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THE PARISH CHURCH OF ST HELEN'’S, IPSWICH, where people have worshipped for over 900
years. People down the centuries have altered and beautified it, and in our own time it has
been transformed for use in the 1990’s.Please feel welcome here, and please pray for the
people who's Spiritual Home this is.

Some Landmarks in the Story of St. Helen's Church




THE MEDIAEVAL CHURCH, BEFORE THE 19TH CENTURY ALTERTIONS,

St. Helen's was one of the ancient churches of Ipswich to be built outside the mediaeval town
walls, and so it was situated in what was one of the suburbs, serving the people who lived
around the road to Woodbridge. Very little remains of the mediaeval church, but from what
few pictures and documentary evidence exist, it is possible to get some idea of what the
building was like before it was altered so drastically in the 1800s. It was a small and humble
structure, which had few of the airs and graces of the more magnificent Ipswich churches, but
yet was a building of considerable interest, character and antiquity.

The square western tower was reckoned to be the smallest of all the Ipswich towers, being 44
feet high and 15 feet square externally. There were no buttresses - only stone quoins - at its
corners, and on the south side, at the level of the ringing chamber, was a small blocked
window, which was clearly of Norman origin, dating from the 11th or 12th centuries. The
belfry stage had double 14th century windows, and the tower was capped by an embattled
parapet.

The short nave (about 32 feet by 23 feet), which had a shallowly-pitched lead roof, was lit on
the south side by the two (now restored) southern windows which we see today Clearly the
earlier nave had been much altered in the 15th century, when this pair of large triple windows
were inserted and it received its base-course of flint and stone flush-work, To the south of the
nave was the present 15th century porch, now rather weathered and battered but still a
beautiful piece of craftsmanship, with its fine doorway and canopied niche above it. In the
1600's or 1700s the sundial was added to its southern gable. It appears that the former north
doorway also had a fine 15th century arch, with roses set in its inner mouldings
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The picture of St. Helen's in Ogilby's Map of Ipswich of 1674 and Isaac Johnson's picture in the
early 1800s, show a chancel with a tiled roof, which had a steeper pitch than the nave roof and
was slightly higher. The south chancel wall had a pair of square-headed windows, also a



priest's doorway, and David Elisha Davy's comment (1811) that its walls were of brick,
probably indicates that it was a Tudor chancel of the late 1400s or early 1500s. It measured 24
feet 6 inches by 20 feet 10 inches.

When Davy visited St. Helen's in 1811, the interior was equipped with box-pews, which he
described as "neat" and painted white. In one of these enclosures on the north side of the
nave stood the font - not one of our splendid mediaeval fonts, but made of brick, which had
been plastered over. On the walls hung two hatchments to the Canning and Phillipson families.
The pulpit was made of carved oak and was probably one of the 17th century pulpits which
still grace so many of our Suffolk churches. Two more hatchments (for tine Parish family) faced
each other across the chancel. At the east end, raised upon one step, stood the Communion
Table, within its three-sided rails and on the east wall above it were wooden compartments,
inscribed with the Lord's Prayer, Apostles' Creed and the Ten Commandments.

CHANGES AND DEVELOPMENTS IN THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES.

St. Helen's has undergone more alterations during the past 170 years than most of Ipswich’s
ancient churches, The evolution of the small mediaeval building into the church that we see
today happened in the following main stages: -

1828. In this year David Elisha Davy revisited the church and reported that the chancel had
recently been entirely rebuilt with red brick, also that a "new and neat" gallery had been
erected at the west end of the church.

1837. The chancel was further restored and the north and south transepts were added. Henry
Davy's etching, made in 1841, shows the new south transept, lit by a three-light window with
intersecting tracery. During this operation, the mediaeval chancel arch was taken down and
the remains of the rood-loft stairway in the north wall nearby were removed. This work was
done at the instigation of the Revd John T. Nottidge, who was Rector of St. Clement's and St.
Helen's (the two parishes had been held together since 1752) from 1824-1847, having
previously been Rector of Old Newton.

