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CHRISTOPHER ST. JOHN AND ELIZABETH BAWDREP 

Overview 

In this generation, the St. John history takes a dramatic turn. It is the root cause of this change 

that has been the nemesis to almost 500 years’ worth of St. John family researchers. At its core, is 

a common misunderstanding about the driving force behind their colonization in America.  

There are many stories that simply did not make it into the history books for colonial migration. 

Stories of Thanksgiving, religion, and difficult times with famine and Native Americans are retold 

time and again to children across America. For St. John researcher’s, additional claims lead us to 

believe our history did not begin until 1634 when Mathias St. John was listed as a freeman in 

Dorchester, Massachusetts and that we all, families who arrived in the mid-1600s, must come from 

the Puritans, pilgrims and religious separatists, or lower-class persons of armigerous families – but 

when one claims said family, they are ridiculed for their fantasy genealogy. Now while all these 

events are basically true as far as being historically factual to some degree and certainly notable, 

English life in Colonial America did not stop at Roanoke and suddenly restart with the pilgrims 

with a brief layover in Virginia. Headright and hereditary systems and customs still prevailed, and 

one did not just simply go to a colony in the early days.  

The St. John family’s impact on Colonial America certainly did not first begin in 1634 as post-

pilgrims or Puritans seeking religious freedom. Parts of history minimized, rarely investigated, or 

even widely known center on these missing history book years where the capabilities of the men 

and women of this time to travel great distances across land and ocean in relatively short periods 

of time is ignored, and even down right denied, until the ships arrived, suddenly by the grace of 

God, with all the pilgrims in 1620 or all the Puritans in the 1630s. The English pursuit for 

individual liberty, gold, and other treasure is another interesting topic, often missing from and yet 

key to establishing Colonial America. These facts are often reserved for the American Revolution, 

pirate stories and mythical legends or for platitudes granted only to the famous, like, Christopher 

Columbus and the Raleigh’s. And another gap is in the early stages of human slavery saved for 

stories after the pilgrims arrived and leading up to our Civil War. None of these stories ask how or 

why and therefore never answer them. It is certainly not surprising that the St. John’s origin has 

remained a perpetuating mystery because this family, their lives, and the reasons for this family’s 
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arrival do not fit the cookie-cutter history we have all been led to believe and therefore, researcher 

after researcher came crashing into the genealogical brick wall we have come to accept as 

commonplace. We have accepted the researchers are responsible for the brick walls rather than the 

history books. 

The St. Johns appeared in Colonial America and other areas of the globe during those missing 

history book years; when colonization was intended to be an extension of the manorial and clan 

hereditary birth right systems of England, Ireland, and Wales and not yet a passage to religious 

freedom. But more importantly, a secret agenda laid at the heart of this story, they wanted to 

preserve and reestablish a safe place for Welsh customs. Just like their ancient ancestors before 

them, the St. Johns of this era had a hand in significantly shaping the history of their own time 

rather than letting history reshape them. It is no longer logical to conveniently ignore them and 

make up fiction in their place. Instead, let us explore the primary record and tell these fiction 

writers we are no longer buying what they are selling.  

Henry VIII’s influence on St. John Welsh customs 

When you think ‘parish’, as in the Parish of Highlight, like me years ago, you may think ‘just 

another church’. What is missing in modern text and understanding is what it meant to live in a 

parish and specifically the Parish of Highlight in the medieval period. And did people really live 

in ‘just another church’? 

To understand why these terms, mean more to me than probably anyone else, you must 

understand me. I was raised in a home without religion. Religion was over my head in History 

classes. I did not even know religion was a topic in Government class debates. By the time I 

reached my twenties, I began researching religions. I felt I had no other choice. When I began to 

encounter ‘parishes’ in my St. John research efforts, an old familiar anxiety came over me. I was 

left with questions instead of answers. I was convinced this research was not for me to complete. 

But I kept at it. I kept researching, reading, and most importantly absorbing information until one 

night, while I was sleeping, I woke myself up. My brain had, like a computer, finished computing 

and it wanted me conscious to celebrate. The connections my brain made, made my research finally 

make sense. It made unexplainable genealogically modern situations seem less antediluvian. And 

to help others avoid such ‘over-thinking’ dilemmas I will explain what took me years to grasp.  
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Parish is defined: (in the Christian Church) a small administrative district typically having its 

own church and a priest or pastor. It was years before I looked up that definition because I just 

assumed a parish was a church - just a building. I had no reason to question my own ignorance. 

Today, Highlight, is considered an abandoned medieval village, however. Village is defined: a 

group of houses and associated buildings, larger than a hamlet and smaller than a town, situated 

in a rural area. 

Reconciliation between the terms village and parish took much too long for me to resolve. 

While that may be crystal clear for many of you, I think it is worth stating just to avoid further 

confusion. The term village seems to exclude the church aspect (because I would not assume a 

church would be a necessary associated building to a group of houses) while the term parish seems 

to, at least to me, exclude the houses and community population regarding a single entity – a church 

building.  

Then, entered the term parochial as it appears in the documentation about Highlight by 

archaeologist Howard Thomas and his associates. Parochial is simply defined: having a limited or 

narrow outlook or scope. In the religious perspective, some might argue all religion has a limited 

or narrow outlook or scope. So, for me, parochial parish became redundant confusion. I could not 

grasp the implication of this term as it related to a church or village.  

It was not until I finally made the connection between when Highlight was ‘shut down’, by 

whom it was ‘shut down’, and why it was ‘shut down’ that I finally understood what it meant to 

be the parochial parish of Highlight. King Henry VIII ordered what we call today, the Dissolution 

of Monasteries. And monastery has its own definition: a building or buildings occupied by a 

community of monks living under religious vows. Now this made sense as Highlight could fit the 

combination of a parish and a village but was Highlight a monastery? I had no idea. 

