                                                  Church and Priory of St Helen.
From Percy Stone

  St. HELEN'S Priory must have been founded during the tenure of the Island by the Crown, between the escheat of Roger of Hereford and the grant to Richard de Redvers, i.e. between 1086 and 1100a, and probably owed its existence to the Conqueror’s: son,   William Rufus. It was a cell from a Norman  abbey of the Cluniac order, b whose name, however, does  not appear in any deed. That the priory was founded before the Church of St. Mary at Brading seems evident, or it would not have claimed the advowson of the church, and that such a claim was valid is shown by the fact that the Convent of Breamore paid 45 marks in consideration of its abandon​ment. If there was no claim on the church, how could it have been relinquished? Besides, the priory is referred to in  the Patent Roll, 2nd Richard  II., as existing "from the foundation of our ancestors'' c In  Bishop Pontissara's Register, 1282-1304, occurs the entry, "Admissio ad Vicariam  S.  Elenae"    The  Vicarage seems to have been in the Prior's hands till the time of Bishop Stratford, 1323-33, when  it appears in the presentation  of Peter de Watford, probably as the appurtenance of an alien Priory,  under grant from the Crown.
           We find the church of the Priory did duty for the parish, and the entry’s in the Winchester Registers of Bishop Edingdon, 1346-66, granting a license to the prior to celebrate mass and administer the sacraments till a vicar should be established. Shortly after, the living appears to have lapsed to the Bishop, as in the next Register, that of Wykeham, 1367-1404, a license is granted to serve the Church of S. Helen's, “per annum monachim.”
The fortunes of the monks of St.  Helen's underwent the many vicissitudes incident to
the alien  foundations,  being   now   suppressed,  and  anon  reinstated, till the priory   was
extinguished in the reign of  Henry V.  Its   revenues, having thus lapsed to  the Crown, were  granted  by the next   king, Henry VI, to   Eton   College,   and   the   Priory was shortly after granted by  Edward  IV. to the same foundation, from  whom  the King in the   I4th year of his reign,  appears  to have transferred it to Windsor College.d
In the reign of Edward I.  the  Prior released his claim to the Rectory of Brading. e    In
the same reign, in the Return of the Dean of the Island, 1305, under "Sct. Elene," we find
“Prior habet ecclesiam sibi appropriatam."f   That at all events in the reign of Edward III.
The priory was not a wealthy establishment is evident, as it furnished only one archer to the Island strength. In the valuation of benefices by Cardinal Beaufort, temp. Henry VI., the Church is rated at 30 marks.
The inroads of the sea have been the greatest enemy of the structure, which, from its exposed position, bore the brunt of all the storms that swept up from the S.E.     In the reign of Edward VI. the north wall was taken down as a dangerous structure, and in the reign of Elizabeth things had come to such a pass that the Commissioners appointed by the crown reported the church to be "a great discredit, not only to the Island, but of the whole realm since "you might see in at one end and out at the other"; and George Oglander, " centoner of St. Elyn's," in his report, December 1559, goes on to say "that the church hath been evil served and worse repaired ever since Dr. Cole hath been Provost of Eton,"-there had been no curate and but little service for many years"-so that the parishioners had been fain to bury their corpses themselves; and yet they " nevertheless their tithes.” Foreign sailors, seeing the shameful using of the same, think that all other churches within the realm be like used, and so have both spoken and done " shameful acts in our derision ; and what they have said and made report of in their own country God knoweth." At the beginning of the i8th century the inhabitants obtained a faculty to erect a new church on a site to the north of the village, which was accordingly consecrated by Bishop Trelawney, in 1719.
The only remaining portion of the ancient church is the early I3th century tower was buttressed up, g probably about the time of the building of the new church by the Board, as it formed a valuable landmark.  In the reign of James I. the Priory was bought Mr. Emanuel Badd, who, according to Sir John Oglander, was a poor man's son, " but by Gods blessing, and ye losse of 5 wyfes, he grewe very ritch ;" (the italics are mine), of the ancient building not a  vestige   remains,   it having been finally demolished, and a modern house erected on the site, about the middle of the last century.
The Parish of St. Helen's appears to have formerly enjoyed a certain amount of importance11 as a place of call for foreign vessels, and probably a harbour of refuge, it was that outward-bound ships were wont to put in for water, which it is said remained fresh and bright even at the end of a long voyage, so excellent was the spring from whence drawn. A family of some distinction took its name from S. Helen's and appear from time to time in the history of the Island, generally as witnesses to deeds. It was from St Helen’s that the gallant Sir Edward Wydvil,* with the Island chivalry at his back, sailed, in 1488 his ill-fated expedition which ended so disastrously on the field of St. Aubyn,j in the July of the same year.
