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‘Whirl’d through the World’: 

The Role of Travel in the Making of Dora Montefiore, 1851–1933

Abstract: New technologies of mobility which emerged in the wake of indus-
trialisation helped to create a radical diaspora which in the first decades of the 
twentieth century began to create new transnationalist politics. This diaspora 
of socialists, feminists and anarchists consisted both of migrants (whose poli-
tics spurred migration or whose migration prompted political engagement) 
and travellers. Amongst the latter was Dora Montefiore, an English suffra-
gist, socialist and later communist, who sought to make an internationalist 
politics in the last years of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the 
twentieth. During her personal political journey through the changing lands-
cape of progressive politics, travel was to be an important ingredient in her 
developing political practice. 
This essay explores the ways in which travel affected how Montefiore ‘did’ 
her politics. It considers why travel was such an important feature of her life 
as well as the different kinds of political travel she engaged in and its func-
tion in her politics. Political tourism, networking and propagandist tours are 
all explored. For Montefiore, travel could enable unforeseen conversations, 
serendipitous encounters, new experiences and even friendships which could 
be put to work by her as a political activist. These experiences often had a 
lasting effect on her politics. Travel could also be transformative when it was 
about leisure, pleasure and recuperation. Many of Montefiore’s journeys con-
tained all of these elements. However, increasingly the constraints on such 
travel, particularly the growth of police surveillance, changed the nature of 
how travel was experienced by political activists and thus what they could 
do with it within their politics. This essay is therefore about the possibilities 
of travel for a political activist, but also its limitations. How a radical acti-
vist ‘whirl’d through the world’ was always contingent, but the process of this 
kind of political travel necessarily affected the traveller herself as well as those 
she encountered along the way.
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‘Whirl’d through the World’ was the title of a column in the Maoriland Worker 
newspaper which reported news of progressive movements across the world to rea-
ders in New Zealand. Most early twentieth century radical newspapers had spaces 
like this which in the name of internationalism reported not only the activities 
of their comrades in other countries but also those activists who were whirling 
around the world. The new technologies of mobility which emerged in the wake 
of industrialisation helped to create a radical diaspora which in the first decades 
of the twentieth century was creating a new transnationalist politics. This diaspora 
consisted both of migrants (whose politics spurred migration or whose migration 
prompted political engagement) and travellers. Amongst the latter was Dora Mon-
tefiore, an English suffragist, socialist and later communist, who sought to make 
an internationalist politics in the last years of the nineteenth century and the first 
decades of the twentieth. Her organisational affiliations reflected her attempt to 
construct a woman-focused socialism in a range of different political spaces. Her 
suffragism which began in Australia in the early 1890s was in England channelled 
through various women’s suffrage pressure groups, through early membership of 
the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) – including becoming a suffragette 
prisoner in 1906 – and then from 1907 through the Adult Suffrage Society. At the 
same time she developed her commitment to socialism as a leading member of the 
marxist Social Democratic Federation (SDF)/ British Socialist Party from about 1900 
to 1912, rejoining in 1916. Finally, she was a foundation member of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain (CPGB) in 1920, elected as the only woman member of its 
first executive. In both strands of her politics, which she refused to see as separate, 
she was an energetic although often dissident activist in both national and interna-
tional organisations. During her personal political journey through the changing 
landscape of progressive politics, travel was to be an important ingredient in her 
developing political practice. She travelled within Europe, to Australia, the United 
States, South Africa and Russia.

This essay explores Montefiore’s travelling and how it affected her political prac-
tice. It considers how significant travel was for her politics by identifying the kinds 
of travel she engaged in, the uses she made of experiences derived from travel and 
the function that travel had within her evolving politics. Through observation and 
participation, Montefiore made connections with the domestic politics of other 
countries and found ways to translate these experiences into the politics of diffe-
rent countries, particularly those of Britain. Travel could enable unforeseen con-
versations, serendipitous encounters, new experiences and even friendships which 
could be put to work by a political activist and which could have a lasting effect 
on their politics. Travel could be equally transformative when it was about leisure, 
pleasure and recuperation. Many of Montefiore’s journeys contained all of these ele-
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ments. I want to explore how she made use of travel to ‘do’ her politics. However, 
increasingly the constraints on such travel, particularly the growth of police surveil-
lance, changed the nature of how travel was experienced by political activists and 
thus what they could do with it within their politics. This essay is therefore about 
the possibilities of travel for a political activist, but also its limitations. How a radi-
cal activist ‘whirl’d through the world’ was always contingent, but the process of this 
kind of political travel necessarily affected the traveller herself as well as those she 
encountered along the way.

A radical diaspora

I want to begin with an image from 1911. The starting point is the coincidental 
arrival in Sydney, Australia of two socialists. He was Archie Crawford (1883–1924) 
and she was Dora Montefiore (1851–1933).1 Both were socialists, but in every other 
respect seemed very different. They were of different generations (he was 28, she 
was 59), they were of different social classes (he was working-class and she was 
middle-class), from different places (he from South Africa and she from England), 
and with different emphases in their politics (his politics had grown out of trade 
unionism whilst hers had originated with suffragism). Yet Crawford did not see 
these differences when he first met Dora Montefiore. He recalled his first impres-
sions of her:

“She has met and talked to every Socialist worth meeting and talking to. She 
has attended several International Socialist Congresses. She isn’t a politician; 
has no ‘axe to grind’ and no reason or desire to live except to help the revolu-
tionary cause. To her I unfolded my idea and asked her opinion. To my joy I 
found she had been for years tending in the same direction.”2

Dora in turn introduced herself to the readers of Crawford’s newspaper, the Voice 
of Labour:

“I don’t know what Comrade Crawford may have written you about me, but I 
will take it for granted he has been writing nice comradely things; for we have 
done our little bit of propaganda together in Sydney, have together wandered 
through its slums and unlovely spots besides enjoying (in the delightful com-
panionship of Charles Edward Russell, the American writer and Socialist, 
and of Miss Mander, the Socialist correspondent of the New Zealand Com-
monweal) the natural beauties and seductive loveliness of Sydney’s world-
famed harbour.”3
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So this is the image: an international group of socialists (an Englishwoman, a New 
Zealander, an American and a South African) talking and wandering about Syd-
ney together. They might have been taken for tourists: they were certainly travel-
lers a long way from home. Yet they were all activists whose travel had a purpose. 
For Crawford and Montefiore, this meeting was not planned and yet the perso-
nal connections it represented were to affect their individual politics as well as the 
space in which their ‘whirling round the world’ had momentarily come to a halt. 
While in Australia they contributed to local socialist propaganda, spoke at meetings 
and wrote for the press.4 Dora’s stay was considerably longer than Archie’s, partly 
because she stepped in to edit the Sydney-based International Socialist when its edi-
tor fell ill. As a consequence of her meeting with Crawford, Dora changed her tra-
vel plans so that when she finally left Sydney at the end of January 1912, her next 
port of call was South Africa where she engaged in political travels for six months.5

Crawford and Montefiore were part of a new phenomenon. The opportunities 
for global travel and for migration had exploded from the second half of the nine-
teenth century. As a consequence, this mobility created significant possibilities for 
the transfer of all aspects of culture between peoples across the world. In particu-
lar, mobility accelerated the transmission of political ideas, aspirations and strate-
gies. The new social movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century – 
socialists, anarchists and feminists – seized the opportunities presented by increa-
sed global mobility. They were motivated largely by their shared internationalist 
aspirations. What exactly they meant by internationalism may have varied, but they 
all sought in some way to connect the struggles of the oppressed across the world.6 
Travel was one of the ways in which such connections were made and sustained by 
what can be termed a radical diaspora.7

Travel was experienced in different ways by the increasingly mobile popula-
tions of the world in the later nineteenth century, from those spurred to migrate 
by economic deprivation or by ethnic or political persecution to those who took 
advantage of the new technologies of mobility to acquire fresh experiences in their 
modern pursuit of leisure.8 Political activists also travelled for many reasons and in 
many conditions. This is apparent when one contrasts the travels of those two socia-
lists whose paths crossed in Sydney in 1911. One had travelled from London (Mon-
tefiore) and the other from Johannesburg (Crawford). She had travelled at her lei-
sure in some comfort while he often worked his passage as a stoker, and travelled in 
the cheapest manner possible. For some, travel created the conditions out of which 
their activism grew, while for others it was their activism that prompted the travel. 
However, whatever the reason for travel, it was an activity which contained trans-
formative possibilities.
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For political activists, it now became possible to engage in a transnationalist 
political practice  – making connections across national boundaries but also bet-
ween and above nations.9 Dora Montefiore was one activist who seized this oppor-
tunity, spending key periods of her life travelling, networking and making her poli-
tics outside Britain. Over a political life that began when she was forty, she built a 
transnational practice spurred by her desire to develop an internationalism that 
challenged class, gender and even racial divisions.10 Her kind of transnational prac-
tice was premised on a particular kind of political travel which I want to explore 
here. It is my contention that travel becomes political travel when the travellers 
make connections between disparate experiences located in political spaces which 
are foreign to them. Such a practice is as much about how these foreign experiences 
were deployed as about the experiences themselves. In order to explore the role of 
travel in the making of Montefiore as a political woman, I will first consider how 
travelling came to be such an important feature of her life. I will then turn to the 
political journeys themselves and disentangle some of the different functions that 
this sort of travel had within Montefiore’s evolving politics. Political tourism, net-
working and propagandist tours will all be explored before considering the increa-
sing constraints on this kind of political travel and how this affected Montefiore. 

Travel

For Dora Montefiore, it was her Victorian middle-class childhood that gave her 
some of the means to make use of opportunities to travel as an adult. She develo-
ped a facility with languages which she put to good use in her later political work – 
translating for the movement, publishing in foreign-language journals and making 
herself understood by a wide range of audiences abroad. Her background also gave 
her the class confidence and the financial wherewithal to travel. For although the 
economic position of her father Francis Fuller was not always secure, he did enable 
his large family to lead a middle-class life. She in turn married within her class, if 
not her nationality, when in 1881 she wed the Australian merchant George Barrow 
Montefiore. His sudden death at sea eight years later left her in a position where she 
did not need to work. Although as a widowed mother of two young children she 
was always worried about money, it was the anxiety of someone who was never in 
danger of sinking into poverty.

In her memoirs Dora recalled travel of various sorts in her early years. She 
remembered summer holidays with her father travelling in continental Europe in 
order to research his papers to Social Science Congresses on topics such as scien-
tific farming. She acted as his translator. These travels were, she said, “some of the 
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happiest and most valuable in my life.”11 Already travel was not simply about leisure. 
Her longest journeys in the years before she became politicised were those she took 
to and from Australia. She travelled out on the long sea voyage to New South Wales, 
accompanied by a cousin, so that she could undertake the duties of an unmarried 
daughter helping her eldest brother’s delicate wife to manage the housekeeping and 
the care of the children.12 It was in Australia that she began to take the first steps 
on a political journey that would occupy the rest of her life. Australia was to play 
an important role in her evolving politics both as the location of key political expe-
riences – politicisation as a suffragist (1889–92); as a socialist activist encountering 
the immigration control regime known as ‘White Australia’ (1911); and as a com-
munist (1923) – but also as a source to which she instinctively turned for compel-
ling examples to use in her work as a political propagandist.13 Thus although Britain 
(mainly England) was where she centred her political activism after 1892, it was an 
important feature of her politics that another country had shaped her first political 
steps and continued to have personal as well as political significance for her.

