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St. Mary’s  A Brief History
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St. Mary’s is one of the oldest churches in the New Forest. It may well have been founded in the reign of King Ethelwulf, father of the famous King Alfred, in the Ninth century. There was certainly a church on the site at the time of the Norman Conquest because the entry for Eling in the Domesday Book says there was a Church in existence in the area.  Of this early church, little remains. It is quite probable that it was a timber construction. The arrival of the Normans led to a rebuilding of the church in stone. The nave was reconstructed in stone and there are some reminders of this in the building.  
There is a small window of late Saxon or early English design set high in the East end of the North wall of the nave.  This view is from the North aisle, which in Saxon/Norman times would have been an outside wall. 
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This is the same window, high to the left of the high altar. 
The columns of the central nave have bird’s claws and leaf designs at their bases. This may well indicate Norman influences. This is highly likely since the patronage of the church in the Middle Ages see-sawed between Mottisfont and Jumieges in Normandy. The latter was a powerhouse of Norman culture. The church was extended in the twelfth century with the addition of a north aisle and a south aisle as added in the next century. This reflects a growing population in the area. It is ironic to reflect that the Black Death of the fourteenth century and the death of one third of the population in England made these extensions irrelevant.

The Tudor period saw the addition of the Bell Tower. Of course the period was one of great religious change. Nothing is known of the impact on St. Mary’s but the absence of wall paintings or indeed any monuments from the Middle Ages suggests a degree of reordering by reformers. An inventory of the church survives from these times listing a colourful and rich set of vestments. Queen Mary, during her brief reign, gave money to all English Churches to be restored in the Catholic style but nothing is known if St. Mary’s benefited.

In the seventeenth century the preacher was evicted by Parliament soldiers and after the war Richard Cromwell, son of the more famous Oliver Cromwell, presided at a wedding at St Mary’s. The local clerk expressed his opinions in his record, “Lord Protector Richard Cromwell, or so he calls himself”. On a more positive note a vicar of St. Mary’s during this period, one John Pinhorn, took under his wing a young poor scholar named Isaac Watts. Watts became

one of the great hymn writers of the church. On the other side, during the tenure of John Pinhorn, the church bells were stolen. They were traced as far as Reading but there the trail went cold.

In the nineteenth century the church was re-ordered by Benjamin Ferrey.  He was accused in the Gentleman’s Magazine of destroying much of the church interior. He stripped out the old pews which he said were like rabbit hutches. The floor was covered with Minton tiles, the font rebuilt and one of the windows replaced. This did not go down well with the locals. In the twentieth century a wooden screen was added dividing the nave from the high altar. This was added as a war memorial to the dead of World War One. This century saw another re – ordering of the church. The floor was replaced, the organ moved to its present site from the north aisle and the pulpit moved from the central nave to its present site. The vestry was also renovated and a second floor added. The parish records go back to 1535 and the graveyard is estimated to hold 30,000 burials. This is not surprising since the graveyard has been used for at least 900 years!