1848 - 49. Because of the great increase in the population of the parish, it was decided to
drastically enlarge the church, and so most of the building was taken down and rebuilt. Only
the tower, porch and south nave wall remained and by September 1848 the rest of the church
had been flattened and the foundations laid for a much wider and longer building. The Rector,
the Revd Walter Woodhouse, gave £100 towards the work and the parish raised £150. Mr.



Woodhouse was Rector of the two parishes from 1847-65 and later served at Pakefield,
Matlock Bath and Sandown, Isle of Wight.

The enlarged church was reopened on Wednesday May 26th 1849 arid the special preachers
were the Revd W. Champneys, Rector of Whitechapel and the Revd F. Storr of Acton, Cheshire.
The collections at the afternoon and evening services raised £65- a considerable sum in those
days. The architect was William Pattisson of Woodbridge, who also enlarged Little Bealings
Church and designed several Suffolk rectories. The building was designed to seat 700 people
(the old church only seated 300) of which half of the seats were to be free of pew-rents.

The alterations produced a broad and commodious church, 36 feet without structural divisions
between nave and chancel and with wide transepts each side of the chancel to accommodate
more people. The perpendicular Style of the two mediaeval windows was reproduced exactly
in the other nave windows and was modified in the chancel and transept windows. The walls
were faced with flints to match the old work, although many of the corners had quoins of
white brick rather than stone.

St Helen’s people had got what they required - a large preaching auditorium which would
accommodate a large number of people who came to hear the Gospel. The building was not
one which would appeal to the architectural and liturgical purists of the day, and newspaper
writers at the time were not always complimentary about the work done. The Ipswich Journal
stated that it’s architectural faults are not redeemed by one single feature that we can
commend,” adding that it could not be called an ornament to the town” Its roof was "very
ordinary" its east window misproportioned and its benches had "finials more hideous than
were made in the most barbarous days of architectural decline". The writer did however
commend the new pulpit - the work of Henry Ringham of Ipswich, whose superb woodcarving
may be seen in several Ipswich and Suffolk churches.

The Suffolk Chronicle was a little more kind. Their reporter did recognise that the building was
"devoid of much pretence to elegance" and that the benches occupied "every foot of ground'’,
but he called the east window a handsome piece of work, commenting that its mullions and
tracery were thought to be copies of a window in Merton College Oxford.

1850. On Wednesday April 10th, a new organ was opened. It had been built (according to the
newspaper report) by Mr. T.C. Clarke of St. Helen's. The preacher at the special service was the
Revd J.C. Ryle of Helmingham - later to become Bishop of Liverpool and famous for his
Protestant and Evangelical preaching and writing.

1856. This year the church was closed for some time for renovation. The interior received a
thorough redecoration, the tower was repaired and a new window was added at the west end.
More seats were added for use by the poor, aged and children. The architect was Frederick



Barnes, whose designs may be seen in several Ipswich and Suffolk churches, and in the railway
stations at Needham Market and Stow market. The builders were Messrs Firman Bros. The
preacher at the reopening on September 24th was the Revd J. Haselgrove of St. Peter's
Islington

1868. The organ, which had been repaired and enlarged in 1359 by Messrs Stidolph was
replaced by another instrument by Bryceson, with a French polished mahogany case, two
manuals and pedals. It was erected in the north transept and the site of the old organ
(opposite the main entrance) was filled with more benches. It was opened on April 29th, the
preachers being the Revd J. Richardson of St. Mary's Bury St, Edmunds and the Revd C.H.
Wainwright of Christ Church Blackpool.

1871. In February there was a small dispute amongst St. Helen's folk about alterations to the
churchyard, which has involved the removal of some soil and the construction of iron
palisades. By September, however, a far more serious problem had arisen and a meeting was
called to discuss the very dangerous condition of the tower. This was chaired by the Rector,
the Revd Robert Whiteway, who was here from 1866-72 and at St. Clement's until 1877, when
he moved to Eynsford, Kent. It was decided that, under the direction of Frederick Barnes, the
belfry stage and tower parapet should be removed.