Travel continued to be an important feature of her life. She lived in continen-
tal Europe (Paris, Brussels) at various points after her return from Australia and 
often chose Europe, particularly Italy, as a place to recuperate or to holiday (with 
her children and later on her own or with friends). She also began to travel for poli-
tical reasons: to attend conferences (both international congresses and the national 
congresses of other socialist or suffragist organisations); to make speaking tours; to 
conduct investigations; and to accept invitations that resulted from networking at 
international events. There were also more extensive trips to America, Australia and 
South Africa where she often moved from observer to participant in the political life 
of the country. This was through her journalism and by editing newspapers, by par-
ticipating in political congresses (rather than just witnessing them) and by taking 
on short-term political tasks.14 

The destinations of her travels could therefore provide new experiences and 
encounters which Montefiore reported back to British and to other audiences but 
which also stimulated reflections, revisions and even reconfigurations of her own 
politics and the priorities within them. For example, in 1913 she reflected to Daily 
Herald readers:

“The more I have travelled, the more I have compared programmes and par-
ties the world over, the more I incline to the opinion (though I have fought 
myself on the subject now for some time) that no real revolution can come 
about through the agency of a political party.”15

This statement shows that she acknowledged that for her, travel was a means to 
acquire new knowledges which would enrich and refine her politics. Indeed, the 
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implication is that without such travel her politics might have stagnated. The pur-
pose of political travel, as she practised it, was as much about the reflections upon 
the encounters and observations of the traveller as the actual experiences them-
selves. However, this political travel could take different forms. Distinguishing bet-
ween the various kinds of political travel engaged in by Dora Montefiore across her 
life allows for some interrogation of the function of this travel within her political 
practice as well as to distinguish political travel from any other kind of travel.

Political tourism

Journeys could have different purposes for the political activist. In 1905 Montefi-
ore made her first trip to Scandinavia. In many ways this was a form of ‘political 
tourism’ as distinct from her later political travels within the British Empire.16 Joan 
Sangster has helpfully defined political tourism as “a practice that involved visi-
ting another country in order to explore, enjoy, and tour the foreign land, though 
the trip was simultaneously made to observe a place’s distinct political, cultural and 
social organisation”. Critical to this is the fact that political tourists in one way or 
another “share observations about their trip with a wide readership or community 
on their return”.17 Montefiore seems to have been conscious of the idea of political 
tourism as a distinct form of travel. This is apparent in her description at this time of 
travellers who “arm themselves with mackintoshes and circular notes of credit, and 
with these weapons force an entry into the remotest regions”.18 Even at this stage she 
does not seem to be describing herself. Indeed, later she was to talk disparagingly 
of what she called “political globe-trotters” and clearly did not see herself as one.19 
For her the identity of the passive political tourist was never very far from that of 
the active political propagandist. In this case she not only described her Danish trip 
through her column in the radical weekly New Age but she also drew out key poli-
tical issues for her readers. 

Nevertheless this was a different kind of journey to her later ones as it was an 
organised trip with quite a diverse group of travellers. Montefiore joined a party 
visiting Denmark to learn about its ancient and modern institutions. The trip was 
set up as a form of political tourism as each of the group had paid a guinea to the 
woman who organised the party who then “provided lectures, arranged excursi-
ons to co-operative dairies, Poor Law and Municipal institutions, educational cen-
tres, etc – sides of life which it is usually very difficult for the ordinary tourist to see 
during a short visit to a foreign country”.20 The group included travellers from Hol-
land, Bohemia, Sweden, Germany and England. It was accompanied by a Danish 
woman whom Dora already knew, having met her at the International Council of 
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Women (ICW) congress in London in 1899. Nellie Hansen was a women’s trade 
union organiser and a socialist who was married to the editor of one of Denmark’s 
socialist daily newspapers.21 The politics and interests of the travellers were quite 
diverse. Amongst the English was Mary Higgs from Oldham, a social investigator 
who had gone on the tramp to expose the lives of destitute women, as well as the 
head of a London settlement, a lecturer from the labour movement institution Rus-
kin College and a lady farmer from Shropshire. 

The effect of the trip on Montefiore was apparent in a number of different ways. 
In a fortnight’s trip Dora not only learnt about matters of interest to her in Den-
mark, for example meeting the founder of the domestic servants’ union, but she 
also soaked up the experiences of many of her travelling companions. Her con-
versations with Mary Higgs were soon translated into a feature in her New Age 
women’s column.22 She also wrote about the land question in Denmark as well as the 
country’s high school system.23 The choice of topics not only reflected her curiosity 
but was also political as was the way in which she chose to represent her experiences 
to a wider audience. The political tourist melted into the activist who had to do 
something with what she had seen. For Dora such experiences immediately infor-
med her work as a propagandist whether in her journalism or through public spea-
king, as in her lecture to the socialist Kelmscott Club on ‘Socialism in Denmark’.24 

This journey was relatively short in duration and had a broad agenda, obser-
ving different aspects of Denmark’s history and culture. The itinerary was set by the 
guide rather than Montefiore and had to meet the interests of the group as a whole. 
Montefiore then reported on her observations on her return to England. In these 
respects, this is an example of political tourism. Although her subsequent journeys 
might have elements of political tourism within them, they were to be more focused. 
They were not principally about an activist taking a holiday, although there were 
moments of leisure and tourism, but their purpose was much more determinedly to 
make a politics wherever she found herself (in transit and at destinations) through 
networking, making propaganda and participating in political action.

Fact-finding tours

Montefiore’s next trip to Scandinavia in 1906 was a little different. The main pur-
pose of her journey was to go to Finland to discover how exactly it had become 
the first European country to enfranchise women. However, as with many of her 
journeys she bolted together travelling of various sorts and purposes into one trip. 
There were leisure pursuits such as holidaying with family, meeting old friends and 
making new ones, and tourism. This was interspersed with political work of vari-
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ous sorts: participating in an international congress, networking in and beyond the 
congress and addressing public meetings as well as making various enquiries into 
how other countries dealt with key political issues of the day.

