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The front cover photograph is a view of the Church from 
the south west and shows the tower and Scots Crown spire 
mentioned in the text, both as a rare feature in English 
Churches and also the subject of substantial repair in 1992. 

The above photograph shows the interior of the Church 
from the west door.  The tower and the oldest part of the 
Church are on the right. 



For over 800 years there has been a church, and for over a thousand years a 
village, at Tillington, with three hamlets at Upperton, Grittenham and River, 
set in the Great  Forest of the Weald above the River Rother, on a sandstone 
ridge above the then wet-levels and below the Common’s stiff Wealden clay. 
 By the 1180’s Upperton had arisen as an expansion hamlet and Tillington’s 
first stone church had been built, part of which you can still see.  The hamlet 
of Grittenham, however, has shrunk to one farm only. 

This earliest church had a nave, south aisle and chancel.  The chancel    
containing the altar (Holy Table) is at the eastern end of the church.  
‘Chancel’ is from the Latin word for the ‘screen’ (now gone) that separated 
it from the people’s end, the nave (Latin for ‘ship’.. the people its crew) and 
‘aisles’ (Latin for ‘wings).  In an old church, as you face the altar, north is 
on your left and south on your right.  ‘Arcades’ (meaning a series of arches 
in a wall) pierce the walls with pillars and arches. 

The South Arcade, part of the oldest work here, it has very interesting    
strap-like leaves at the tops of its pillars. Forest-folk used trees for uprights, 
but here they went one better, not stone oaks but palm trees, an idea perhaps 
brought back to Sussex by the Crusaders.  Also in this 800 year old church 
you can see the chancel wall left and right between the altar rails and step, 
and part of the walls behind the pulpit and lectern. In those days they first 
built the Rector’s part (the chancel), then westwards into the nave; the two 
eastmost pillars of the south arcade are alike, but the western arch is wider, 
flatter and lower, evidently built a few years later, as money came in.  In 
those days there were no pews, you stood or knelt.  Hence the nave could 
also be used as the parish hall. 

The North Arcade, however, is only a very good copy completed for Lord      
   Egremont between 1807-37, when he had the church mostly rebuilt and 
enlarged, as Patron of the living.   

The outer walls and roof are mostly 19th century, though the walls have old 
masonry in them.  The roof is pine-boarded and has dormers let into it.  The 
tower on the south side of the chancel (a Sussex practice) was            
demolished and rebuilt by Lord Egremont in 1807, to be a beacon for the 
western approach to his Petworth estate.  The church tower is crowned with 
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Britain’s  most southerly ‘Scots Crown’ spire.  In the tower are three bells, 
dated 1572, 1622 and 1651.  No’s 1 and 3 were made by two of the        
Eldridge family.  Two further bells were given anonymously in 1992.  Cast 
at Taylor’s of Loughborough on June 12th, they were hung by members of 
the Sussex Churches Bell Restoration Fund. The other bells were also 
restored at is time. In 1992 the tower and spire were extensively repaired; 
the wrought iron frame for the spire was replaced by one made of stainless 
steel and the weather-vane was removed, repaired and put back again.    
Below them is the clock made in Derby, that strikes the hour and quarters; 
below that, the Bellringers’ chamber. At ground level, the Rector’s    Vestry 
opens into the Choir stalls on the west side of the church. 

Tradition says that JWM Turner gave Lord Egremont the design for the 
tower, but Turner’s first visit to Petworth House was not until 1809 and the 
tower was constructed in 1807.  Some of Turner’s paintings of Petworth 
Park do, however, show Tillington Church in the background.  In addition 
in 1834 John Constable made a painting of the church (held in the British 
Museum). 

The first Rector of Tillington is recorded in 1282 and it was about then that 
they rebuilt the chancel, inserting a new arch from the nave into the 
original wall; the old arch would have been narrower and lower than the 
replacement.  The current arch has no pillars. 

Across it stood the Rood-Screen, topped by the Rood-Beam.  Its door is 
still there, set in the arch on the right, with the old tower’s staircase behind 
it.  On the beam stood the Rood (a large cross with Jesus crucified on it), 
and perhaps statues of Saints with lamps burning before them, symbols of 
Christ’s Light in this dark, hard world.  The beam was wide enough for you 
to walk along to refill the lamps, and put the veil over the Rood in Lent 
(Ash Wednesday to Easter).  In  the 1530’s, when the Church of England 
was set up in the Reformation, the Roods and most of the Rood-screens, 
statues, lamps, Lenten veils and church wall-paintings were destroyed as 
idolatrous hindrances to true worship; until then Tillington Church would 
have been bright with coloured paintings, teaching Bible themes to folk 
who could not read. 