1814- 15. The Revd William Horne (Rector 1872-7) was the first incumbent of St. Helen's after
its separation from St. Clements. He came here from Roxeth, near Harrow, and was later at
Silloth, Thundridge Herts, Christ Church St. Albans and Clapton in Gordano, Somerset. It seems
that his very effective ministry here, also the growing population, had made it necessary to
further increase the seating accommodation at St. Helen's. Also the truncated tower had (Page
4) become more and more dangerous and needed to be totally rebuilt. It was decided that the
old western tower should be demolished and the nave extended westwards, Covering the area
where it had stood - thus accommodating 70 more worshippers. The new tower was erected
to the south of this extension beside the porch - and a very pleasing and elegant structure it
turned out to be, with its octagonal belfry, pierced parapet and stone spire, One newspaper
called it "as pretty a small tower as we have seen in Suffolk”. Other improvements included
the handsome new west window, given in memory of Mr. Charles Deane, a doorway in the
south transept and the shortening of the window above it, the cleaning of the internal walls,
the addition of new benches at the west end, also the removal of the plaster ceiling and the
boarding of the roof.

The architect was Frederick Barnes and the contractors (Messrs J.B. & F. Bennett) used the
services of Messrs Chinnock (masons) and Messrs Steam (stonework) The cost was about
£1,300. This addition made the church into a very long rectangle, with transepts each side,
under a continuous roof and with no chancel arch. The Suffolk Chronicle noted that there was
nothing to excite lovers of architecture, nor anything to suggest to the High Church mind the
superior holiness of the eastern end! but noted that the church "being neatly and comfortably



furnished, with an earnest, faithful minister in the pulpit and a large and attentive
Congregation, will nonetheless -be a centre of great Christian usefulness". This, of course, was
an accurate appraisal of St. Helen's, which was firmly rooted in the Evangelical traditiong The
Foundation Stone of the tower was laid by the Rector on November 17th 1874 and at the Re-
Opening Service on June 30th 1875, the Revd G.F. Head of St. Mark's, Tollington Park, London,
preached, the hymns were taken from "Mr. Sankey's Sacred Songs" and the collection
amounted to almost £40.

1905. On June 25th, several improvements to the church were dedicated, in memory of the
Revd Edwin Oakley (Rector from 1878~1904) These included a brass eagle lectern, a pair of
oak clergy stalls, the choir vestry, formed by dividing the clergy vestry, the lowering of the
benches and the tiling of the aisle floors. The Rev'd W.H. Williamson of Holy Trinity Church
preached at the Dedication Service.

1919. The two ancient bells were taken from the tower and (Page 5) placed in the church
(they are now stored in the belfry again). The little tower became too weak to allow them to
be rung safely. The larger bell is 15th century, made at Bury St. Edmunds and inscribed "Sancta
Maria, ora pro nobis" the other was cast at Colchester by Miles Graye in 1621. These bells
were replaced by a set of eight tubular bells, given in memory of Mr. R. Howard Bantoft.

1926. The tower, spire, west wall and the porch, with its sundial, were carefully restored at a
cost of £600 - raised, as the plaque in the porch reminds us, entirely thro4} prayer and not by
fund-raising events.

1980 - 90. In the mid 1970s the cloud of possible redundancy hung over St. Helen's and its
future was uncertain. In 1975, the Revd Adrian Leighton, curate of St. Margaret's, was also
appointed Priest in Charge here. Under his ministry an active and expanding congregation was
built up and he was made Rector of the parish in 1982, leaving for Holbrook, Freston and
Woolverstone in 1988. It was largely due to his vision and enthusiasm, together with Mr. David
Capey and others, that St. Helen's has been transformed into the versatile, homely and useful
complex that we see today. The work has been carried out by stages over the past eight or so
years, mostly by St. Helen's people and especially by Mr. Dick Curtis and Mr. Frederick Hood,
with a little help from the Y.T.S. and from other "professionals” St. Helen's folk worked out
their vision for the layout of the building and Hooper’s, the architects, drew up the plans. The
partition and gallery of plaster-covered brickwork was erected and the studwork partition
above it. The south transept was converted into cloakrooms, with a small chapel above; the
north transept into a vestry, with library above, and the former vestry into a kitchen. The
chancel, east of the partition, provides a homely hall and meeting-place, whilst the nave is
now a versatile yet devotional worship-centre. The work should be completed in 1991 with the
furnishing of the re--orientated church.