Montefiore left London with her son, an eighteen-year-old student at London 
University. They spent a few days in Cologne and then travelled on to Copenhagen 
via Hamburg and Kiel.25 She had come to Copenhagen to take part in the Interna-
tional Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) congress as a representative of the WSPU.26 
She was already an experienced participant in such events, having attended her 
first international conference in 1897. Each congress provided a new experience, 
sustaining and widening networks which were both political and personal. Aside 
from attending the congress, Dora and her son were, she recalled, “most hospitably 
entertained by groups of students, suffrage friends from many parts of the world, 
and Danish families.”27 They also spent a few days holidaying by the seaside before 
Dora saw her son off on his journey back to London. Her kind of political travel-
ling always seemed to give some space both to leisure and pleasure, as well as infor-
mal interactions with local contacts. Dora continued on to Stockholm where she 
was due to speak at the Folkeshus on ‘Women’s Suffrage’. Through this lecture she 
met local activists who then became her guides as she sought to gain a picture of 
Swedish workers’ lives. Dora was not only taken to interesting galleries and muse-
ums – for she did not eschew the interests of the conventional tourist – but also to 
the kind of places which were well off the tourist trail. One example which captiva-
ted her was newly constructed working-class housing. This particularly impressed 
her because it was extremely well-thought-out from the working woman’s point of 
view in terms of labour-saving devices.28 After her brief visit to Stockholm, Dora 
travelled on by sea to Finland. 

Once in Finland, as she later recalled, “the real object of my journey began – to 
find out how the Finnish women had gained their political emancipation.”29 This 
involved a close study of Finnish, Swedish, and Russian history as well as parti-
cipation in the fast-moving events around her. She attended the final meeting of 
the Chamber of Nobles before they were dissolved as part of the new democratic 
constitution. When she got to know Minna Sillanpää and some of the other wor-
king women’s leaders, they helped her to understand more fully the meaning of the 
scene she had witnessed and the reasons for the success of the Finnish women. In 
particular, Dora was struck by the crucial role of the mobilisation of domestic ser-
vants, of whom Sillanpää was the organizer, and who, at the eleventh hour, joined 
in the general strike. This gave the signal to include women in the franchise which 
was then won “by a stroke of the pen of an autocrat”.30 While in Finland Dora also 
benefited from the help of feminists such as Annie Furuhjelm, who had attended 
the IWSA congress in Copenhagen the month before.31 These women not only faci-
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litated her research in the university library, they also, as she later recalled “put me 
in the way of visiting many schools, institutions and art collections, and at their 
houses I met most cultured and delightful circles of friends, all of whom helped to 
make my visit to Finland a very happy spot in my memory.”32 Dora also found time 
to make a quick visit to St. Petersburg, where she spent a day with literary friends. 
The city was under martial law and her friends’ flat had been raided by the police 
the previous night. Even when a visit like this one had no explicit political purpose, 
Dora was acquiring experiences which would inform her judgements and practices 
as a political woman. Soon after the trip to Russia, Dora’s visit to Finland was over. 
On her return, she began to put these experiences to work in her political activism.

By 1906 Dora Montefiore had been a suffragist for over fifteen years. She had 
already been part of a number of British women’s suffrage pressure groups and was 
now a member of the WSPU and the Hammersmith Suffrage Society.33 It is there-
fore perhaps not surprising that as soon as women were enfranchised in Finland, 
she wanted to know how they had won the vote. What makes her much more unu-
sual was her belief that she needed to see for herself how the Finns had made this 
breakthrough. Indeed, it is clear that without meeting key actors and exploring for 
herself the nature of Finnish politics, she would not have been able to make the 
case that she did on her return.34 This was important as she was not the only person 
who brought the Finnish suffrage story to a British audience. Some Finnish women 
also managed to give an account of their victory. Baroness Gripenberg, novelist and 
long-time women’s rights advocate, published her account of ‘The Great Victory in 
Finland’ in The Englishwoman’s Review. Gripenberg, whom Dora had met in Fin-
land, stressed how important the strategy of demanding universal suffrage had been 
to the women’s success, both in terms of getting male support and of ensuring that 
women were included in any reform. However she placed relatively little stress on 
the role of the labour movement in women’s victory.35 

In contrast, Montefiore narrated the achievement of women’s suffrage in Fin-
land to audiences in Britain and beyond in a particular way. Her argument drew 
directly on what she had discovered when in Finland. The fact that the full demo-
cratic demand had been won without the kind of compromises which featured in 
the mainstream demand for women’s enfranchisement in Britain, was important to 
her representation of the Finnish victory.36 But so too was the crucial role of a labour 
movement in which even women servants were organised (not an area of work 
which many in the British labour movement saw as fruitful). Yet she later recalled 
that what had seemed such a persuasive and hopeful achievement to her as a soci-
alist woman who supported adult suffrage was not always heard in this way by her 
audiences. She felt that when she laid the “facts” she had discovered before English 
suffragists and at public meetings, “I found unfortunately, that they were as bewil-
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dered by them as were Continental and American audiences.”37 This was because 
few understood the differences between those who argued for limited women’s suf-
frage and those who insisted on full adult suffrage – the vote for every adult man 
and woman without property qualification. The issue in British suffrage was that 
the existing franchise was based on a property qualification as well as a sex disquali-
fication. The significance of the former was a matter of enormous contention in Bri-
tain, but was a detail of the British experience of which many European and Ame-
rican audiences were unaware.

