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PARISH HISTORY PROJECT:   A HISTORY OF ST. THOMAS 

Dr Jenny Jemmott 

 

PRELUDE: HOW THE PRACTICE OF DIVIDING JAMAICA INTO PARISHES STARTED AND 

DEVELOPED  

The practice of dividing Jamaica into parishes was introduced by the English and even so, this 

did not happen immediately after the island was captured from the Spaniards in 1655. On what is 

probably the oldest English map of the island, published in 1661, in Hickeringill’s “​Jamaica 

View’d​ ”, only places such as Guanaboa, the Angels, St Jago de La Vega and a few towns on the 

seacoast were shown and there was no attempt to divide the island into parishes.  By the 

following year, 1662, the division of the island into ten districts, including Port Morant, Morant 

and Yealoth (later Yallahs), seems to have been done largely for the purpose of carrying out a 

census.​1 

Following the pattern of English local government and reflecting the influence of the Church of 

England on the British government, Jamaica was divided into units called parishes in order to 

facilitate the effective administration of the young colony. In 1664, the House of Assembly 

passed a law, dividing the island for the first time into parishes and the seven that were created 

included St Thomas, St David, St Andrew, St Catherine, St John, Clarendon and Port Royal. As 

settlement expanded, so did the number of parishes and by 1677, the number of parishes had 

slightly more than doubled to include fifteen. These were St Thomas (as of 1677, the parish 

became known as St Thomas in the East to distinguish it from the new parish of St Thomas in 

the Vale); St David, Port Royal, St Andrew, St Catherine, St Dorothy, St Thomas in the Valley 



                                                                                                                                                                                2 

(St Thomas in the Vale), Clarendon, Vere, St John, St George, St Mary, St Ann, St James and St 

Elizabeth.  

When most of Port Royal was destroyed by earthquake in 1692, many of the survivors took 

refuge in nearby St Andrew and so by the following year, 1693, the parish of Kingston was 

carved out of a part of St Andrew. The increase in the number of Jamaica’s parishes continued 

when Westmoreland was formed out of a part of St Elizabeth in 1703 and Portland was created 

out of a part of St Thomas in the East and a part of St George in 1723. In 1739, Hanover 

emerged from a portion of Westmoreland, followed in 1770 by Trelawny, which was created out 

of a section of St James.  By the end of the eighteenth century, Jamaica had 20 parishes. This 

number was further increased in 1814, when Manchester was formed, taking parts from 

Clarendon, Vere and St Elizabeth. By 1841, the number rose to a grand total of 22 parishes, 

when the last parish to be created in the history of Jamaica, that of Metcalfe, was formed out of 

portions of St Mary and St George. ​2 
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An Early Map of Jamaica.​  Reprinted courtesy of the National Library of Jamaica 

 

In 1867, in an effort to conserve resources and promote financial efficiency, the Crown Colony 

administration of Sir John Peter Grant introduced a law which reduced and fixed the number of 

Jamaica’s parishes at the present total of fourteen. This massive reduction was accomplished by 

a process of amalgamation.  In that year, Kingston was increased in size by absorbing part of St 

Andrew, a part of the parish of Port Royal and the entire town of Port Royal, while the rest of 

Port Royal parish went to St Andrew. The parish of St David was merged with St Thomas in the 

East and today forms western St Thomas, while St George became a part of Portland. 
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Manchioneal district, which had been a part of St Thomas in the East up to 1867, then became a 

part of Portland. Metcalfe was absorbed into St Mary while St John, St Dorothy and St Thomas 

in the Vale were all absorbed into an enlarged St Catherine. After 1867, St Thomas in the East 

was no longer called by that name, but rather was simply St Thomas, since its namesake, St 

Thomas in the Vale no longer existed as a parish by that name.  Vere became part of Clarendon, 

while St Ann and Manchester remained as they were. Finally, in the county of Cornwall, all five 

parishes of St Elizabeth, Westmoreland, Hanover, St James and Trelawny remained as they 

were. ​3 

MAP OF JAMAICA SHOWING THE PRESENT 14 PARISHES 

OVERVIEW OF ST THOMAS: 

Today, the parish of St Thomas extends from Bull Bay, which is its western boundary with 

Kingston, to Morant Point in the east and its south coast is washed by the Caribbean Sea. 