The recommendations for the colouring of the walls and the carpeting were provided by
Raymond Hall of Lewisham.

Having traced the history of the church, we now examine what we see here today in detail.

What to see outside the church

St. Helen's is an unassuming but distinctive downtown church (although this area was once a
suburb), set in a busy street of old houses, shops and modern developments. The south side of
the church is set back a little from the street, whilst to the north is a quiet churchyard, which is
brooded over by St. Helen's School (dating from 1914 and itself a very pleasant piece of
secular architecture). The church, with its flint-faced walls and long slate roof, has been
lengthened so much that it only just fits into its churchyard; a lane passes beside its west wall
and there is a passageway through the south-east buttress, because of the close proximity of
the neighbouring garden wall.

The walls are faced with knapped flints, which have been split to expose their shiny cores. The
great length of the building can be appreciated best from the north, whilst the view from the
south is punctuated by the tower, porch and transept. The walls are strengthened by
buttresses; most of the northern ones have white brick quoins - the rest are of stone. The
north wall has a parapet, coped with white bricks, but its southern counterpart has been
removed.

Three triple Perpendicular windows light the south wall of the nave, of which the two
westernmost incorporate original 15th century stonework. A frieze of flint and stone "flush-
work' panelling runs beneath them. Set into this wall is a small and very worn memorial
plaque, to Ledia, daughter of Robert and Margaret Richmond, who died in 1627. The north
side of the nave is lit by a set of five triple windows, based upon the originals in the south. The
great west window (21 feet tall and 13 feet wide) has five lights and is divided horizontally by a
transom.

The broad transepts have triple Perpendicular windows of 1848; the southern one having been
shortened in 1875 when the door beneath it was added - this door having been replaced by a
western entrance in the recent reordering. The vestry, to the north of the chancel has a brick
entrance and there is a white brick priest's doorway in the south wall of the chancel, also a
single cinquefoil-headed lancet window. The triple Perpendicular east window, which is rather
small in proportion to the size of the east wall, has its lower section panelled in stone.

The graceful southwest tower and spire are elegant and (Page 7) attractive. The tower is
unbuttressed and its lower stages are square. The base has a south doorway and a single west
window, whilst the ringing chamber above it has single windows, with cinquefoil (five-lobed)



headed ogee-shaped arches, framed by little hoodmoulds, terminating in carved finials. The
belfry stage is octagonal, with large stone broaches supporting four sides and elegant double
belfry windows on the other four faces, with hoodmolds resting upon foliage capitals. There is
a pretty openwork parapet of stone quatrefoils, behind which rises the stone spire, which is
now protected by a grey synthetic covering. This tower, although small in proportion to the
rest of the church, has great character. The parapet is 44 feet from the ground, whilst the spire
rises to a height of 80 feet. Note the Foundation Stone in the southwest corner.

The south porch, although restored in places, is original work of the 15th century. This
venerable structure hasbeen eroded by 500 years of British weather, but it is a fine piece of
craftsmanship. The walls have buttresses at the southern corners and friezes of trefoil-headed
flush-work panels towards the base. There are two-light east and west windows. The 15th
century outer entrance arch leans slightly, betraying its great age. It is framed by a square
hoodmold, which rests upon crowned lions, and the moulding of the arch is studded with tiny
flowers. The spandrels (between the arch and the hoodmould) contain angels, with
outstretched wings. Above the entrance is a canopied niche for a statue, now somewhat worn,
but notice its lovely vaulted ceiling, which is nicely preserved. The sundial at the apex is
probably 17th or 18th century, but was well restored in 1926. The porch shelters a 15th
century inner entrance, flanked by carved heads supporting its hoodimuld, and with foliage
and other motifs in the moulding of the arch. To the right of it are the remains of a Holy Water
stoup, where people dipped their fingers and made the Sign of the Cross as an act of symbolic
cleansing and rededication upon entering the sacred building. The sturdy door has been
opening and closing to admit worshippers and visitors for 500 years (although its base is now
missing). The huge closing ring may well have been used as a sanctuary ring in mediaeval
times.