Montefiore deployed her Finnish experiences in a number of different ways, 
depending on the needs of the situation. This was apparent in 1910, when she told 
a New York audience how much she had learned from meeting Minna Sillanpää in 
Finland. Sillanpää was clearly very different to the middle-class Montefiore. She had 
started working as a domestic servant when she was ten years old, was self-educa-
ted and had become an organiser of other servants. She eventually became one of 
the first Social Democrat women to be elected to the Finnish Diet. Meeting Sillan-
pää gave Montefiore a personal connection with the successful Finnish suffragists 
and allowed her to show that suffragism did not have to have a middle-class face 
and could particularly benefit working-class women. Dora used her reading of Fin-
nish enfranchisement to emphasise the need for class-conscious men and women 
to work together in politics and in the trade union movement as they had done, and 
were doing, in Finland.38 

Most importantly for Montefiore, travel and the resulting experience gave 
authority to the political arguments she wished to make. This was particularly the 
case when the position she took was outside the mainstream or challenged domi-
nant thinking. In the case of Finland, travel reinforced her particular suffragist 
position which was the demand for full adult suffrage. In the tempestuous debates 
on the franchise in Britain which centred on determining the most effective stra-
tegy to achieve women’s enfranchisement, the demand for adult suffrage was often 
regarded as hopelessly utopian.39 The Finnish experience, as presented by Monte-
fiore, seemed to show that it was an achievable demand. Her continuing mobilisa-
tion of the Finnish story in her international travelling had a power for each new 
audience precisely because it was based on her experiences. It was only by going to 
Finland, the only British suffragist to do so at the time, and by persistently rein-
forcing the relationships established there with Finnish women like Sillanpää, that 
Montefiore was able to make her distinct contribution to suffrage politics in Britain 
and beyond.40 Travel helped to shape Montefiore’s evolving suffrage politics and 
the relative significance suffrage had amongst her political priorities. She increa-
singly became an unapologetic proponent of immediate adult suffrage, leaving the 
WSPU at the end of 1906 for the Adult Suffrage Society. However as her travels 
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became more extensive and her politics increasingly radical, suffrage itself became 
less of a priority as she became increasingly critical of the political process, parti-
cularly once she had observed the consequences of a Labour government in power 
in Australia. Montefiore’s kind of political travel was therefore about learning less-
ons from abroad, deploying those lessons domestically and in subsequent travels to 
give the authority of experience to a set of arguments which some in her audiences 
would have found challenging. Not all suffrage audiences wanted to hear a message 
which emphasised class so emphatically by challenging a property-based franchise 
and lauding the power of the organised working class to achieve full adult suffrage. 
Similarly the labour movement was not always keen to be reminded that organised 
women workers, including servants, could have a decisive role in achieving political 
goals. An argument based on her own experiences could make Montefiore’s message 
more palatable and gain her audiences.

Only connect: political travel as networking

Political travel brought much with it: greetings, messages, as well as advice and war-
nings from across the globe. It could also confirm solidarity and cement a sense of 
being part of a world-wide movement. Such travel could produce dividends for the 
traveller and for those encountered on the journey – it certainly broadened the pos-
sibilities for communication between individuals and about experiences which were 
unlikely to connect otherwise. One example recounted by Archie Crawford con-
cerned a visit that he made with Dora Montefiore to an Agricultural High School 
in Ballarat, Victoria in 1911. He reported to his South African readers, “Our world 
travelled woman comrade possesses an enviable extent of knowledge on educa-
tion matters and I believe I learned more from her than from the Principals of the 
Schools we visited”.41 Experiences were therefore exchanged between individuals 
and knowledge acquired. Through the socialist press these experiences could then 
reverberate over considerable distances. 

Travel enabled encounters between people and places but also between people 
and people. Much of Montefiore’s travelling reinforced her existing networks and 
expanded them. This took the form of formal and informal networking. The for-
mal networking took place in the international conferences of the women’s move-
ment and the socialist movement and by attending the conferences of other coun-
tries’ socialist and communist parties. Dora was a busy networker in these set-
tings, attending conferences of the ICW and the IWSA as well as the congresses 
(full and women’s) of the Second International. In between conferences contact was 
sustained through formal channels as when Montefiore became the first Repor-
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ter for the Socialist Women’s Bureau (British) communicating on behalf of the Bri-
tish movement with the headquarters of the new International Bureau for Socia-
list Women located in Germany.42 Contact was also maintained more informally by 
providing hospitality for other international socialist women such as the German 
Clara Zetkin and the Russian Alexandra Kollontai who both stayed at Dora’s home 
in Hammersmith in 1909.43 Throughout her travels one can see Montefiore picking 
up these threads of contacts made at international events and weaving them toge-
ther into friendship networks.

Socialists across the world put in place structures or created spaces which 
enabled travellers, whether migrants or itinerant propagandists, to make contact 
with one another and with local activists. By tracing Montefiore’s travels some of 
these become apparent. One example was Sydney’s International Socialist Club 
which was set up in 1898 on the initiative of immigrant socialists, who opposed 
Australian labour’s support for immigration controls (‘White Australia’).44 They cre-
ated a point of contact, of welcome and a way into the networks and politics of a 
new country. When Dora arrived in Sydney in 1911, the Club was still a focal point, 
advertising itself in the local socialist newspaper, International Socialist. It had a 
reading room which kept inter-state and international socialist and labour papers 
which could be used by “comrades arriving from other countries”.45 The office of 
International Socialist also provided a focus for visitors and for those who were tra-
velling within Australia. Dora remembered that when she temporarily took over the 
editing of the International Socialist in 1911, she “had the opportunity of meeting 
day by day many of the most revolutionary comrades from all over Australia, who 
would drop in for a chat and an exchange of views, and who enlarged my knowledge 
of industrial conditions in the various parts of the country”.46 So clubs and newspa-
per offices tagged as ‘internationalist’ could act as hubs for travelling socialists to 
meet up and to enable them to access local networks and knowledges.