At this point, I was very close to banging my head against my desk because I could not grasp 

why all these conflicting labels were possibly applied to one homestead. Once again, I was left 

with serious confusion and even more questions. Was Highlight accidentally included? Was 

Monasteries incorrectly defined or was the historical term ‘dissolution of monasteries’’ a 

misnomer? I felt defeated. I was ready to give up and leave it as undetermined. But in October 
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2016, Orson St. John visited Glamorgan, Wales and he and his daughter sent me pictures. One set 

of pictures were grave markers from the Parish of Penmark. There Oliver St. John and his wife 

Frances Kemeys St. John of Penmark & Highlight were buried. Their markers revealed evidence 

of Knights Hospitaller or Templar influence. In fact, Oliver was listed as a Temple Commander 

and Frances’s family came from the Kemeys’ Commandry, a Knights Hospitaller holding. While 

some today do not believe Templars were monks or warrior monks, Knights Hospitaller are 

certainly recognized as so. The members of the Knights of the Order of Saint John the Hospitaller 

were both monks and knights. These men of the new order took the monastic vows of chastity, 

poverty, and obedience and they added a fourth vow, which bound them to protect pilgrims and 

fight the infidels. 

What finally sank in was that the St. Johns of Highlight were part of the Knights Hospitaller 

order in Wales. But what would convert Knights Hospitallers contained to a property for several 

hundred years into colonial immigrants? And, why, to their de Port-St. John distant cousins, were 

they labeled ‘poor kinsman’. Were the dissolution of their monastic vows a welcomed gift that 

turned them into gold seeking Adventurers, Privateers, borderline Pirates, Proprietors, Investors, 

and Colonists? That seemed unlikely as they continued their religious faith.  Maybe, instead, they 

interjected themselves into English Parliamentary affairs as the only means to reestablish life 

separate from a church-state and when their efforts to use Parliament to control the monarchy 

failed, they set out around the globe looking for the next place to call home. 

 Unfortunately, this conclusion is not without controversy. There are many misleading claims 

about St. Johns in general that must be overcome for some to even look at this new understanding. 

Couple that with a desperate desire for some to have a fiction-filled family history causes many to 

reject the idea they are not de Port-St. John or that this line DNA speaking conflicts with the de 

Port-St. John lineage. And even more curious is evidence for either a humble goal of leaving no 

historical traces behind or what appears to be to me an intentional act of attempting to erase history 

after the fact. Why has this history been so hard to uncover? Was it intentional? Graves that make 

up floors of churches are covered to this day. Digital copies of documents I obtained did not match 

their published transcriptions. Markers are destroyed at key words and symbols. Terminology is 
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changed and misleading. Genealogies re-written mid-1550s to about 1680s that destroyed any 

cohesive documented and factual St. John history. 

I soon realized Highlight was without a doubt a monastery – back in the Beauchamp’s Survey 

of Glamorgan from the 1400s it was called Highlight Abby! And monasteries (whether an Abbey 

or a Priory) were separate ‘religious structures’ from the Church of England and had a ‘narrow’ 

scope not necessarily recognized in other parishes under the Church of England’s purview. When 

the Monarch changed and that of his/her religion of choice followed, these monasteries remained 

for centuries until they were dissolved entirely – nearly identical to their Knights Templar 

ancestors before them. Until then, they had remained, mostly unaffected by England’s church-

state, because they had a religious covenant to keep and regardless of the popular or declared 

religion of the day, breaking such a covenant was not a popular idea one wanted to be responsible 

for as a ‘God-fearing’ Monarch. That is until Henry VIII wanted a divorce, something Welsh law, 

Hwyl Dda already provided for, but the Pope objected against. The Welsh were left to pick up the 

pieces of this hostile dispute. 

Howard Thomas and his associates documented the grave of a priest buried with a chalice at 

Highlight. Unfortunately, no DNA testing was to my knowledge done on any of the several 

remains found there. Headstones were illegible. The grave markers at the Parish of Penmark for 

Oliver St. John and his wife Frances Kemeys reveal Templar Commander.  When the dissolution 

of the monasteries occurred, the ‘parish’ of Highlight was closed. The last recorded event was 

found in the wall beams of the Abby was the 1563 Last Will and Testament for William St. John, 

father to Christopher St. John 1547-1616.  He was probably the last person buried at the Parish 

Abbey of Highlight. Christopher and his descendants were buried at the Parish of Penmark and 

elsewhere. Highlight was closed following the Dissolution of the Monasteries. This much we can 

be certain. 

The last Knight found in this family line was Sir William St. John, Knight 1561-1638 the eldest 

son and primary heir of Christopher St. John 1547-1616.  So, when you think of the Parish of 

Highlight, remember it was more than just a church that fell to ruin, it was a Knights Hospitaller 

Abbey. This is a historical tradition that began in the 10th century and only ended in the 16th 
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century by order of the English King. And then, it barely got noticed in any modern-day historical 

work.  

A Welsh Family in London 

Uchel-olau or Highlight as it is known in English has remained a mystery for centuries. It has 

taken a lot of time and research to uncover its intriguing past. It is here, I believe, Christopher St. 

John (1581-1629) of St. Olave Silverstreet parish originated. Even today, almost a decade after the 

discovery of Christopher, there are those who still do not know or understand this history. To 

understand how Christopher St. John (1581-1629) made his way into London from Highlight, we 

must first understand Highlight as a place that was forced to drastically change and then we must 

understand all the political, social, economic and religious changes that affected it and its 

inhabitants at nearly the same time. This is where I believe, my own ignorance, has failed the 

cause. It has only been in recent years that I finally pieced together the whole picture in a way I 

could explain it to others; where it became more than just this thing I knew at my core. This is my 

attempt to paint the complete picture for you.  

Christopher St. John (1581-1629) is a curious research subject. For more than a century, 

modern St. John genealogy enthusiast, while researching his son Mathias, could not find him – the 

unknown father of Mathias Sension, colonial immigrant. In this absence for concrete evidence, 

fiction ran amok, misleading determined researchers and genealogists alike. In 2012, the baptism 

records for Mathias St. John and his siblings were finally discovered at St. Olave Silverstreet Parish 

in London, England. These records lead to the discovery of their father - Christopher St. John 

(1581-1629). Unfortunately, those records found that related to identification of Christopher’s 

origin were inconclusive. But, his rather unique name, for a St. John found in my research, led me 

to the St. John family of Highlight in Glamorgan, Wales. After several years of studying this 

Highlight family, Welsh and English History and DNA evidence, I will detail what I believe to be 

the relevant information I collected as it relates to helping connect Christopher St. John (1581-

1629) to the Welsh St. John family of Highlight.  