What to see inside the church.

Before the transformation of the interior in the 1980s, St. Helen's was a long, broad and barn-
like building, full of benches and not very exciting 19th and early 20th century furnishings. The
building was one large rectangle, unbroken by arcades or chancel arch, with north and south
transepts, the former housing the organ. At the east end was a very short sanctuary, with its
three-light east window, also boards inscribed with the Lord's Prayer, Creed and
Commandments. Those who enlarged St Helen’s in the 19th century needed to create an
auditorium seating hundreds of people, and this they did, using all spare space available. The
yellow "cathedral" glass in the south nave windows reminds us of the rather sombre and
subdued atmosphere which was created here by the Victorians.

Nevertheless, St Helen’s was always a greatly loved and cared-for church, whose congregation
in recent years have had the faith, wisdom and imagination to turn this building into
something exciting, versatile and useful, which will serve the Church and the community in the
1990s.



The former nave is now the worship centre, providing a homely and devotional area where the
congregation gather for services. The walls are now bathed in a subdued green, with the
window-splays picked out in white all blending with the green of the trees outside. The seating
is arranged in a semi-circle, facing the north wall, with its array of five uniform triple
Perpendicular windows. At 'she centre is the Communion Table, with its traceried front, and
pands showing Alpha and Omega - the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, with the
"IHS" emblem of Our Lord's name at the centre (these panels were presented by Miss Esther
Read in 1865). On the windowsill behind stands a brass cross, given by a father and son whose
wives both died within the space of one week in October 1944. This, together with the flowers
on the flanking windowsills, makes a bright and dignified sanctuary. The prayer-desk is a
memorial to Joshua Snare, who died in 1936, having been Churchwarden here for 40 years.

The great west window was made in 1875 and was presented in memory of Charles Deane
(died 1872) by his widow. The single continuous roof of the church is unadorned and func-
tional, supported by tie beams, with simple queen-posts and struts, of which the two western
tie beams rest upon moulded stone corbels. (Page 9)

At the east end of the nave, stretching across the entire width of the church, and painted a
more vivid green, is a brick and plaster partition, made in 1982-3, which also forms the organ
loft. It is approached by means of a cast-iron spiral staircase which was found, lying disused
and' rusted in a Nacton garden! The wooden balustrade along the gallery top was installed
by parishioners and indeed much of the re-ordering work has been achieved by St. Helen's
folk's skills at "D.l.Y."!

At the time of writing (December 1990) the church still awaits more comfortable chairs to
replace the present stacking-chairs, a new Communion Table, and other furnishings. Amongst
the furnishings which were no longer needed and which have been sold, or otherwise
disposed of, are the small octagonal stone font, the brass and iron Communion Rails (both
19th century), the pulpit (made In 1848 by Henry Ringham) and the brass eagle lectern which,
with the clergy stalls, were a memorial to the Revd Edwin Oakley (died 1904) and his wife
Sophia, who died five weeks before him. He was Rector here for 27 years; he arrived in 1878,
having been curate at Lopham, Burnham Deepdale and Heacham (all in Norfolk) and then
Priest in Charge of St. Nicholas, Ipswich.

The re-ordered church, which is carpeted, comfortable and feels "lived-in" but yet is dignified
and spacious, is a prize example of what faith and prayer, backed up by skill and much hard
work, can achieve. The splendid banners, vividly portraying Jesus as the Light of the World, our
hope of Glory and the bringer of Peace, each designed and made by members of the Church,
add brightness and colour to the interior.



The organ, by Bryceson Bros, was installed in 1868 and was restored and removed to its
present position by Mr. Peter Bumstead. It is a two-manual and pedal instrument, with 15
speaking stops.

In the partition are folding doors, which lead to the former chancel, now equipped and
carpeted for use as a hall and meeting-place - a comfortable, spacious and versatile area which
accommodates everything from meetings to playgroups.

The three-light east window appears rather small for the wide wall, which contains it; its lower
sections have stone panelling, with a tiny carving of the Lamb of God (Page 10) emblem set in
the central panel.