*The orthography of the family name in contemporary documents varies, as Wodevile—Wydville.
St.   HELEN'S. 
Notes
                                                                                Note A. 
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'O mention of S. Helen's is found in Domesday Book, A.D. 1086, and De Redvers is not likely to have founded two religious communities in such close proximity to one another, as S. Helen's and Quarr would have been. The strongest point in favour of the foundation during the tenure by the Crown lies in the fact that the Priory was endowed with the tithes of the King's lands within what afterwards formed the parish of Brading.* The Priory may have been endowed with the advowson of the church, but it is hardly probable that the Island folk, such as the founders of the church indubitably were, would confer the living on an alien community.
                                                                               Note B.
The Cluniac Order was introduced into England with great success by William de Warrenne soon after the Conquest. The order, an off-shoot of the Benedictine, appears to have rapidly become popular in spite of the rigour of its discipline. At the time of Domesday " Willi de Waren " held " Trodintone " in Portesdon Hd." on the Hampshire mainland, a point in favour of the assertion of his having founded the Priory at S. Helens.
Note C.
This deed is among the muniments of Eton College, a release 3rd May, 1388 (temp. Richard II.), of l7/. 4s. arrears of quit rent of 50s. per annum, " for seven years from Easter last," on account of losses sustained by the inroads of the French. This deed is addressed to Richard Newebury, Prior of S. Helen's, " qui quidam Prioratus de fundacione progenitorum nostrorum et nostro patronatu existet."
Note D.
Dugdale, Monast. Anglic. A rent for a term of years was given by Henry VI. to Eton College, and the Priory itself granted to the College, 7 Edward IV.
Note E.
A release from Peter de Chirlu, Prior of S. Helen's, to John de Wallop, Prior of Breamore, 0f the Aavowson
of the Church and Rectory of Brading.
Ceste endenture feate a Godeshulle en le Isle de Wyzt le Mardy proscheyn apres la feste de Sent Martyn le An de Roygne le Roy Edward tierce apres le Conqueste vignt primere tesmoygne qe ensi est entreparletz et acouvenutz entre dampnz f Pyeres de Chyerbitz Priour de Sent Eloygne en le Isle susdit de vne part et Johane de Wallop Priour de Brommore de autre Cest asavoir que si le dit dampnz Pyeres Priour susdit eyt pleyn power et face tote la surete del Auoweson et rectorye del Eglyse de Brerdynge al Priour de Brommore et a ces successours pur luy et pur ces successours come le conseayl le Priour de Brommore voudroyt ordeygner et ceo a les custages le dit Priour de Brommore, Adonges le dit Priour de Seynt Eleygne receyuera de Water Burgeys de la parochie de Godeshulle del Isle de Wyzt Karaunte et synk marks en les queux il est oblige al dit Priour de Sent Eloygne pour un escript de la date ensuant. Done a Sent Eleygne le vendredy proscheyn apres la feste de Sent Martyn. Et si le dit Priour de Sent Eleygne ne purra parfeare les couenantz susdites que dieux defent riend ne receyuera de Water auantdit En tesmoygnance de quele chose les partyes susdites sunt sermentez et a cestes presentes endentures entrechangablementz ount mys lourz seals en presence de Roger Lysewy Johan de Sengedon Water Burgeys et Esmund de fforde persone de Ibryzton le dites couenantz a aparseurver.— Exchequer Augmentation Ancient Deeds and Charters, Box 539.
NOTE.—By a clerical error in the text, this transaction is placed erroneously in the reign of Edward I.
* And consequently could claim to be the "Mother" of the Church of S. Mary.


* Dominus.
Peter de Chirlu, Prior of S. Helen's, to John de Wallop, Prior of Breamore.   Release and Grant of the Advowson of the Church and Rectory of Brading, I.W.