Highlight is now clearly established as a Knights Hospitaller Abbey that fell to ruin following 

the Dissolution of the Monasteries.  From here we can move forward and see exactly how the St. 

Johns fit into English society. The 16th century Wales experienced many changes in large part due 
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to England’s government existing as a church-state. Wales had two military religious orders in 

medieval Catholic Christendom called Templars and Hospitaller. These orders were influenced by 

the Benedictine religion.  At the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the Hospitaller had 

substantial property there. [ http://orca.cf.ac.uk/45918/] The Laws in Wales Acts 1535 and 1543, 

also known as the “Acts of Union” now unified Wales under England.  The power of the Welsh 

Marcher lords (St. Johns and de Port-St. Johns were included under Marcher Lords) was ended in 

1535, when the political and administrative union of England and Wales was completed. The Laws 

in Wales Act 1535 annexed Wales to England and extended English law to Wales, abolished the 

marcher lordships and partitioned their lands into counties. The Act also extended the Law of 

England to both England and Wales and made English the only permissible language for official 

purposes. This had the effect of creating an English-speaking ruling class amongst the Welsh, at a 

time when Welsh was the language of the great majority. Wales was also now represented in 

Parliament at Westminster. The Parliament of England developed from the Magnum 

Concilium that advised the English monarch in medieval times. This royal council, meeting for 

short periods, included ecclesiastics, noblemen, as well as representatives of the counties (known 

as "knights of the shire"). The chief duty of the council was to approve taxes proposed by the 

Crown. In many cases, however, the council demanded the redress of the people's grievances 

before proceeding to vote on taxation. Thus, it developed legislative powers. It became settled 

practice that each county sends two knights of the shire, and that each borough sends 

two burgesses. At first, the burgesses were almost entirely powerless; while the right to 

representation of each English county quickly became indisputable, the monarch could enfranchise 

or disfranchise boroughs at pleasure. Any show of independence by burgesses would thus be likely 

to lead to the exclusion of their towns from Parliament.  

Those involved in Parliament activities were then socially and educationally involved 

with the Inns of Court. The origins of the inns of court remain obscure. However, it is certain 

that by the mid-fourteenth century lawyers had begun to congregate in the Temple, to the south of 

Fleet street, in the City of London, occupying buildings erected there by the Knights Templar and 

subsequently acquired but not used by the Knights Hospitaller. Collectively the four ‘inns of court' 

were called such because they provided accommodation for lawyers and law students – ‘inns’, and 

'of court' because their members appeared in the king's courts. However once established, they 

http://orca.cf.ac.uk/45918/
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offered not only residential accommodation and hospitality to their members, but also, more 

importantly, legal training. Indeed, in the early modern period, the inns of court and chancery 

became collectively known as 'the third university of England'. It was not only would be barristers 

who joined the inns of court. From at least the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries, it was common 

for the sons of the gentry to join an inn of court, or of chancery, to gain a general education and 

cultivate advantageous connections. The 'third university of England' was seen by many as an 

appropriate finishing school for gentlemen. Even amongst those who entered with every intention 

of a career at the bar, there were those who fell by the wayside out of idleness, misfortune or the 

rival attractions of an alternative path. 

Following the Dissolution of the Monasteries, Highlight, as reported by Archaeologist Howard 

J. Thomas and his associates. “the village [monestary] was depopulated by the 16th century as it is 

omitted from the first lay subsidy of 1543. Only two households are returned in the later subsidies 

of 1592, 1605 and 1627. The two houses are returned as containing 4 hearths and 1 hearth 

respectively in the Hearth Tax of 1671.” As such, the St. Johns of Highlight were likely classified 

at one point as monks and nuns under a military order (as their ancestors were knights) called 

Knights Hospitaller, formerly they were Knights Templar up to the 1330s. 

By the 16th century, however, it appears the family were simply classified as nobility. Having 

the St. John name and an Anglo-Norman-Marcher Lordship origin as well as Coat of Arms from 

previous and direct ancestors assured those at Highlight a nobility title in English social circles 

regardless of their now defunct religious and military roles, even if they were known as ‘poor 

kinsman’ to their de Port-St. John peers who had primarily left Glamorgan, Wales and entered 

English society centuries before. Their ‘poor’ (in comparison to the King’s kin the de Port-St. 

Johns) financial situation probably related to their practices and customs as Knights Hospitaller 

and its creed and their Welsh clan practices.  Gavelkind instead of primogeniture coupled with the 

vows of Knights Hospitaller prevented an accumulation of wealth through possessions as the 

generations continued for a single male line. However, in this generation, such burdens were 

dissolved. 

With Christopher St. John (1547-1616) and his brothers Alexander and Morrice we can see all 

kinds of events occurring. We see Gavelkind continuing between Christopher and Morrice both 
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inheriting from their father William, through succession from the elder brothers. We see 

apprenticeship practices occurring where young children are indentured to learn a guild trade and 

hold an occupation and residency in London. We see life in Wales begin to shift to life in London. 

And finally, we see these individuals recognized in society as gentry class nobility from ‘the 

country’ appearing to live in homes near an Inns of Court and where one can be indentured into a 

guild trade. While it may be hard to understand persons as young as 12-14 getting intentionally 

married and having children, it was common practice for centuries under Welsh laws called Hywel 

Dda. Even though children could marry and reproduce their legal and financial affairs were still 

managed by elder persons. In Christopher’s case, it was his mother, following the death of his 

father and the absence of his elder brothers for whatever reasons. When his mother died it was Sir 

William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke. Even though Hywel Dda laws were technically replaced upon 

the Acts of Union, they were still followed in Welsh clans. In fact, a copy of the laws was found 

in America that was brought over by Welsh immigrants during the earliest colonial period 

suggesting they intended to preserve these laws and likely continue to follow them once out of the 

purview of the English monarchy. This practice suggests exploration and colonization at this exact 

time was partially to in fact get away from English customs being forced upon them. The National 

Archive of Wales now offers an online version of the laws from the Boston manuscript: 

http://www.medievalists.net/2013/08/hywel-dda-manuscript-now-online/.   