Covering about 300 square miles, St Thomas is a mountainous parish, graced by the eastern side 
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of the majestic Blue Mountain Range and the rich and productive foothills and valleys of the 

Blue Mountains. The three main rivers of the parish, the Yallahs River, the Morant River and the 

Plantain Garden River, the last being unique for its west to east flow, have contributed to the 

settlement patterns and socio-economic history of St Thomas.  Famous for its natural heritage, 

the parish includes large wetland areas such as Cow Bay Swamp, Albion Swamp and the Great 

Morass. St Thomas embodies the historic role played by Black Jamaicans in the fight for social 

justice in all its forms, and the many tangible remains of its historic past, along with its rich 

cultural heritage make this parish one of the most significant in the story of a wider Jamaica. 

 

St Thomas present-day 
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BEFORE COLUMBUS: THE TAINO INHABITANTS OF THE PARISH OF ST 

THOMAS 

 

Descriptions left by the Spaniards, as well as discoveries by archaeologists allow us to conclude 

that before the arrival of Europeans, St Thomas was home to its very first settlers, the ​Tainos​ .  It 

was on the fourth voyage in 1503 that we learn of the first interaction between the ​Taino​  people 

of St Thomas and a group of Spaniards, led by Diego Mendez, who had gone from village to 

village, searching for food supplies for the crippled Spanish ships and crew after they had run 

aground at Santa Gloria (now St Ann’s Bay). Their search led them eventually to the eastern end 

of the island, to the village of​ Aomaquique ​ (now Spanish Wood in St Thomas, well-documented 

by archaeologists as the site of an extensive ​Taino ​ settlement). The cacique, ​Ameyro,​  gave the 

Spaniards a canoe and supplies, and in turn received a brass helmet, a smock and a shirt. 

Archaeologists also suggest that this ​Taino ​ settlement at Spanish Wood may well have been the 

location for a second, but not so pleasant encounter between Mendez and the ​Taino​  people. The 

plan was for Mendez to sail by canoe to the easternmost point of Jamaica and from there, try to 

sail to Hispaniola to get help. While they awaited an improvement in the weather before sailing 

from “the easternmost cape” of Jamaica, Mendez decided to venture inland and was captured by 

villagers (most likely from the settlement at Spanish Wood) and threatened with death. Mendez 

later explained that while the villagers played a ball game (​batos​ ) to decide who should win the 

honour of executing him, he made good his escape. ​4 
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In addition to these accounts left by the Spanish, investigations carried out by archaeologists 

confirm that the present day parish of St Thomas was home to many ​Taino​  settlements. 

Investigations of reported ​Taino​  sites are ongoing and there are at least 12 known occupation 

sites and at least three burial caves in St Thomas. ​5​ The first Jamaicans gave their own names to 

their settlements but generally, ​Taino​  names were replaced first by Spanish names in some cases 

and on a wider scale by English names after the English capture of the island from the Spaniards 

in 1655. In the parish of St Thomas, we know that the present day Spanish Wood in Duckenfield 

was the location of the ​Taino​  region of ​Aomaquique​  spoken of earlier.  But that name has 

disappeared from present day usage.  

Findings by archaeologists reveal that Spanish Wood (Duckenfield) was perhaps the second 

largest ​Taino​  site on the island, covering an area of over 10 acres and that it consisted of a large 

number of middens (garbage heaps) which were spread over several acres.  By excavating these 

middens, archaeologists are able to uncover artefacts which inform us about aspects of ​Taino 

life, including foods and implements used.  Archaeologists have collected 324 artefacts from the 

Spanish Wood site.  

