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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 yearsô 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 researcherôs, 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 ï 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 familyôs 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 Raleighôs. 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. Johnôs origin has 

remained a perpetuating mystery because this family, their lives, and the reasons for this familyôs 
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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  VIIIȭÓ ÉÎfluence on St. John Welsh customs 

When you think óparishô, as in the Parish of Highlight, like me years ago, you may think ójust 

another churchô. 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 ójust another churchô? 

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 óparishesô 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 óover-thinkingô 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 ï 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 óshut downô, by 

whom it was óshut downô, and why it was óshut downô 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 ódissolution of monasteriesôô 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 Francesôs family came from the Kemeysô 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 ópoor kinsmanô. 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 ï back in the Beauchampôs Survey 

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

or a Priory) were separate óreligious structuresô from the Church of England and had a ónarrowô 

scope not necessarily recognized in other parishes under the Church of Englandôs purview. When 

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

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

ancestors before them. Until then, they had remained, mostly unaffected by Englandôs 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 óGod-fearingô 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 óparishô 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 ï 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 Christopherôs 

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 



9 Biograph y of Christopher St.  John  (1547 - 1616)  2021 

Citation: St. John, Suzanne. Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616), 2021, p. 9 

to Englandôs 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 ñActs of Unionò 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 óinns of court' 

were called such because they provided accommodation for lawyers and law students ï óinnsô, 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. ñthe 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.ò 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 ópoor 

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

English society centuries before. Their ópoorô (in comparison to the Kingôs 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 



11 Biograph y of Christopher St.  John  (1547 - 1616)  2021 

Citation: St. John, Suzanne. Biography of Christopher St. John (1547-1616), 2021, p. 11 

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 óthe 

countryô 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 Christopherôs 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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