The manuscript was purchased at auction for £541,250. (Note: Mathias Sension immigrated to 

Dorchester, Massachusetts, now a neighborhood known as part of Boston where the manuscript 

was found).  Now, with the Acts of Union, requiring social and legal inclusion with English peers, 

the Welsh gentry had even more reason to marry their children young and progress their social 

status by producing heirs rather than risking their estates being reverted to the crown in the absence 

of such an heir. And, with England following Primogeniture instead of Gavelkind, producing male 

heirs was now principle and a high priority. We will see with Christopher St. John 1547-1616 and 

Robert Mathew d. 1608 that they wrote their Wills in such a way that they established multiple paths 

of succession using marriage contracts (instead of Gavelkind) to include daughters and younger 

sons as well as first born sons to keep the English crown from taking possession of their estates. 

In other words, they found a legal loophole in English customs to practice Welsh Gavelkind. 

Therefore, we see Christopher St. John and Robert Mathew team up their children Thomas St. 

http://www.medievalists.net/2013/08/hywel-dda-manuscript-now-online/
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John, younger son and Jane Mathew, eldest daughter to create a male heir, Christopher St. John, 

the grandson who we find in London at St. Olave Silverstreet Parish.  

It is in this generation of children and grandchildren, that the largest depopulation event 

occured at Highlight that can be seen with documentation today. Regardless, with this generation, 

the depopulation evidence is clear. If all or most of the children of this generation depopulated, 

then we must assume they brought the grandchildren with them or had them elsewhere. (Note my 

use of depopulated is intentional to align with the findings of Howard J. Thomas and his excavation 

report of the village). 

In October 2016, Mr. Orson St. John1 visited 

Uchel-olau with his daughter, grandchildren, 

and a friend. Today, ruins of the Abbey 

remain along the 13th fairway of Brynhill 

Golf Course.  

 

 

The following images courtesy of Meg (St. John) Gally and her father Orson L. St. John depict 

the ruins of the former Abbey as they exist in 2016: 

 
1 ORSON LUER ST. JOHN, JR. I11109 Orson Luer Sr., Gamaliel Cyrus, Orson Swift, Gamaliel, John, John, 

Mathias III, Mathias II, Mathias I, Christopher, Thomas, Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John II, 

John I, Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, John, Raoul, Rodulf, Esperleng 
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CHRISTOPHER ST. JOHN, ESQUIRE SSH0002 William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John II, 

John I, Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was a Welsh 

Esquire of Gentleman social class born between September 22, 1546 and September 23, 1547; the 

son of WILLIAM ST. JOHN and JANE MATHEW of Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo 

(Wenvoe), Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. An affidavit concerning his father’s death dated 

September 1564 gives Christopher’s age as 17 years and in the custody of his mother. William’s 

Last Will and Testament suggests Christopher was the youngest son at the time the will was written 

but younger siblings were born later. Two years later a curious event occurs that might suggest his 

mother had died and left Christopher an orphan: 

A grant to William Herbert of the wardship and marriage of Christopher Seynt John, son and 

heir of William Seynt John: with an annuity of £10 from 23 Dec. 5 Eliz., (1563) when William 

Seynt John died. Yearly value of inheritance £24. 4 Mar 15662.  

At first, I was not sure who this William Herbert was but by going back over my research I 

was able to piece it together. Alexander St. John, of Highlight married Anne Craddock and Sir 

William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke was the son of Richard Herbert and Margaret Craddock. This 

lineage probably gave him guardianship rights over the young Christopher St. John and his family. 

This is further strengthened in detail pertaining to Spittal part of Odyn’s Fee & Splott. It does not 

appear from the public records that Spittal itself was ever in the hands of the Crown. Sir Wiliam 

Herbert, the Crown grantee of 1550, “It hath free tenant leases and coppy houlds for iij lives.” 

(Abbreviate.) Elizabeth Bawdrip being chosen as Christopher’s wife was most certainly a strategic 

event meant to bring all these properties back under the St. John surname just as they had been in 

the time of Alexander St. John and Anne Craddock and William Herbert facilitated the wishes of 

their parents following their deaths. This was probably done to solidify their power before 

Parliament and their English peers. Finally, on this point, we can see the Herbert family continue 

to influence this St. John family because in January 1622, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, 

with others, including Christopher’s eldest son, William St. John, gave John Martin a very strong 

certificate in support of his patent to land in the colonies. Also, looking toward Weobley Castle, 

 
2 Elizabeth I Patent Rolls Vol 3, Deputy Keeper of the Records, (HMSO), 498 
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Elizabeth verch Griffith ap Rhys ap Thomas “Mam Elizabeth oedd Kattrin 

verch Sir John St. John” married Charles Herbert, grandson of William Herbert 

(1423-1469), Earl of Pembroke through his son, William Herbert (1451-1491). 

(Archaeologia Cambrensis pg. 67). Sir William Herbert, Knight – was granted 

a King’s lease of it for twenty-one years following the death of Katherine (St. 

John) Edgecombe at Weobley castle (those St. Johns also descend from 

Alexander St. John and Anne Craddock). 

In his early twenties, Christopher held indenture contracts on individuals, 

a common practice for a feudal landlord in the ‘feudal system’, such as this 

one: 

1570. Bond taken at Saint Nicholas, with condition that Thomas Turbill 

[Tuberville] shall fulfil the articles of an indenture made between him and 

Myles Mathewe, and Christopher St. John of Ychellole [Uchel-olau] in the 

county of Glamorgan, gentleman.3 

In 1547, the year Christopher was born, Edward VI succeeded his father 

Henry VIII as King of England and Henry II succeeded his father Francis I as 

King of France; the Dutchy of Brittany united with the Kingdom of France; 

and Edward VI of England outlawed execution by boiling. 