Bowden in the parish is the site of an interesting Taino settlement which was located on the steep 

slopes of a hill south of Bowden Wharf. When archaeologist Tyndale-Biscoe carried out 

excavations on the kitchen midden at Bowden, he found that the pottery remains were decorated 

in a style unlike that found anywhere else in Jamaica (a discovery supported by another 

archaeologist, Vanderwal) and that this unique style of decoration could allow archaeologists to 

tentatively speak of a “Port Morant style” of decoration. One of the interesting discoveries at the 

Bowden site was a series of 10 perforated sharks’ teeth which could have been parts of a 
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necklace or a weapon. Belvedere, the area which emerged under English rule as a principal sugar 

producing estate in St Thomas, was in earlier days, home to ​Taino​  settlements. Excavations 

carried out on the site located northwest of Belvedere House revealed a variety of pottery finds 

and most significant, about 35 circular depressions spread out over about three acres. 

Archaeologists concluded that the ​Taino​  inhabitants of Belvedere most likely used these 

depressions either as storage for water during the dry season or as areas for cultivation of maize. 

6 

On the northern ridge of Yallahs Mountain, in the area known as Orange Park, a medium-sized 

Taino​  occupation site has been located and studied. Additionally, along the St Thomas coastline, 

between Belvedere and Orange Park, the areas of Rozelle and Rozelle Falls were sites of ​Taino 

settlements and the middens found there have revealed an abundance of ​Melongena melongena 

(marine species) shells which indicate the interrelationship between these first Jamaicans and the 

nearby sea. 
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View of Rozelle Falls with White Horses in the Background.​  Photo courtesy of Stuart Reeves 

 

Under English settlement, the area around this site was the home of Roselle sugar estate, which 

extended over 1,300 acres and went out of production in the late 19​th​ century. Today, Rozelle is a 

traveller’s rest stop where there is a small waterfall that gushes on to the roadside and serves 

 as a point of refreshment for passers-by.  
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Taking a Bath at Rozelle.​  Photo Courtesy of Stuart Reeves 

 



                                                                                                                                                                                11 

Green Wall, located near to the Rozelle sites, is another ​Taino​  site where the midden revealed 

finds similar to Rozelle.  A well-documented ​Taino​  site is to be found at Hillside, located inland 

from the Yallahs Salt Ponds. Excavations of the midden at Hillside uncovered 196 artefacts, 

including notched net sinker stones which indicate their dependence on the sea for obtaining 

food. ​7​ Lowden Hill in St Thomas has also been listed by the Jamaica National Heritage Trust 

(JNHT) as a ​Taino​  site but this has not yet been mapped. Investigations at Retreat in Morant Bay 

revealed a ​Taino​  midden but this area has not yet been mapped. Rhodes and Braham are both 

hilltop ​Taino​  sites in the parish but neither has been mapped as yet. ​8 

In addition to the considerable artefact recoveries made from all of the foregoing occupation sites 

in the parish, St Thomas is also home to two significant ​Taino​  burial caves, one at Botany Bay 

and the other at Cambridge Hill. These two caves, which contain bones of ​Taino​  inhabitants, are 

to be found in a hilly region of the south western part of St Thomas, known as Botany Bay 

District.  The two caves are fairly close to each other, perhaps with only a quarter mile separating 

them. Located about four miles from the sea, the area commands a spectacular view of the 

surrounding waters.  

Archaeologists have studied the evidence collected from the St Thomas caves and other similar 

ones located around the island, and they conclude that the Taino did not live in these caves but 

they attached great significance to them as the resting place for the bones of their people. This 

conclusion is also supported by accounts from early Spanish writers, such as Oviedo, who tell us 

that they sometimes brought their dead into “a grotto” (cave) and “lay a calabash of water and 

bread on his head.”  
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Discovery of skulls in earthenware containers in these caves also indicates that special care was 

taken in the laying to rest of the heads. Skull remains found both at Botany Bay and Cambridge 

Hill caves show frontal (forehead) flattening, as was the custom among the ​Taino ​ peoples who 

saw this as a mark of beauty. Five nearly complete skulls were found inside Botany Bay cave, on 

a ledge at the rear of cave. At Cambridge Hill cave, which is a little to the south of Cambridge 

Hill, parts of seven skulls were found along with other human bones scattered throughout the 

cave. Interestingly at Cambridge Hill, a flattened skull was found, laid on its side in a finely 

decorated container, indicative of the special care given to the heads of the persons who had 

died. ​9 

St Thomas has a rich legacy of ​Taino​  culture, a conclusion which is supported by the material 

reminders that have emerged from work done by archaeologists and the JNHT on the many 

Taino​  occupation sites and the burial caves which have been found around the parish. With 

further investigation, there may be a lot more that Archaeology can teach us about the first 

residents of this parish, how they lived and eventually, how they died.  