Rather than demolish the chancel arch, Lord Egremont left it, together with 
part of the staircase to the old tower (see the door bar marks on the left of 



the Rood-Beam door) and its ground floor west arch (c13th century) to the  
 original south aisle. 

An 1805 drawing of the church suggests that the tower was improved 500 
years ago and shows that although Tillington had not outgrown its 1180’s 
church, it had been beautified in the 15th Century with the installation of  
larger windows 

The improvements made by Lord Egremont made the church symmetrical 
by adding a north aisle and decorative by adding cottage-like dormers.  He 
did not, however, make the church cruciform (i.e. cross-shaped) by adding 
the north Transept, this was built in 1904 to house the new organ.  The 
tower now doubles as the South Transept.  The chancel’s north arch was 
made in 1904.  The Organ was built in 1907 by J.W. Walker & Sons,  
London.  It was restored in 1971 in memory of local Parish musicians.  
There are five speaking stops on two manuals.   Although the organ is 
small by modern standards, every stop contributes to a classic design of the 
early part of the 20th Century.  Built into the wall behind it are two 
medieval, carved, stone  fragments. 

So to the chancel, short, light and lofty, extended in 1807-37 and given a 
new East Window in best ‘Squire’s Gothic Early English’, with an ornate 
cross on the roof gable-end outside.  The glass in this window               
commemorates the Rev. Robert Ridsdale, Rector of this Parish who died in 
1876.  He married the daughter of a peer and is buried at the south end of 
the path to the old Rector’s gate in the churchyard.  The floor is of Sussex 
marble; one of these large white slabs has been a rich man’s tombstone 
adorned with a brass inscription; its rivets remain yet.  Brasses were late 
medieval status symbols. The long kneeler at the altar rail was given in 
memory of Doris M Barham (1896-1978).  The altar rails are of 17th or 
18th Century; their original purpose was to keep dogs away from the altar.  
In those days people brought their farm dogs into church.  The Sanctuary 
Lamp, ever burning night and day, symbolises Christ our Light.  It was 
given in memory of Alfred Wadey (1911-1975).  The hanging lamp on the 
left of the altar shows that the Communion elements are within the      
aumbry (cupboard) beneath for midweek use for the sick or dying.  The 
aumbry was dedicated in 1992, the gift of the Friends of Tillington Church. 
 Two new kneelers are by the altar, the first of many begun in 1922.  The 
brass altar candlesticks were given by Col W.E. Mitford in memory of his 
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mother who died in 1927.  These can be seen only during a Service. 

People with influence in the parish set up monuments to their families on 
the internal church walls, in Latin if for genteel eyes only, and had        
themselves buried in  vaults inside the church away from the throng of the 
churchyard.  Thus on the south wall of the chancel there is a fine coloured 
marble monument to William Mitford Esq of Pitshill and his second wife 
Sarah Wicker, who both died in 1777 and lie buried under the chancel.  The 
Mitfords were a very old Northumberland family who had also settled 
nearer London; they were related to the Osbaldstones of Yorkshire. In 1760 
William, then of New Grove, Petworth, bought Pitshill and began building 
the present house.  Completed by his son William in 1794, it still looks 
very much like an 18th Century print, though enlarged by a later Mitford; 
its north wing removed in the 1950’s.  Its old windows were unbricked and 
the brick core of the 17th Century house was found. 

The Mitfords were the Parish’s main resident family; they drove down to     
     Tillington church every Sunday morning and sat in the front pew.  They 
took a leading part in Sussex and national life and they married into the 
Rowes, Towneleys, Kenyons and Slades, landed families mostly from     
outside of the Parish.  In 1944 they left Pitshill to live at Dean Manor 
nearby.  Until about 1955 Tillington was largely owned by the Mitfords 
and the Wyndhams (Lord Egremont’s family), and most people worked for 
one or other of the estates. 

The Portrait Monument on the north wall of the chancel is to the Rev. Dr. 
James Stanier Clarke, a close friend of the Prince Regent. He co-founded 
and co-edited the Naval Chronicle, the Navy’s newspaper in Nelson’s era, 
and wrote a Life of Nelson in 1809. He retired to Tillington in 1816, built 
the Rectory (now the Old Rectory) and died there in 1834, aged sixty seven 
years.  Mourners at his funeral included J M W Turner and J E Carew, Lord 
Egremont’s sculptor since 1823, who did Dr Clarke’s monument.  An 
Irishman, he also did part of Nelson’s Column in London.  