The Maternal Ancestry of Sir Christopher St. John, Esquire 

Christopher St. John was the 11th great-grandson to Gwaithfoed the 

patriarch of the Mathew family. Gwaithfoed was the Lord of Cardiagan and 

Morfydd, his wife was daughter of Ynyr, King of Gwent.  

  

 
3 'Great Sessions Miscellanea: 1542-1707', Cardiff Records: volume 2 (1900), pp. 271-292.  

URL: http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=48127  

Date accessed: 20 October 2013. 

Gwaithfoed

Aeddan ap 
Gwaithfoed

Gwilym ab Aeddan

Leuan ap Gwilym

Meurig ab leuan

Madog ap Meurig

Gruffudd "Gethin" 
ap Madog

leuan ap Grufudd 
"Gethin"

Mathew ab leuan 
m. Jonet Fleming

Robert  Mathew 
m. Mawd ferch 

Thomas

William Mathew 
m. Jane Gamage

Robert Mathew m. 
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William St. John

Pedigree:  1 From Gwaithfoed, the descending Ancestry to Jane Mathew m. William St. John 
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CHRISTOPHER BLAMED FOR THE RUIN OF THE HIGHLIGHT ABBEY 

The Impact of the English Reformation and Dissolution of the Monasteries 

During his term, probably as more historical gaslighting, as Lord of Uchel-olau, Christopher, 

it is said, collected fees from the community for the upkeep of the parish. He then failed to use the 

money he collected for its intended purpose and the parish was abandoned after it became badly 

deteriorated. It seems this practice continued for the thirty or more years he was its Lord; a long 

time after the parish was abandoned. His father’s 1563 Will was found in the wall beams of the 

parish during the excavation of the site by Archaeologist Howard J. Thomas; the days surrounding 

William St. John’s death probably reflect the last days the parish was in official use.  

The material provided in this section was collected and reproduced from Wikipedia and “The Reformation in the 

Deanery of Llandaff: a study of changes in its clerica personnel, 1534-1609” by T. J. Prichard published in the 

Morgannwg Journal, Volume 13, 1969. pp. 5-46. 

At the time of the suppression of the monasteries, a small number of English and Welsh 

religious houses could trace their origins back to Anglo-Saxon or Celtic foundations before 

the Norman Conquest, but the overwhelming majority of the 625 monastic communities dissolved 

by Henry VIII owed their existence to the wave of monastic enthusiasm that had swept western 

Christendom in the 11th and 12th centuries.4 And I believe the families of these monastic 

communities make up a majority of the early colonial immigrants and heavily influence the laws, 

freedoms, and inalienable rights granted American citizens even into today instead of placing said 

rights into the hands of a monarch or the Pope. The destruction of their religious way of life must 

have presented the church-state as an enemy of God to those affected. 

The St. John family of Uchel-olau was one of these families that could trace its ancient history 

and its monastic history. It has been claimed that about 1320, the de Somery family went extinct 

and the St. Johns of Devon, England came into possession of the estate. But John St. John inherited 

Highlight from his descent from the St. John and Arundel families. It is not entirely clear what 

happened to the Abbey during these changes and the only entry I could find on this topic presents 

some interesting details: 

 
4 Wikipedia contributors. "Dissolution of the Monasteries." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The 

Free Encyclopedia, 6 Jul. 2014. Web. 24 Jul. 2014. 
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In the 1534 subscription list, the name of Uchelolau5 disappears from all official Returns until 

the beginning of the seventeenth century, [in 1603].6  Then it is stated that the parish had been 

forced out of existence by its patron, Christopher St. John, through his diverting the tithes to 

his own use. Although Bishop Godwin specifies “30 yeares or more” as the period of this 

misappropriation, the absence of Uchelolau from the list now under review suggests that the 

parish was already in defunct. The Dissolution had varying repercussions on the monastically 

appropriated vicarges. Christopher was not born until 1546/7 and came into possession of the 

estate in 1564 following the death of his father, William. However, 30 years from 1603 is 1573 

when Christopher was clearly in possession of the estate. It is not clear by the statement if the 

parish fell to ruin naturally, or if the family had a pattern of misappropriation, or if the records 

are under another phonetic spelling of Uchelolau. Regardless, I believe these criticisms are 

without merit. 

Rather than Christopher being an irresponsible land tenant and religious heretic, I believe 

instead that he was the victim of a set of circumstances that dragged Wales into England’s drama. 

First, Henry VIII suppressed the Hospitallers much like the Templars were in the 14th century. 

Then a few years later Queen Mary restored them. Her sister Elizabeth was neither interested or 

bothered by them.  With the monarch’s position on religion also flip-flopping and civil unrest 

growing, life in Wales was under real threat. They had always been able to live their own ways so 

long as they were not acting against the crown but with the crown’s position changing so rapidly, 

it was probably hard to remain unconcerned. At this point, Christopher probably shut down the 

Abbey, by king’s order, not misappropriation, because it was a Hospitaller extra-parochial 

monastery, and then never reopened it. He then turned his interests and geared his children toward 

Westminster and Parliament (much like Roger St. John, part of the Barons Rebellion sought to 

reinstate Magna Carta in 1258 and limit the King’s power with oversight) and ultimately 

considered exploration and colonization to move forward if efforts were unsuccessful to retain 

their livelihood. What is clear is that it is this generation where the St. John family begins to 

 
5 Uchelolau, rendered in English, Highlight, was within the civil parish of Wenvoe. 
6 Return by Francis Godwin, bishop of Llandaff, made 18 Dec 1603 (Cartae, vi, 2144 ff.). 
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depopulate Highlight and Christopher St. John seems to be the catalyst as the one most affected 

by the Dissolution of Monasteries.  

The Occupation of Sir Christopher St. John, Esquire 

The only occupation known for Christopher St. John is that of feudal landlord of Uchel-olau’s 

Manor and Parish and the farmlands contained within. He was considered part of the Glamorgan 

Gentry.  