The experience of the itinerant socialist propagandist and the political traveller 
was affected by the fact that their progress was often reported upon in newspaper 
columns like ‘Whirl’d Through the World’. The travels of the South African Archie 
Crawford on his round-the-world trip in 1911 can be traced through the Australa-
sian socialist press as well as through his home newspaper, the Voice of Labour.47 
Amongst those Australian socialists who had not met Crawford, a ‘virtual comrade-
ship’ was reinforced through the coverage of his journey and the dissemination of 
his political reflections on his travels. Similarly, his own newspaper Voice of Labour 
created anticipation for Dora Montefiore’s arrival in South Africa in 1912. Her tra-
vels can also be traced through socialist newspapers which followed her progress 
or received reports from her. Nor were Crawford and Montefiore alone: the traf-
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fic, particularly around the White Dominions of the British Empire, could be quite 
heavy. As Dora argued at a public meeting in Pretoria in 1912:

“Capitalism called large masses of workers from all over the world. These 
men mixed, travelled, compared notes and returned home and spread the 
propaganda they had learned […] That was why there was a band of socialis-
tic agitators travelling all over the world, stirring up the people.”48

Even a cursory reading of the global English-language socialist press makes clear 
that this was not just a British diaspora. Socialists from other countries were also 
on the move.49 For example, on a trip to Pretoria Dora met “a young and enthusias-
tic comrade” from the United States who had been jailed at Spokane with the well-
known ‘Wobbly’ Elizabeth Gurley Flynn during a fight for free speech. The two tra-
vellers discovered that they both intended to attend the Socialist Conference to be 
held shortly in Johannesburg.50 

Shared origins also often made connections possible for the traveller, so when 
Dora met the editor of what she called a Dutch (Afrikaner) newspaper early in her 
first visit to South Africa, the fact that he knew her work on the New Age during the 
Boer War meant, she said, that opportunely “he will dispose the Dutch population 
favourably towards my mission here”.51 Mutual recognition through earlier shared 
experiences could also facilitate the traveller’s progress. Thus when Dora landed at 
Durban in 1912 she found that amongst the comrades who welcomed her was one 
who had belonged to the Bristol Socialist Society and had often heard her speak.52 
When the British Labour couple Philip and Ethel Snowden set off in 1914 on a trip to 
carry out “a long-cherished desire to see the world”, their journey was punctuated by 
meetings with expatriate British socialists.53 In Winnipeg, Canada, Philip Snowden 
remembered “the feeling of homeliness grew upon us as our experiences accumula-
ted. In a short walk along the street we were accosted frequently by people who had 
known us in the old country”.54 Dora might not have been quite such a political cele-
brity as Snowden, who was an MP and leading member of the Independent Labour 
Party, but she too encountered many who were familiar with her and her writing.

Such encounters and re-encounters forged the links in the chain of internatio-
nal solidarity which was central to the socialist vision of the future. This solidarity 
was enacted in person across the world by political travellers and virtually through 
the interconnected Second International socialist presses. As Dora observed when 
in South Africa:

“She had been used to travel but as an International Socialist she was never 
homeless. Wherever she had gone she had met with the same kind welcome 
and found home and fatherland wherever there was work to be done for Soci-
alism.”55
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As a ‘socialistic agitator’ her own networks gave her access to further networks and 
to new audiences. She used travel to nurture and expand these networks in pursuit 
of her vision of International Socialism.

Journeying by steamship: opportunities for the political traveller

Connections were made and networks sustained in the countries to which the tra-
veller journeyed but the journeys between countries could also be significant. The 
intercontinental steamship not only conveyed migrants and travellers but also peri-
patetic socialist activists. It was a space which contained many possibilities for the 
traveller. Jonathan Hyslop has explored what he calls the Steamship Empire and 
the political connections created by it, from the point of view of the Asian, African 
and British sailors whose labour enabled this new form of mobility.56 However, we 
know little about the sea voyages of the passengers who were also political travellers. 
Travelling British activists tended to concentrate in their writings on the colourful 
destinations, foreign encounters and even hazardous travel in the hinterland, ra ther 
than their experiences on intercontinental steamers.57 Dora Montefiore seems to 
have appreciated the comforts of the modern steamship.58 However, she also recog-
nised that it provided particular opportunities to the political traveller: to network, 
to reach different audiences and to engage in brief meetings organised on the shore. 

This was apparent in her journey out to Australia at the end of 1910. On board 
the Orvieto, she took the opportunity to address the third class passengers on socia-
lism at their request. However, she was then forbidden by the captain to repeat this 
transgression.59 This was not appropriate behaviour for a saloon passenger. Later 
on in her stay in Australia she was approached by one of her steerage audience on 
the Orvieto, who had recognised her voice. He thanked her, saying “I often wonde-
red on board the ship how a lady so far removed from poverty and necessity could 
trouble herself about and among the workers’ classes […] instead of enjoying your-
self like so many others in your station in life”.60 He likened her to Florence Nightin-
gale, only with a mission to come to the aid of the struggling on the industrial battle-
field. Moreover this was not just one way traffic – some kind of radical philanthropy. 
Montefiore said of this exchange, and the many others like it: “It is these passing 
contacts, these refreshing inspirations, coming from the very heart’s blood of the 
workers, that have helped me again and again, when the progress their cause was 
making seemed so slow”.61 

The serendipity of travel was also seized upon when the steamships made land-
fall. When Dora arrived in Melbourne in 1910, she had an overnight stop before 
the ship sailed on to her destination of Sydney. She and the local socialists seized 
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this opportunity. In the afternoon she was the guest of the Women’s Political Asso-
ciation. At 6 pm she was given a welcome dinner by the executive of the Victorian 
Socialist Party where the toast was ‘The Social Revolution and Mrs Montefiore’. At 
8 pm she addressed a packed meeting at the Socialist Party Hall. In her wide-ran-
ging speech, she told of her travels and said she had come to Australia to study their 
socialist organisations, their women’s work, and what the Labour Party could and 
could not do.62 This was to be an exchange not only of experiences but also of know-
ledges. In a later return journey from Sydney to England, Dora again made use of a 
stop. This time at Perth:

“I was entertained by an enthusiastic group of Communists, who remembe-
red well my work when I was editing the International Socialist. The leading 
women’s organisation at Perth also entertained me, and the Labour Party held 
a Social for me at their headquarters. It was again pleasant meeting old com-
rades and friends in Australia, and feeling that the work one had been privi-
leged to put in the past was now bearing fruit in a better understanding of the 
international solidarity of Labour.”63

Political travel of this sort was about making connections in order to build and 
sustain networks. For socialists like Dora Montefiore, this was the way in which they 
believed international solidarity could be made a reality. These personal connec-
tions could then be amplified through the socialist press. For example when Monte-
fiore left England for her visit to the United States in 1910, she explained to the rea-
ders of her column ‘Our Women’s Circle’ in the SDF’s newspaper Justice:

“[a]s I know from correspondents who write me from time to time, I have 
‘Circle’ friends and comrades in many parts, and I hope not to break the link 
formed by this column in ‘Justice’, but perhaps to strengthen it, whilst on my 
travels, for I hope to learn much about the American movement […] The joy 
of Socialism is that we find friends and comrades and fellow-workers in every 
land. So I only leave for a time to find others: I only turn my back on Socialist 
work of one sort to plunge into Socialist work of another sort.”64

One of the ways in which Dora plunged into “Socialist work of another sort” was 
to take an active part in the politics of the country she was visiting. In these trips 
she made propaganda as she travelled as well as storing up experiences which she 
would later deploy on subsequent journeys and in her domestic political practice.

Propaganda and agitation tours

From 1910 to 1914 Dora Montefiore made a series of extra-European trips. She tra-
velled to the United States in 1910, round the world (Australia, South Africa) in 
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1910–12, and then returned to South Africa in 1914. In undertaking these lengthy 
trips, she was not only part of a significant movement of population around the 
world, she was also engaging in the kind of political travels that a number of her 
contemporaries in the British socialist movement had also made. Amongst their 
number were Keir Hardie, the MacDonalds, the Snowdens and the Webbs who all 
took round-the-world trips in this period.65 

The purpose of these trips varied, although most were a mixture of fact-finding 
and agitation. Some made extensive stays along the way, such as Tom Mann in Aus-
tralia from 1902–10. For others the initial motive was to improve their health. So 
Keir Hardie took a recuperative world cruise from July 1907 to April 1908, funded 
by well-wishers.66 Fairly quickly this became a political world trip as he travelled 
through India, Australasia and southern Africa, being greeted in the latter by rio-
tous outbursts by settler colonists in Natal and Transvaal. Montefiore’s travels could 
also be prompted by her health. She returned to South Africa in 1914 at the sugges-
tion of her doctor, only to arrive at Cape Town on the day of the deportations to 
Britain of nine labour leaders, including her friend Archie Crawford.67 Like Hardie’s 
trip, Montefiore’s became more than had originally been planned. She took her rest 
cure in the mountains. However, a month later she returned to Cape Town to chair 
the welcome meeting for Tom Mann, who had been sent out to South Africa by the 
British Left to hold a series of protest and solidarity meetings on the issue of the 
deportations.68 Although this was a lower key visit than her first, it was neverthe-
less headlined in the Daily Herald as ‘Woman Socialist in Africa. Preaching the Gos-
pel of Revolution’.69 As this suggests, many of these trips became at least partly the 
opportunity for political missionary work. These propagandists were some of those 
who were ‘whirling through the world’.

In her year-long stay in Australia, Montefiore was active in socialist politics: 
speaking, writing and editing for the cause. One issue was to have particular signi-
ficance for her at the time and subsequently. This was the campaign against compul-
sory military training for boys. She took part in the Australian socialist campaign 
in 1911 which prefigured later wartime anti-conscription campaigns in Australia.70 
The manifesto ‘Conscript Boys of Australia’ printed in the International Socialist 
was drafted by Montefiore. It called for a campaign of passive resistance and was 
widely seen as seditious.71 This experience played a key role in developing her anti-
militarist politics, which she then took with her and put into play in South Africa, 
warning against the effect of similar plans there.72 Later that year when she atten-
ded the meeting of the Socialist International in Basle, marching in a demonstra-
tion beside Clara Zetkin and Rosa Luxemburg, she told them about her recent tra-
vels in Australia and South Africa:
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“On hearing about the compulsory military training of all Australian and New 
Zealand boys over 12 years of age, Clara Zetkin arranged an evening meeting 
in one of the large halls in Basle in order that I might put before an interna-
tional audience these facts of military preparation on the part of the British 
Empire, which, though known to European and other Governments, were not 
generally known among the people. The meeting was packed to the doors.”73

On her return to Britain she prioritised anti-militarism in her activism.74 The fact 
that she had taken part in the Australian campaign, had centred much of her pro-
paganda in South Africa on the same theme and continued to deploy these expe-
riences in her politics on her return to Europe, underlined how significant this kind 
of political travel was to her evolving politics. 

Montefiore’s round-the-world trip not only produced specific experiences that 
she could employ in later propaganda work, it also illustrated for her the possibili-
ties for a new level of international solidarity. This idea was prompted by the seren-
dipitous possibilities of travel. It is clear that if Crawford and Montefiore had not 
met in Sydney, she would not have spent six months in South Africa in 1912 and 
that experience would not have shaped her politics. Moreover, when the two of them 
met in Sydney, they discovered that through their different experiences and because 
of the impact of their socialist travels, they both envisaged a much more dynamic 
form of international network of revolutionary socialists than currently existed. 
What was needed now they felt was a Red International (Dora’s phrase).75 It would 
be a network of revolutionary socialists linked together through the editors of soci-
alist newspapers. The mechanisms of communication, themselves based on the new 
technologies of mobility, which had allowed for such a transnationalist practice as 
theirs to develop could now enable a more radical, truly international politics, they 
argued. Dora employed a powerful metaphor, as she explained this idea to readers 
of Crawford’s newspaper. She said that she wrote: “so as to link up another strand of 
the web of the Red International which is spreading round the world, and weaving 
the warp and woof of the new brotherhood of man.”76 She felt this Red International 
was now possible because the world was shrinking. She spoke of:

“The growing ease of conquering distance, which has today succeeded in 
making the earth seem a comparatively small place, and has rendered the 
task of taking an interest and a part in the International Socialist Movement, 
not only possible, but comparatively easy.”77

New technologies of communication and of mobility had helped to facilitate this, 
such as continually improving transport, a particularly effective mail system and the 
cablegram. It was up to revolutionary socialists to exploit these creations of capita-
lism for their own ends. The kind of political travel that Montefiore and Crawford 
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engaged in enabled them to envisage the creation of something more lasting and 
with a much greater reach than their own travelling encounters.

