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Joe fearn.   Not Hidden from History. 

“Hello there, I do hope you don’t mind talking to a dead woman! I can quite understand 

your reticence, but be a darling and just relax and look out of the train window and allow 

me to take you back to what we imagined a more civilised age. I suppose it all started 

long before I was born, in 1561, when Queen Elisabeth I took possession of Bexhill 

Manor and three years later gave it to Sir Thomas Sackville, Earl of Dorset. History is 

usually about men, isn’t it? After all, that’s what the word means, HIS story. I rather 

think that women tend to be hidden from history, don’t you agree? Anyway, in 1813 

Elizabeth Sackville had married the 5th Earl De La Warr, and when the male line of the 

Dukes of Dorset died out in 1865, she and her husband inherited Bexhill. 

 

It was the 7th Earl De La Warr who decided to transform the small rural village of 

Bexhill into an exclusive seaside resort. He contracted the builder, John Webb, to 

construct the first sea wall and to lay out De La Warr Parade. Webb, in part payment for 

his work, was given all the land extending from Sea Road to the Polegrove, south of the 

railway line. I always think it pays to invest in land; after all, they are not making any 

more of it, are they! Now where was I? Ah, yes; opened in 1890, the luxurious Sackville 

Hotel was built for the 7th Earl De La Warr and originally included a house for the use of 

his family. Anyway, that’s enough of that. What is of greater interest, is that, in 1891, 

Viscount Cantelupe, his eldest surviving son, married me, Muriel Brassey, the daughter 

of Sir Thomas and the late Annie, Lady Brassey of Normanhurst Court near Bexhill. The 

Manor House was fully refurbished so that Lord and Lady Cantelupe could live in style  
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as Lord and Lady of the Manor. Finally, the 7th Earl De La Warr transferred control of 

his Bexhill estate to Viscount Cantelupe. Like I noted, so far it is all about HIS story. 

  

As for me, I gave birth to our children, Indina in1893, Avice in 1897, and Herbrand in 

1900. This made our marriage look solid and respectable, but looks can be deceptive; my 

husband left England for South Africa in October, 1899, returning in the following July, 

and since his return the relations between us had entirely changed. In June 1901, the Earl 

withdrew from our family home and never came back. Our marriage was dissolved in 

1902 on the grounds of Gilbert's adultery with an actress. You will understand, I’m sure, 

if I leave out the more lurid details. I took action of course, I wrote to him frequently, 

asking him somewhat disingenuously to come back for a possible reconciliation, and 

pleading for an explanation. He provided evidence of his adultery in his letters to me, 

which were used as evidence in court, and later published by the local newspaper. The 

little seaside town of Bexhill was scandalised when I brought the action on the grounds of 

adultery and abandonment. I was granted a divorce and given custody of our three 

children. I took them to live with Earl Brassey at Normanhurst Court. My ex husband, 

The 8th Earl De La Warr, re-married, but was again divorced for adultery. Maybe he 

went back to the actress, who knows for sure? Perhaps you’ve heard tell of his recurrent 

and well-publicised financial difficulties. At the start of the First World War in 1914, he 

bought a Royal Naval commission and died of fever at Messina in 1915.  There, that’s the 

scandal over with; now let’s discuss more interesting matters. 
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Historical accounts will show that, in the May of 1902, the 8th Earl De La Warr worked, 

in conjunction with the Automobile Club of Great Britain and Ireland, (subsequently the 

Royal Automobile Club), to organise the very first automobile racing on British soil. 

Such was the occasion that thousands flocked to Bexhill to witness the unique spectacle. I 

remember it well; the men were like boys! The very atmosphere reeked with the smell of 

paraffin with throbbing, puffing and snorting motors everywhere. I gazed expectantly up 

Galley Hill at the far end of the course; one could see a puff of smoke and a fair-sized 

speck emerge from it, then, a few seconds later a monster dashed past, causing the very 

earth to tremble! Nothing could be seen of the drivers except a crouching figure with 

streaming hair, whose hands had a death-like grip of the steering wheel; such fun! When I 

was a little girl, it was a common presumption that a person exceeding 50 miles per hour 

on land would simply disintegrate! Yet here were dragons, breathing fire and snorting 

smoke, zooming past at almost 60 miles per hour! Just imagine that!  

 

Something to bear in mind at this point is that when the 7th Earl De La Warr died in 1896 

and Viscount Cantelupe became the 8th Earl De La Warr, he organised the building on 

the sea front of the Kursaal, a pavilion for refined entertainment and relaxation. Well, the 

thing is, he also had a bicycle track made, with a cycle chalet, at the eastern end of De La 

Warr Parade. On reflection, I think my husband reasoned that selling four tyres would  
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better serve his stake in the Dunlop tyre company, rather than selling only two at a time 

for bicycles.  To be fair, it has to be recognised that these amenities were provided to 

promote the new resort. I noted at the time that many independent schools were being 

attracted to the expanding town due to its health-giving reputation. 

 

 

Anyway darling, enough about the men of history. Let us talk about matters of real 

interest. In those days I was an active supporter of the Liberal Party but I joined the 

Labour Party during the struggle for women's suffrage, and my daughter Idina and I were 

both founder members of the East Grinstead Suffrage Union, and also my younger sister, 

Helen Brassey, was an active member. 

 

I was originally a supporter of the Women's Social and Political Union. However, I broke 

with the WSPU during its arson campaign. I mean, honestly, setting things on fire for 

goodness sake! Anyhow, in 1913 I became president of the East Grinstead Women's 

Suffrage Society. The following year I joined the United Suffragists. During this period I 

lived with Mary Dodge, the heiress to the American automobile millions. We were also 

both members of The Theosophical Society. The society followed the philosophy of 

Besant and Powell, and we believed in a post-mortem environment. Annie Besant argued 

that all matter has an Astral ‘envelope’ allowing a soul to live discarnate from its 

contingent connectedness to a physical body. The Astral plane, she argued, is where  



 5 

Joe fearn               Hidden from history 

 

incorporeal souls exist, made incarnate by having Astral bodies, made up of the same 

Astral matter. I think that in light of modern physics, we were advocating a rather bloated 

universe, don’t you agree? But we also pioneered research into telekinesis and telepathy 

and remote viewing, something now studied by students of parapsychology.  I seriously 

considered staying around to haunt Bexhill, to provide proof of life after death, after I 

died on August 8th 1930. I must say, however, that giving this interview to commuters on 

the Marshlink train is far more civilised than haunting various historical places of the 

Rother, moaning and wailing like a gin-soaked commoner who is suffering the 

consequences of their debauchery.    

 

 

All in all, I led an active life. You know, my close friend, George Lansbury, claimed that 

I had played a very important role in the feminist and socialist movement but it was, and I 

quote, "little known, because she always insisted on being kept in the background". Like 

I have always said, women are hidden from history. Dear Georgie pointed out that my 

donations helped to support many campaigns such as the fights for women's suffrage, 

trade union rights and self-determination for India. He always maintained that without 

my financial contributions the Daily Herald would have been forced to close. I am 

pleased to note that my son, Herbrand Sackville, 9th Earl De La Warr was the first 

hereditary peer to take his seat in the House of Lords as a supporter of the Labour Party. 

He was later to become one of Britain's youngest ever cabinet ministers. I am very proud  
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of him.  

 

Well, I hope that was informative, and I didn’t go too fast for you. Please enjoy the rest 

of your journey, and as you look out of the window and ponder all the living history of 

this beautiful and remarkable land, remember one lady who not only lived it, but also 

MADE that history. I really must dash now darling, toodle do!’’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