The chancel was remodelled in 1933 by Sir Charles Nicholson, At present, 
however, the altar and reredos (wooden panel above it ) are bare, enabling 
the fine carved panels of fruit and foliage to be seen with the cross central. 
The credence table (right of the altar) and altar covers were given by a 
legacy of Mr A Nobleston in memory of his wife, of Toronto 
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and Tillington.  The Parish’s Mothers’ Union banner is also on the right of 
the altar.  The candle-stand, made by local craftsman Mr Keith Sandall, 
was donated in memory of Mrs Violet Warren. The oak choir chairs were 
donated in memory of various parishioners in 2013 and were hand made in 
the workshop of Seth Evans . 

Back into the nave again.  Over the chancel arch is the Royal Arms board,  
expressing the Parish’s national loyalty, last painted in 1661 at the             
Restoration of King Charles II.  Earlier Arms on it were of Cromwell’s era 
(1652) and Charles I. Flanking it left and right are two monuments in        
classical Greek style, on the left to William Mitford (died 1824) and family 
of Pitshill, on the right to his in-laws the Rowes of Tillington. Beneath 
them are the brasses of the 1914-19.War Memorials.  (The Second  World 
War fallen are commemorated on the wall adjacent to the footpath up to 
the church.) The national flags of St George and the Union Jack lie either 
side of the Royal Coat of Arms. 

The pulpit is 19th Century, of oak, six sided, on a stem, left of the chancel 
arch; its panel’s carvings suggest 15th Century windows.  On the right of 
the arch is a fine brass lectern, from which the Bible is read aloud in    
services, borne on its brass eagle’s wings; a fitting monument to Squadron 
Leader Barrington-Kennett, who died on active service in 1916, aged 28, 
from his brother officers of the Royal Flying Corps. 

The pews are of good 19th Century oak, mostly plain with panelled backs.  
The roof’s tie beams, kingposts and the two pairs of arched oak braces 
look 17th Century; the rest is 19th Century.  Bearing up its beams are six 
stone faces, the human touch;  God is not solemn and he loves people, not 
merely  objects or ideas. 

So to the south aisle, east end.  In front of the modern Vestry screen (twin 
of the organ screen) lies the Book of Remembrance for recently cremated 
parishioners, in an oak case made by Bill Butt, who with his wife Grace 
donated it in memory of their daughter.  In the 1950’s the font stood here.  
Above you is the Mitford window showing Christ as the Good Shepherd 
and Light of the World, the latter clearly based on  Holman Hunt’s famous 
picture; beneath  is the monument to Col  William Kenyon Mitford, Aide 
de Camp to Edward VII and George V. He died in 1943 aged 86, the year 
before the family left Pitshill. 
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Look at the next monuments along the south wall.  First comes the brass to 
William Spencer, Steward at Cowdray, ‘of great discretion’, who died in 
1953, soon after his wife.  Next a rare Crimean War Memorial (brass) to 
‘four natives of the Parish’ who fell in 1855.  Next is a monument to Henry 
 Stiles, a Tillington man who died a merchant in Moscow in 1711, and left 
fifty pounds to be invested to help feed the poor of his native Parish.  His 
brother Thomas left the same amount two years later. The three small 
brasses now mounted on one piece of wood near the font; one is to Mr 
Charles Price (1708) and two are to the Hardhams of Dean (1660’s).  The 
double window showing a river of life with flora and fauna of the South 
Downs, together with symbols of the Trinity, was made to mark the        
Millennium 2000.  The desk, nearby, houses the Memorial Book with the 
names of the subscribers to the Millennium Window. 

The ancient font is just behind you. Here most of the Christians of      
Tillington have been baptised ever since the first church was built some 
800 years ago.  A good plain 8-sided 12th Century stone font, lead lined on 
a stone base. The cover was made c1918 by William Bryder, with       
ironwork by Paul Thayre, blacksmith.  The booklets shelf on the south of 
the west door was given by the children of the late Richard Danvers    
Waghorn in 1982.  He is the R.D.W. on the memorial on north of the door 
with St Richard’s prayer on it. 

Look up at the west wall.  The glass in the round window is in memory of 
Arthur and Frances Nattali and the glass screen to the upstairs gallery was 
given by the Bennetts of South Dean Farm (now of Upperton) in 1979 in 
memory of their parents.  The gallery behind the round window used to be 
for seating for the Wyndham family.  The wall is 1807-37 work.  On the 
wall, monuments to the Stents of Dean and Soal (now called Tillington 
House); the North-west corner, to Lord Egremont’s solicitor and manor 
steward Charles Murray who died in 1847. 

To the left of the west door you will see a List of Rectors and Patrons.  
One Tillington Rector (1783-89), some twenty years later became the 
Archbishop of Dublin.  Our Patrons have included the Pope (1364), Lewes 
Priory(1407-1530’s), the Crown (1546-1587) and the family of Lord 
Egremont from 1761 onwards 

In the northwest corner a banner of the Girl Guides hangs over the area 
dedicated for the use of small children during services. 



