the languages of trolls, dwarfs, giants and human beings.

Now, if there is one kind of human being which dragons dislike more than another, it is the kind commonly called kings or heroes. The reason is that they are almost always against dragons. So when the dragon, whose name was Uggi, heard that the poor little pink human had been so badly treated by a king and a queen, he did not hesitate, but said at once that he would adopt Halla Bearsbairn and see that she grew up in all the right principles of dragonhood. ‘And you will see that she gets regular meals, my lord?’ said Matulli.

‘Have you ever heard of dragons going hungry?’ said Uggi. ‘And you will see that she doesn’t fall into the fire, my lord?’

‘I will fire-proof her myself,’ the dragon said.

‘And you will comb her hair every night, my lord?’

‘I will comb it with my own claws,’ said the dragon, ‘for I see that the child has hair the colour of gold, which is the only right colour for hair.’

‘And you will dry her eyes when she cries, my lord?’

‘I will dry her eyes with the silken scarf of the Princess of the Spice Lands who was so thoughtfully offered to my cousin, the Dragon of the Great Waste. For I see that the child has eyes the colour of sapphires, which is the only right colour for eyes.’

‘What happened to the Princess of the Spice Lands, my lord?’ asked Matulli, for she thought that this princess might be a nice playmate for her Halla.

The dragon coughed behind his claw. ‘The Princess of the Spice Lands was offered to my cousin by the populace. It was a very suitable and acceptable idea on their part. Unfortunately there was a hero sent to interfere with everybody’s best interests. In the result the princess – and the hero – perished. My poor cousin had a nasty jag over one eye. He gave me the scarf in exchange for a duplicate bracelet which I had acquired. Yes, yes.’ And Uggi the dragon held out a glittering claw to Halla who caught hold and swung.

‘And you’ll see she’s warm at night, my lord?’ said Matulli, anxious to do her duty but thinking more and more pleasantly of the comfortable den and the uninterrupted sleep that waited for her.

‘She will be quite warm, and what is more,’ said the dragon, ‘she will always have a night-light, because I am proud to say that we dragons always breathe out of our noses while we are asleep.’ He then put Halla up on to his back, where she held on by the spikes and shouted with pleasure because now she could see right up into the trees.

Suddenly the thought of her den and her husband and her long sleep was too much for Matulli-bear, and she tried to curtsey to the dragon, but that is too difficult for bears. So she just turned her large black back and went crashing back through the cranberry bushes and into the forest. Uggi the dragon raised his eyebrows and looked over his shoulder at Halla and winked slowly from the side of his eye across, in the same way that a crocodile winks, and then quickly up and down, the same way as an eagle, for he had something of the nature of both.

But Halla was delighted with it all and dug her bare heels into the scaly sides of the dragon, who went slithering and crackling off through the forest, every now and then accidentally setting fire to a bush or a drift of dry birch or oak leaves, or singeing the fur of one of the animals which was too proud or too stupid to get out of the way.
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