National Library of Wales MS 7A fol. 275 excerpt and transcript 

 

274                         †           

5 Christopher St John of high light esqr mar Elizabeth dr to Wm Bawdrep of penmark esqr y 

issued William, Thomas, Oliver, y Mary that first mar James Andrews of Cadoxton gent; 2 to 

Hary Morgan of ? beine gent. 

The Marriage and Children of Sir Christopher St. John, Esquire 

Christopher St. John married, about 1560, his distant cousin (4th cousin 2 times removed), 

Elizabeth Bawdrep. They had 8 children: all most likely born at Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo 

(Wenvoe), Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Cardiff Central Library, MS 5.6: Welsh Pedigrees p. 
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496 lists a ‘+ Lewis’ in between the children Mary and Margaret. After much research, Lewis 

appears to be a great-grandson rather than a son, so he is excluded from this generation. 

Cardiff Central Library MS 5.6 fol. 496 excerpt and transcription 

 

Xtofer St John m Elizab d to Wm Bawdrep (his siblings are not transcribed here) 

Sir Wm Knight m. _____ d to ____ St John of Lidiard in ? Countie of Wilts; Anthony no 

issue; Nicholas no issue; Thomas m Jane d. Robt Mathew (see fol. 359 for additional 

information); Oliver m. Elizab d coh[eir] to William Thomas of Wenvo Castle; 

Alexander no issue; Mary m Thomas Andrews 2 m Morgan Mathew of Roos; & Lewis 

written between Mary and Margaret; Margaret. 



22 Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616) 2021 

Citation: St. John, Suzanne. Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616), 2021, p. 22 

National Library of Wales MS 8A fol. 166 excerpt and transcript 

 

5 Christopher St John Esqr mar Elizabeth dautr to Wm Bawdrep of penmark y splot esqr y 

issued Wm, y Tho y mar Jane dautr to Robert Mathew of mas mamry y Oliver St John y 

mar a datr to Wm Thomas of Wenvo. Y Mary y first mar James Andrew 2ly to Morgan 

Mathew of Roos, 3ly to Hary Morgan of niw beine.  

More about Elizabeth Bawdrep 

 

Heraldry 1 Bawdrip 



23 Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616) 2021 

Citation: St. John, Suzanne. Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616), 2021, p. 23 

ELIZABETH BAWDREP I104783146 William Bawdrep, Thomas Bawdrep, William Bawdrep, Thomas Bawdrep, 

William Bawdrep married Eleanor St. John, Oliver, John II, John I, Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, 

Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II (c. 1550 – aft. 1616) was a Generation Twenty St. John descendant but is 

placed here with her husband in Generation Eighteen. She was born about 1550 to WILLIAM 

BAWDREP and MARGARET MATHEW. Her family held the estates of Odyn’s Fee (Penmark 

Place) and Splott in Gwenfo (Wenvoe), Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Upon her marriage, it 

seems, Odyn’s Fee was granted to her probably on condition of her dowry and passed to her second 

living son; in 1622, her son, Thomas held Odyn’s Fee. A record of death has not been found for 

Elizabeth. She was mentioned in her husband’s 1616 Will so it is presumed she survived him. It is 

possible she died before 1622, when her son Thomas is recorded as holding Odyn’s Fee.  

Elizabeth Bawdrep, through her mother, was a descendant of Gwaithfoed, the Lord of 

Cardiagan and Morfydd, his wife, (daughter of Ynyr, King of Gwent) as well as the Plantegenet 

Dynasty and of Fitz Alan of Arundel (the same paternal lineage for the Stuart Dynasty; the first 

two High Stewards were FitzAlan and FitzWalter who shared the same paternal ancestor, Alan 

FitzFlaad): 

1. Henry II, King of England 

2. John I, King of England 

3. Henry III, King of England 

4. Edmund “Crouchback” Plantagenet, Earl Lancaster 

5. Lady Eleanor Plantagenet, Countess of Arundel 

6. Sir Richard Fitz Alan, 11th Earl of Arundel 

7. Elizabeth Fitz Alan of Arundel 

8. Joan Goushill 

9. Margaret Stanley 

10. Joan Troutbeck 

11. Jane Griffith 

12. Margaret Herbert 

13. Margaret Mathew 

14. Elizabeth Bawdrep wife of Christopher St. John 
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Elizabeth Bawdrep’s step-mother was Jonet Button (Bouton) of Worlton Manor, 

Llwyneliddon, Glamorgan, Wales.  Jonet Button was the daughter of James Button and Jane ferch 

Robert. Through her brother Miles, she was the aunt of Sir Thomas Button, Knight and Admiral 

of the English Royal Navy (d. Apr 1634).  

More about Sir Thomas Button, Knight 

Sir Thomas Button, Knight’s 3rd Great 

grandparents were Generation 15 Eleanor St. John 

of Odyn’s Fee and William Bawdrep of Splott. This 

makes Thomas a Generation 20 St. John descendant 

biologically as well as having at least 5 other 

familial relationships to the St. Johns of Uchel-olau.  

Portrait 1 Admiral Sir Thomas Button, after an original oil in 

possession of G. M. Traheren, Glamorgan, Wales. 

http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/pageant/15/buttonsymposium.shtml 

Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons; 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AThomas-

Button.jpg 

 

 

Children of Christopher St. John and Elizabeth Bawdrep 

I. WILLIAM ST. JOHN, KNIGHT & VICE ADMIRAL, SSH0007 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, 

Alexander, John, John, Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II 

was born about 1561 at Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. 