Growing obstacles

Yet, despite the optimism threaded through these internationalist aspirations and 
the attempts to enact this transnationally, none of this was to be. One of the rea-
sons was that the technologies of communication and of mobility used by travelling 
socialist activists could also be used by the ‘other side’. The deportation of the South 
African labour leaders was just the beginning of much greater surveillance and 
of further deportations (of enforced travel). For example, in 1917 twelve foreign-
born Wobblies were deported from Australia, while at the same time the Ameri-
can authorities shipped some of their convicted Wobblies to Australia.78 The intro-
duction of passports in Britain during the war meant that post-war travel for socia-
lists and communists became much more difficult, with both Montefiore and Tom 
Mann being refused passports to travel to Australia.79 The lively socialist press of 
the pre-war period was no more – both the International Socialist and the Voice of 
Labour could not be sustained and had failed before the war. In a post–1917 world 
the politics of the Left became increasingly polarised. With bolshevisation came a 
much more disciplined and disciplining internationalism which abhorred the plu-
rality of the earlier transnational rebel networks. Even though Dora still dreamed of 
a Red International, its moment had evaporated. 

Montefiore’s ability to travel and what she had done with those experiences had 
continually shaped her sense of herself as a political woman. She was to find that tra-
velling as a communist woman was to be a different experience to travelling as a soci-
alist woman. One example was an attempt to meet Clara Zetkin in 1919. After staying 
with her friend Professor Herron in Geneva, Montefiore travelled to Zurich only to 
find that Zetkin had been arrested by the Swiss police, rigorously searched – the hems 
and lining of her clothes had been ripped open and the skin on her back was exa-
mined through a magnifying glass to see if messages were written on it – and forced 
to return to Germany. The next day Montefiore received a letter from Herron war-
ning her that he had a visit on her behalf from the police and advising against a return 
to Geneva.80 Montefiore was herself forced to go into hiding as a member of the 
CPGB executive in 1921. Disguised in a nurse’s uniform and using her mother’s mai-
den name she went to stay with comrades in the mining community of Abertillery.81 

Montefiore’s last trip to Australia was in 1923. After questions were asked in the 
House of Commons and Dora agreed not to engage in political propaganda, a pass-
port was finally granted.82 Despite Special Branch surveillance, she smuggled mes-
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sages from the CPGB to the nascent Australian party and quietly sought out new 
comrades.83 Her experience of Australia was very different now that she was a com-
munist. Her travels still involved a mix of observation and networking (she later 
reported to the Comintern on the progress of communism in Australia); of perso-
nal visits to her family and looking up old friends (such as the former WSPU activist 
Adela Pankhurst who had emigrated to Australia); as well as writing profiles for the 
Australian labour press on leading socialists she had known such as Rosa Luxem-
burg and the Irish trade-unionist Jim Larkin.84 

The last lengthy journey Montefiore took was to Moscow in 1924. This was nei-
ther comfortable nor easy. Travel may have become considerably more difficult for 
this elderly communist woman with failing health, but she had no regrets. Even in 
Moscow she seized opportunities to be both a tourist and a political traveller: visi-
ting the Winter Palace, having tea with Clara Zetkin in the Kremlin as well as atten-
ding the Comintern Congress.85 She said that “If I had been a younger woman and 
in better health I could have desired nothing better than to spend two or three years 
studying conditions in Soviet Russia”.86 

Conclusion

The appeal of travel as a way to make politics never seems to have diminished for 
Dora Montefiore. She had travelled before she became politicised and she seized 
opportunities once her political journey began. From the earliest days of becoming 
a political woman, travel shaped a politics for Montefiore which was premised on 
making connections. She used her communication skills  – as a speaker, journa-
list, pamphleteer and poet – to bring her experiences to the attention of other pro-
gressives. She published in the radical, socialist, suffragist, communist as well as the 
mainstream presses. Her kind of propaganda, which she saw as education, rested on 
her own curiosity which does not seem to have dimmed. She remained politically 
engaged in old age even though her blindness limited her activism. Her political tra-
vels were an integral part of her political practice. She made observations and gained 
experiences which she used to underpin her arguments and to give authority to what 
were often challenging views. She fostered connections between others and enhan-
ced international networks between progressives to the point where she tried to 
make a reality of a new Red International. Whether in transit or at temporary desti-
nations, she sought ways to make propaganda, seizing the opportunities that travel 
brought. Travel was such a crucial element in her making as a political woman that it 
is hard to imagine her in stasis, indifferent to her immediate environment and unen-
gaged in the politics around her. For her, travel was part of her identity: when she was 
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introduced in 1909 to readers of the American journal, Progressive Woman, it was as 
a woman who began her work in Sydney, had spoken for socialism and suffrage in 
France, Denmark, Sweden, Finland and Hungary and had visited Russia where she 
had many friends.87 Throughout her political life she recognised that travel “knitted 
up the bonds of comradeship” and made her feel “how vital and vibrating was the 
force of international Socialism”.88 Dora Montefiore was not the only radical activist 
whirling around the world in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century but for 
her the experiences she had, and what she then did with them, were integral to how 
she built a political life which remained optimistically internationalist to the end. 
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