Noverint universi quod ego Petrus de Chirlu Prior Sancte Elene Insule Vecte remisi et quietum clamavi pro me et successoribus meis Priori de Brommore et ejusdem loci Conventui et eorum successoribus totum jus meum et clameum quod habui vel aliquo modo habere potui in patronatu ecclesie de Brerdinge et in ecclesia predicta Ita videlicet quod nee ego nee successores mei nee aliquis aliis nomine nostro aliquid juris vel clamei in predicto patronatu nee in ecclesia predicta exigere vel vendicare poterimus in futurum set ab omni actione querela et demanda simus exclusi per presentes. In cujus testimonio presentibus sigillum meum apposui. Hiis testibus Rogero Lisewy Johanne Sengedon Thoma de Vaus Rogero le Charpenter Waltero Bergeis. Datum apud Godeshull in Insulu Vecta die Martis proxima post festum Sancti Martini anno regni Regis Edwardi tercii post Conquestum vicesimo primo.—From the Exchequer Augmentation Ancient Deeds and Charters, Box B. No. 289.
note.—Three other deeds follow, i.e., B 293, B 294, B 295, B 297, of the same tenor, two being in counterpart.
                                                                                    Note F.
So that the Church was evidently altogether in the hands of the Priory, who owned as well as served it.
Note G.
I have seen a water-colour drawing of the end of the last century, showing the tower as it now stands, with its unsightly brick buttresses.
Note H.
A writ was issued, l0th Edward III. to the Mayor and bailiffs of Yarmouth and S. Helen's, " de " mittando naves suas ad Portsmouth."
Sir John Oglander, too, says S. Helen's was the only town for " receypt of strangers that come by " shippinge," and that from here you could hire " shipmaystors that woold undertake to carry you to any " parte you desired."
Note I.
" Johannes de Sancta Ellena Miles" appears as a witness to a deed dated 1292, wherein the Countess Isabella de Fortibus gives tithes of conies on her manor of Thorley, to the Abbey of Christchurch Twynham, in Hants.
Note J
Wherefore the Duke of Orleans and the rest of the Noble men of Britaine fearing the losse of the towne* assembled their forces to levy the siege. Their men of armes were fower hundred, and their footmen of their owne countries twelve thousand  besides three hundred Englishmen and eight hundred Swissers, and of artillery they had great plenty. The names of the Noble men of the army were these : the Duke of Orleans, the Lord of Alebret, the Marshall of Rieux, the Lord of Chasteaubrian, the Lord Scales, an Englishman, the Lord of Leon, etc. etc., . all of which Lords with their companies and whole forces encamped at a village called Andouille, the Wednesday being the 23 of July, the yeare 1488. In the meantime came newes to these Lords, that the French had taken Fougiers by composition : upon which newes the Britaines army determined to march to S. Albin, hoping easily to take the towne, because the French garrison within it was but small. . . . On the other side the French army marched also towards Saint Albin meaning to be there before the Britaines ; but it so fell out that neither of them entered the towne, because before they came thither they met and fought.  The Sunday morning the Britaines consulted of the order of their battell.  The vaward was led by the Marshal of Rieux, the battell by the Lord of Alebret, and the rereward by the Lord of Chasteaubrian: upon one of their wings was placed their artillery and their carriage. And the more to terrific the French with the great number of Englishmen, whereas there were in truth but three hundred Englishmen lead by the Lord Talbot, seventeen hundred Britaine footemen were joyned to them armed with jacks and red crosses English like : and the Monday morning they ranged in battell in the order above rehearsed hard by a grove of wood attending the French army. The Kings army  departed out of Fougieres with a ful resolution to fight with the Britaines. The French marched very couragiously, and charged the Britaines vaward, where the Marshal of Rieux valiantly received them, and acquit himselfe so well. that the French left the vaward, and marched straight upon the Britaines battell, where the Britaine horsemen recoiled by meanes whereof their rereward being discouraged fled. Then the French pursued them, and slue al the footmen they could overtake.  To conclude the French obtained the victory, and slue all those that bare the red crosse, supposing them all to be Englishmen, together with twelve or thirteen hundred Britaines, as well horsemen as footmen.  This battell was fought upon Monday the 28 of July the yeare 1488.

A Supplie of the History of Commines, cap. 5.
* Fougeres.
The spire of S. Helen's Church, Ryde, Isle of Wight, which was built at the beginning of the last century, was shortly after completion struck by lightning, and it was believed that a large bell was broken: the same time. This week Churchwarden Galloway went into the belfry, and, out of curiosity examined the  bell. Instead of a crack he found that a piece of wood, which had been broken from the wheel was pressing against the bell, and stopping the vibration. On removing this this bell, after being muffled for  70 years, rang out in a way which astonished the inhabitants.— St. James' Gazette, May 1891
The bell is inscribed    TG    R'W    WB    IH    0191.*

* for 1610 evidently upside down in casting