He married Eleanor de Port-St. John, daughter of John de Port-St. John and Lucy Hungerford 

in 1611. He died after 1637.7 He was buried January 15, 1638, St. Mary-le-Strand, 

Westminster, England.8 

 
7 C 3/414/7 – 1637: Short title: St John v Pleydall. Plaintiffs: Sir William St John kt. Defendants: Sir Charles 

Pleydall, Dame Jane Pleydall his wife and others. Subject: recovery of goods etcin Middlesex. Document type: bill 

only. C 3/412/143 – 1637: Short title: Pleydall v St John. Plaintiffs: Sir Charles Pleydall kt. Defendants: Dame 

Eleanor St John and Sir William St John kt. Subject: money matters. Document type: two answers only. 
8 Sonia de Port-St. John says he was buried in 1641 at St. Mary’s Battersea, Surrey, England. After careful 

review of the records at Findmypast, the 1641 burial appears to be for another William de Port-St. John of a much 

younger age, probably the son of John de Port-St. John of Lydiard Tregoze who died during the events leading up to 

the English Civil War. 
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II. ANTHONY ST. JOHN, I104783158 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, Oliver, Alexander, 

John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 1562 at Uchel-

olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain.9  He probably died before 1616 

because he was not named in his father’s Will. Cardiff Central Library, MS 5.6: Welsh 

Pedigrees p. 496 says he had no issue.  

III. NICHOLAS ST. JOHN, CAPTAIN, I104783159 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, 

Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 1563 

at Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Cardiff Central 

Library, MS 5.6: Welsh Pedigrees p. 496 says he had no issue. Captain Nicholas St. John died 

in 1605 at St. Lucia Island in the West Indies with his brother Alexander St. John. 

IV. THOMAS ST. JOHN, MASTER, SSH0001 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, Oliver, 

Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 1564 at 

Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Cardiff Central Library, 

MS 5.6: Welsh Pedigrees p. 496 says he married Jane Mathew and had at least six children. He 

was buried May 24, 1625, St. Margaret’s, Westminster, England; the church of Parliament. 

V. ALEXANDER ST. JOHN, LIEUTENANT, I104783161 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, 

John, Oliver, Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 

1566 at Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Cardiff Central 

Library, MS 5.6: Welsh Pedigrees p. 496 says he had no issue. Lieutenant Alexander St. John 

died in 1605 at St. Lucia Island in the West Indies with his brother Nicholas St. John. 

VI. MARGARET ST. JOHN, I104783164 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, Oliver, Alexander, 

John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 1574 Uchel-olau 

(High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain. Cardiff Central Library, MS 5.6: 

Welsh Pedigrees p. 496 gave no further details. 

 
9 Research Opportunity: An Anthony de Sancto Oelia [Uchel-olau?] and Elizabeth Nutbrowne of St. Olave, Hart 

Street London had a marriage license issued 24 Nov 1550. If this is the same Anthony, he would have been born abt. 

1530s  and this would add doubt to his correct placement generationally or present us with another Anthony in an 

earlier generation. Source: Ancestry.com. London, England, Extracted Parish Records [database on-line]. Provo, 

UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc., 2001.  
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VII. OLIVER ST. JOHN, CAPTAIN, I104783160: Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, Oliver, 

Alexander, John I, Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born about 1585 

(between 1582-1589) at Uchel-olau (High-light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain.10 

He is credited with erecting his father’s burial monument in 1616 and as being a Squire to King 

James of England (r. 1603 – 1625). An Oliver St. John is mentioned as the ‘cosen’ of William 

Bawdrep in 1627. His residence is believed to be Trimmon but I have not been able to identify 

where this might be.11 If Trimmon is a phonetic variation for a place in Ireland, he is probably 

the Captain Oliver St. John found in Ireland records during this time and thus mixed up with 

one or two other Oliver de Port-St. Johns of Lydiard Tregoze. Cardiff Central Library, MS 5.6: 

Welsh Pedigrees p. 496 says he married Elizabeth Thomas. 

VIII. MARY ST. JOHN, I104783162 Christopher, William, Oliver, William, Alexander, John, John, Oliver, Alexander, John I, 

Roger, John, Roger, Thomas, John, Ralph, Wimund II, Wimund I, Ansfrid II was born in 1600-1 Uchel-olau (High-

light), Gwenfo, Glamorgan, Wales, Great Britain.12 Cardiff Central Library, MS 5.6: Welsh 

Pedigrees p. 496 says she married 1) Thomas Andrews (a.k.a James Andrews) and she married 

2) Morgan Mathew of Rhoose (some say Henry Morgan of Rhiwbina but this was probably 

Mary Andrew, the daughter of Mary St. John and Thomas Andrews.).13 

The Death and Burial of Sir Christopher St. John, Esquire 

     Christopher died after April 22, 1616 at Uchel-olau (High-light). There are two records 

regarding the death and burial of Sir Christopher St. John, Esquire. The first is his will. The original 

is stored at the National Library of Wales. An exact copy and transcription of this will are on the 

following pages. The second is his burial monument at the Parish of Penmark, Glamorgan, Wales, 

 
10 Title Captain: MS. no. 16920F, 16921E, p. 497; Title Esquire:  MS. no. 16920F, 16921E, p. 497 
11 Residence Trimmon: MS. no. 16920F, 16921E, p. 497 
12 "Wales, Glamorgan Parish Registers, 1558-1900," 

index, FamilySearch (https://familysearch.org/pal:/MM9.1.1/VFZH-8XC : accessed 30 Dec 2013), Mary Jones, 

1695. 
13 Research Opportunity: It seems possible she might be the daughter of the grandson Christopher St. John 

(1581-1629) instead of the grandfather Christopher St. John (1547-1616) since her birth year is in 1600-1. It seems 

possible she was the elder sister to Mathias St. John 1601-1669 rather than his great-aunt and as the eldest child, 

baptized in Glamorgan, Wales. If true, Christopher St. John (1581-1629) may have first married a Mary Mathews, 

possibly the younger sister to his grandmother; where the child Mary was named after the Mother and the child 

Mathias was named after the mother’s surname. 
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Great Britain where it indicates he died in 1616. This monument is said to have been erected by 

Oliver his youngest son, sometime squire of the body to King James I.14 

     The will names Christopher’s wife, Elizabeth [Bawdrep] and sons William St. John, Thomas 

St. John, and Oliver St. John. It names grandsons, Christopher St. John son of Thomas St. John 

and William St. John son of Oliver St. John. 

