
 

 

Small Pilgrim Places Journal 71:  
St Andrew’s Church, Didling, Sussex 

 
In West Sussex, tucked under the north face of the South Downs not far from Midhurst, is 

the tiny village of Didling. A scattering of homes and farm buildings, it lies at the junction of 

a couple of minor roads, one with the delightful name of Bugshill Lane.  From here a dead-

end track leads southwards uphill towards the Church of St Andrew.  I arrived there on a 

late autumn Sunday morning, shortly after a service.  A wooden gate leads into the 

churchyard, from where I could see the north wall under a tiled roof, and a small stone 

bellcote holding a single bell.  

 

The path to the church is overhung by a 

large, ancient yew bearing axe marks 

near its base.  I heard that this was the 

result of a misunderstanding some 

eighty years ago, when a workman, 

sent to lop off a branch, was thankfully 

stopped in the nick of time from 

chopping down the entire tree.  Beside 

the yew is a bench overlooking farmland 

and the wooded slopes of the Downs.  

The rustic surroundings no doubt 

explain why St Andrew’s is known as 

the “Shepherds’ church”, surrounded as 

it is by fields and old drovers’ trails.  

 

I stepped through the timber north porch and past a solid oak door into the tiny interior, 

where I found James and Valerie, assistant church wardens, tidying up after the morning 

service.  They told me that twenty or so people had 

attended worship — just about a full house for the few rows 

of short, dark timber pews dating from the 14th century.  

 

Behind the pews, opposite the entrance, is a simple font 

carved from a single block of stone and said to be one of 

the oldest fonts in the country, dating from Saxon times.  

The building, a single undivided space with flint walls, 

rendered and whitewashed, is of 13th century origin and 

probably stands on the site of an earlier wooden church.  

 

Moving up the nave across a red-tiled floor, I passed three 

single lancet windows on the south wall before reaching 

the pulpit.  It is Jacobean, with carved timber panels 

bearing floral motifs, geometric patterns and, facing the 

pews, a roughly carved figure of what I took to be a green 

man with heavy brows and a prominent nose. I couldn’t 

decide whether his expression was fierce or benevolent.  

Beyond the communion rail, also Jacobean, the east end 



 

 

is lit by two single lancet windows and a small, wooden altar, unadorned save for a row of 

placid, embroidered sheep, very appropriate for the Shepherd’s church. 

 

James and Valerie told me that, since St Andrew’s has no electricity, evening services take 

place only during British Summer Time.  They showed me a copy of the service booklet 

used for a monthly morning service titled “The Shepherd’s Eucharist”, drawing on the image 

of Jesus as the Good Shepherd as well as 

the local landscape.  The Gloria and 

Sanctus, the booklet explains, are sung to 

the well-loved Sussex fold tune, the Sussex 

carol. 

 

After James and Valerie had left, I stood in 

solitude to feel the silence and simplicity of 

this ancient place of prayer, hardly changed 

from medieval times.  On the ridge above is 

the South Downs Way, following a route 

used by travellers for thousands of years.  It 

is indeed a place resonant with history, 

calling for stillness and reflection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 