For the people who today proudly proclaim their links to the parish of St Thomas, this legacy of 

the first Jamaicans should be embraced, protected and presented as one of the foundation stones 

that have helped to shape the rich and diverse history of the parish. Importantly, members of 

present-day communities where these sites are located should stand ready to support the JNHT, 

however possible, in the ongoing challenge of protecting and preserving these as heritage sites. 

With availability of resources (human and economic) as well as effective management, 

preservation and presentation of these sites, the ​Taino​  legacy could become an integral part of an 
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action plan to facilitate sustainable development through the careful promotion of the parish’s 

cultural heritage. 

  

THE FOUNDATION YEARS OF ST THOMAS 

 ​ THE SPANISH PRESENCE IN THE AREA, 1494-1655 

Partly because the island had no mineral wealth to command Spain’s long-term commitment and 

also because Spain lost control of Jamaica to the English comparatively early, in 1655, the 

evidence of Hispanic influences in what was to become the parish of St Thomas was rather 

limited compared to the later English impact. Moreover, from an administrative point of view, 

since the capital of the colony was very early located at Villa de la Vega (Spanish Town), Spain 

did not focus as much attention on the eastern end of the island. Nevertheless, there is some 

evidence of Hispanic influence on place names and on economic activities in the area which is 

now St Thomas.  

On the second voyage in 1494, Columbus was more interested in exploring the coastal features 

of the island. such as its natural harbours and the opportunities for trade, rather than with 

establishing a close relationship with the island. As the Spaniards navigated the coastal waters of 

Jamaica in a westerly direction along the north coast, Columbus observed and named places on 

his way to Cuba. On their return from Cuba, the Spaniards continued exploring Jamaica’s 

coastline, this time in a southern and then easterly direction.  
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By August 19, towards the end of their exploration of the island on the second voyage, the 

Spaniards sailed in line with the eastern end of the island and named what is now Morant Point, 

Cabo del Farol​ , which means Cape of the Lighthouse or of the Signal Fire. Since there was as 

yet no lighthouse or signal tower built there, we may conclude that given its location, Columbus 

gave the easternmost tip of the island this name in recognition of the fact that for the future, there 

would have to be a light to signal approaching vessels. However, there is some variation in 

explanations as to which name was given by the Spaniards to Morant Point. According to 

Oviedo, Columbus named Morant Point ​Cabo de San Miguel ​ while the Spanish geographer, 

Lopez de Velasco, referred to Morant Point as ​Punta de Morante. ​ This was the first and only 

place in St Thomas to be named by the Spaniards on the second voyage. ​10 

As Spanish colonisation of Jamaica got underway, only four locations, Sevilla La Nueva (New 

Seville) Melilla (most likely Port Santa Maria, now Port Maria) Oristan (probably Bluefields) 

and Santiago de la Vega (present day Spanish Town) proved to be relatively active settlements. 

Even then, New Seville was abandoned because it was deemed unhealthy and because the north 

coast was not ideal for conducting trade with the Spanish Mainland. Melilla and Oristan soon 

faded into obscurity, especially after the centre of Spanish administration was shifted to Santiago 

de La Vega. By the start of the seventeenth century, therefore, the town of La Vega was the only 

urban centre and this remained the case until Jamaica was lost to the Spaniards after the middle 

of the century. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that there is no evidence of towns or urban centres being 

established by the Spaniards in the area that later became St Thomas. However, the low-lying 

lands on the sea-coast seemed ideal for cattle ranching and Spanish settlers established ​hatos 
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(large pastures or ranches for raising cattle) there. In what later became St Thomas (which after 

1867 included the previously separate parish of St David), there were two extensive​ hatos,​  one of 

which was the​ Hato de Ayala,​  which belonged to the Spanish Ayala family and from which,  the 

name Yallahs was probably derived. In its time, the Hato de Ayala extended over areas that 

would later span two parishes, St David and St Thomas in the East. It extended from Bull Bay (a 

part of St David’s parish before it was absorbed into St Thomas in 1867) almost to Morant Bay 

and was home to vast herds of cattle but there was also some amount of sugar cane cultivation 

done there, as William J. Gardner tells us that there were “some small sugar works by the rivers.” 