    The will identified the family homestead, Ychelole (Uchel-olau or High-light). It also described 

details that this homestead was part of a feudal-system fiefdom where even the children were 

involved with indentured contacts. Additionally, we find titles such as gentleman and esquire 

attached to Christopher. 

 
14 http://archive.org/stream/archaeologiacam07moorgoog/archaeologiacam07moorgoog_djvu.txt 
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Record 1 Will of Christopher St. John d. 1616  
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Will of Christopher St. John, Esquire: Transcription 

LL/1617/5  . W [      ] 

1. In the name of god Amen:  the xxijth (22nd) daie of Aprill, in Anno D[omi]ni 1616: I 

Christopher S[ain]t Joh[n]  
2. of Highlightt (Highlight), al[ia]s Ychelole (Uchelola) in the Com[itatus] (County) of 

Glam[organ] Gent[leman], and dioc[e]s[e] of Llandaff, sicke in bodie, but wh[ole] 

3. in minde, and in good and p[er]fect Remembrance (thanks be given unto th’Almightie god) 

Consideringe w[ith] my 

4. self the frailtie of nature, that it is requisite and necessarie for ev[er]y Christian to be in a 

Continuall 

5. readines for death, whensoev[er] the good will of god shalbe to Call him, doe hereby make 

ordeine, and 

6. declare this p[re]sent testamente, Conteyninge herein my last will in man[ner] and forme 

followinge: that is to 

7. saie, first I Com[m]ende my soule willinglie into the hands of th’almightie god, and my bodie 

unto the earth 

8. whereof it came; there to be buried in Christian Buriall. Item I doe give, devise and dispose, 

al[l] my 

9. whole man[nor] of Ychelole aforesaid, in possession and rev[er]c[i]on, and all Rents suits, And 

servic[e]s thereunto d[    ] 

10. and app[er]teyninge, togither w[i]th sixe acres of meadowe lands, and one Mill, sett, lienge, 

and beinge w[i]thin th[e] 

11. p[ar]ish of Wenvoe, unto my welbeloved son Sir William St John knighte, and to his heires 

males for e[ver] 

12. and in defaulte of such heires, unto Christopher St John, the son of Thomas St John, for terme 

of 

13. his naturall lif, and to his heires males for ev[er]: and in defaulte of such heires, unto William 

St John, 

14. the son of Oliv[er] St John, for terme of his naturall lif, and to his heires males for ev[er]: and 

in defaulte of such 

15. heires to the rightefull heires of mee the said Christopher St John for ev[er]. Allso my will is, 

that such form[er] 

16. Grannts, bargaines and Leases by mee heretofore made, upon any of my lands arrable, 

meadowe, and 

17. pasture, unto any of my tenannts be allowed and p[er]mitted, to be fullie, and whollie expired, 

and ended, 

18. w[i]thout any im[m]peachmente, vexac[i]on, or molestac[i]on of any p[er]son or p[er]sons 

whatsoev[er]: all w[hi]ch form[er] grannts 

19. and Demises, the w[hi]ch I have given, demised, and disposed for terme of lif or fee taile, I my 

self may 

20. lawfullie approve and Justifie (as it may) more evidentlie appeare by one Indenture bearinge 

date 

21. the iiijth (4th) daie of Februaryie, in the xxxixth (39th) yeere of the Reigne of o[u]r sov[er]reigne 

Ladie Elizabeth (of 
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22. famous memorie) of England, Frannce, and Irelande Queene &c (4th February 1596/7):  made 

betwine Christopher St John 

23. of Ychelole, al[ia]s highlighte, in the Com[itatus] of Glam[organ] gent[leman], of th’on[e] 

p[ar]tie, And Thomas St John, one of the 

24. son[n]es of Christopher St John aforesaid gent[leman], of th’other p[ar]tie, as there more at 

large sufficiantlie 

25. Doth and may appeere. And I doe make, ordeine, and appointe Elizabeth St John my wif, sole 

26. Executrix, of this my p[re]sent last will and testament. Allso I doe utterlie revoke, and disannull 

all 

27. and singular ev[er]y other form[er] testaments, wills, Legacyes, bequests, Executor or 

Executors, by mee in 

28. any wise before this tyme, made, named, ordeined, or appointed. In witnes whereof unto 

29. this my p[re]sent will and testamente made, I have heere putte my hande and seale, even the 

daie,  

30. M[o]nthe, and Yeere first above written. 

       {Seal}     {Seal} 

31.             Christopher Shentioh[n]15 

  
Record 2 Will of Christopher St. John signature 

32.        p[ro]bat[um] apud Llandaff  

33.        28 May 1617 Coram 

34.        M__  Mag[i]stro(?) Joh___ 

35.                ____    

36. Sealed, signed, and deliv[er]ed in the p[re]sence of us: 

37. William Spencer of Penmarke  

38. John Rich         John Rich[a]rd of Walters farme 

39.                          Thomas Johnes of the same 

40. John Davyes Clerk   w[i]th others 

 

 

 

 
15 Actual signature of Christopher St. John 
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Cover text showing through from other side of paper: 

 
Record 3 Will of Christopher St. John cover text showing from other 

side 

 

To (?)   Highlight 

 Mr (?)  Christopher St John 

esq 

   28 May . 161[6]7            

/ 
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Burial Monument of Christopher St. John, Esquire 

 

Burial Monument of Christopher St. John, Esquire: Transcription 

HERE LYETH THE BODY OF CHRISTOPHER 

ST. JOHN OF HIGHLIGHT ESQR, WHICH DECEASED 

THIS LIFE ANNO DOMINI 1616 INTERRED 

BY WHOM HIS YOUNGER SON CAPTAINE 

OLIVER ST. JOHN SOMETIMES SQUIRE OF THE BODY 

OF KING JAMES HAVE BURYED THIS UNDER 

WHICH HE HIMSELF ALSO DESIRES AFTER 

DECEASE TO BE INTERRED SO ABLE 

EVERLASTING TOGETHER WITH HIS  

DEARE FATHER 
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