On the North Wall will be seen a window dedicated to St Cecilia, Patron 
Saint of  Music. Look at the monuments, first. Charles Wilson M.B. died 
of his wounds in France in 1918; Lieut. John Ayling, kin to the Stents was 
only twenty-three when he was ‘Slain in the Trenches’ at the storming of   
Badajos in the Peninsular War in 1812.  His monument is by J.C.F. Rossi  a 
famous London military sculptor of the time. Below is the High Victorian 
Gothic brass to John’s brother William, who died Rector of Barlavington in 
1853.  Then comes a brass dedicated to Rev. Dr William Cox, outspoken 
Royalist and former Canon of Exeter who was at Petworth by 1654 where 
he worsted the Puritan theologian Fisher in a great argument in Petworth 
Church. He detested the ‘rantings’ of the Rector of  Petworth and wished to 
be buried here instead. 

The next monument is to Charles Mitford who died in 1831 and his wife 
Margaret who died in 1866. The next monument commemorates not a 
death, but  a recovery, that of William Slade Mitford, aged 11, from a 
serious accident in 1909.  He lived another 57 years becoming soldier, 
Deputy Lieutenant of Sussex, landowner, sportsman, naturalist, gardener, 
local historian, County Councillor, and Churchwarden for twenty four 
years. Various pieces of fine calligraphy, written in 1996, can be seen 
around the church. 

Near the Pulpit is the old Parish Chest, locally made about six hundred 
years ago, with long iron strap hinges and a lock.  It once acted as a safe 
for the Parish plate, registers and records.  A similar, smaller chest was 
stolen in 1972.  The plate includes a paten for the Communion bread given 
by        J Sturt in 1714; the registers begin in 1572.  The plate is now in the 
bank and the registers are in the West Sussex Records Office in Chichester, 
along with the Mitford papers and the Diocese’s records. My transcripts of 
all Tillington’s epitaphs is there too.The Organ screen dates from 1907.  

The stained glass windows in the church show scenes before and after 
Christ’s birth (east window); adult life of Christ; two musical angels 
(Vestry); St Cecilia and the Millennium Window.  The ‘Second Coming 
-Day of the Lord’ (roundel in west wall) is based on a drawing by Burne-
Jones He was one of the pre-Raphaelite group of idealistic Victorian artists 
and perhaps William Morris Co made the glass for this window.  Recent 
research by Keith Nickels of Opus Stained Glass, suggests that Bacon 
Brothers (1895-1929) of London made a number of the windows. A 
separate leaflet on the Stained Glass is available, written by George 
Warren. 
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The tall wooden Easter Candle was made by Mr ‘Bert’ Hollingdale, a local 
carpenter, who also made a communion wafer box. 

Back down to the nave.  The two upright rods at the end of the two pews are 
the Churchwardens’ staves of office (given by W.G. Minster in 1946). 
Churchwardens see to the upkeep of the church.  Leaving the church by the 
19th Century studded, leather west door through the porch go out past the 
crowned heads (1807-1837) on the arch and into the Churchyard which, 
being full, was closed in 1863.  Later the tombstones were mostly moved to 
the walls of the churchyard, but on the east side two low table-tombs 
remain, an 18th Century status symbol. The War Memorial, a Celtic cross 
stands near the tower.  The south wall of the church is mostly of a core of 
cobbles of several periods, marked with lines of later insertions of dormers, 
etc.  The south west corner shows evidence of galletting, the use of Wealden 
ironstone chips set into mortar ‘to keep the devil out: he cannot pass beyond 
iron’, so they say. The north aisle wall is of local pale yellow stone.   The 
large yew tree (north west) is the oldest of the four in the churchyard; all 
four having survived the hurricane of October 16th 1987. The plough which 
stands below the south wall was owned by the late William John Bennett 
who farmed at Sokenholes and South Dean.  It is a horse plough made in 
1928/29 and restored in 1972 by the late William Mills of this Parish.  It 
commemorates a forgotten way of life. Restoration work on the church was 
completed in 2004 when it was completely rewired, new lighting installed, 
the roof completely retiled and the Horsham stones reset. 

The church is floodlit at night on the south side, as an act of witness to 
passers-by. 

The large house below the church is the Old Rectory, many clergy in the 
early days had private means and lived in style. 

Opposite the west side of the church is ‘The Horse Guards’ so-called      
because the Horse Guards regiment was billeted in Petworth Park during the 
       Napoleonic Wars. Just past the Old Post Office (now a private house),    
beyond the churchyard gate, is where the Tillington National (Church) 
School once stood.  Built in 1838 it was demolished in 1969, but its date 
stone is built into the wall of Linton House which now stands on the site. 

                                                            Jeremy Godwin (revised 2015) 
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