The south transept now forms an entrance, cloakrooms, etc., above which is a small prayer
chapel. The former vestry is now a kitchen area, whilst the north transept accommodates the
new vestry, alsoa staircase leading to a room above, used as a library, and also to the organ
loft.

'Stained Glass. Before the Reformation, pictures in glass provided one of the many visual aids
in churches, which taught the Faith to the people who could neither neither read nor
understand Latin. No mediaeval glass survives here, but the 19th century pictorial windows
show scenes connected with Our Lord's life and ministry. They are as follows: -

Chancel, southeast. The Ascension, by Clayton & Bell, in memory of A.S. Vanden Bergh, who
died in 1872.

South transept. Jesus, teaching the people in the Sermon on the Mount - possibly by the firm
of John Hardman.

Nave, southeast. Possibly also by Hardman, showing the risen Christ, with two angels and with
other characters from the Resurrection Story. Beneath, we see the Annunciation, tile Baptism
of Jesus and his agonised prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, This glass was given in memory
of Richard and Eleanor Bantoft (died 1882 and 1889), by their children. A brass plaque nearby
records the gift of the tubular bells in the tower in 1919, in memory of R. Howard Bantoft.

Memorial Inscriptions. There are several plagues on the walls, also four ledger-slabs in the
floors of the church, commemorating people of the past who were associated with St. Helen's
church and parish.

The ledger-slabs date from the 1600s and 1700s and amongst the people commemorated
upon them are the Revd Samuel Bantoft (died 1692), formerly Rector of Stebbing, Essex, his
daughter~ Mary (died 1710) and Robert Dunkon, who was Patron of the Living and three times
Bailiff of Ipswich (died 1670), also his wife Elizabeth (died 1661).



The Wall plagues are as follows:- Nave, south:

1. A fine plaque of coloured marbles, with a drape at its base, also two urns at the top and a
medallion with three profiled faces, commemorating Richard Canning, "Minister of St.
Lawrence". He is described here as a man of unblemished honour and integrity, and of taste
and erudition... His preaching was recommended by his practice and the doctrines he
delivered, enforced by his own example. The memorial was erected by his daughter; it also
mentions his wife Cordelia, who was "cut off in the 36th year of her age". Richard died in
1775.

2. A plague with scrollwork at the sides and a coat of arms at the top, to another Richard
Canning - Commander, Royal Navy. He retired to Ipswich in 1712 and "through resentment of
party, founded on misrepresented facts, died a private Captain' in 1726. The memorial also
mentions his widow Margaret (died 1734) his mother Alice (died 1716) and Cordelia, wife of
the Revd Richard Canning, who died, aged 36, in 1751.

3. Marble shield-shaped plague, with urn and coat of airs at the top, to Lieut. General Richard
Phillipson, of the Dragoon Guards and M.P. for Eye (died 1792).

4. Plaque with a broken pediment and draped vase at the top, and coat of arms beneath, to
Robert Parish (died 1774) and Mary his first wife (died 1753).

Chancel, north:

1. Jane Charlotte Shillito (whose husband was in the Bengal Medical Service), who died at sea
off the Azores on a passage to India in 1854, also the Revd Stephen Cole, who died at Madeira
in 1854.

2. Priscilla Mary Head (died 1834), her mother, Isabella (died 1841) and her sister Caroline
(died 1861).

3. George Cole F.R.C.S., Surgeon in the Bengal Medical Service, who died on the Red Sea
during a passage from India in 1858.

4. Brass plaque to the Revd Edwin Oakley, who died in 1904, also recording alterations to the
church, carried out in his memory.

Chancel, south: Rectangular plaque to Frederick Joshua Snare, Churchwarden, who died in
1936.

In the gallery:
1. Oval plaque to Elizabeth 2" wife of Robert Parish (died 1797) & her daughter (died 1810).



2. Oval plaque to Aaron Tozer (died 1804), his wife Lucia (died 1816) and their 16-year-old
daughter Frances (died 1791). Erected by their relation, the Revd Samuel Reeve.

El', Helen's in 1841, by Henry Davy.
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