The​ Hato de Ayala a​ lso suffered from raids and attacks carried out by freebooters or pirates, who 

frequently landed at the unguarded areas of ​Los Ana​  (now called Bull Bay) and ​La Cruz de 

Padre​  (now called Yallahs Bay). A second​ hato ​ in St Thomas was ​Hato Morante​  and this was 

located nearer to the eastern end of the parish. General Venables’ description of ​Hato Morante 

tells us that it was a large and beautiful ​hato,​  which included all of the present day Morant Bay 

and extended all the way to Morant Point and that it supported a vast number of cattle and hogs 

on its many small savannahs. ​11  

There is no controversy about the name ​Morante,​  which was an important place name legacy of 

Spanish colonisation of Jamaica.​ Morante​  was a place name originating in Spain and transferred 

to the eastern end of Spanish Jamaica. In its English form, Morant has placed its stamp upon the 

parish, forming a part of names such as Morant Point, the most easterly point of the island, with 

the Morant Point Lighthouse located there. This was constructed in 1841 by a group of Africans 

known as Kru-men, who were brought to Jamaica as free contract workers after Emancipation. 

The Morant Point Lighthouse has the distinction of being the oldest in the island and this 
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cast-iron structure is today recognised as a protected national monument.

 

Morant Point Lighthouse  

Other place names, which were derived from ​Morante ​ included Port Morant, later an important 

point of exports; Morant Bay, the chief town and capital of the parish; the Morant Bay 

Courthouse; and the Morant Bay Fort; as well as one of three main rivers in the parish, the 

Morant River, which the Spaniards had named Rio Morante and which is 16.1 miles long. No 

doubt, the most significant association of the Spanish name “Morante” has been with the historic 

Morant Bay Rebellion and its location in the town named with the English version of Morante. 

Morant Bay has become associated with important aspects, not only of the parish’s history, but 

also with a historic legacy to the people of Jamaica highlighting the wider search for equal rights 

and justice.  
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However, the origin of the name Yallahs is not as clear cut. Edward Long associated the name 

Yallahs with “yalos” and according to his explanation, “yalos” was a reference to the frosty 

appearance of the high white cliffs which overlook the sea and which today are known as White 

Horses. However, Frank Cundall believed that Long inaccurately connected Yallahs to “yalos”. 

Cundall pointed out that it was more likely that the name Yallahs comes from “Ayala”, the 

Spanish family name of the owner of the ​Hato de Ayala​ . Cundall also suggested that Yallahs 

may have had no connection to the Spanish period and may have been named after a Captain 

Yhallahs, a privateer who was frequently in the area now known as Yallahs in the early 1670s. 

However, since Yallahs is shown on an English map of Jamaica in 1664, the naming of Yallahs 

must have pre-dated the privateer.  

Cassidy offered another explanation, linking the name Yallahs to what may have been an 

Arawak word, ​Aguaia​ , which changed to ​Ayala​  and then became Yallahs under the English. 

Similarly, the Spanish name for the Yallahs River was ​Rio Ayala​ , which under English rule 

became the Yallahs River. Given that the Spanish ​Hato de Ayala​  stretched all the way from Bull 

Bay to Morant Bay and included the area now known as Yallahs, then ​Ayala​  is perhaps the most 

likely origin of the name Yallahs. ​12 

The Spanish control over the destinies of Jamaica came to an end when the English captured the 

island in 1655. By comparison with other places in Jamaica, such as St Jago de la Vega (Spanish 

Town) and Ocho Rios, as well as some rivers which retained their Spanish names, such as Rio 

Cobre and Rio Minho, the place names in St Thomas that came from the period of Spanish 
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occupation became anglicized after the English takeover and the original Spanish names have 

faded into obscurity.  

Under English rule, the administrative division known as the parish came into being and the 

political life, the economy, the settlement patterns and place names developed in keeping with 

the English way of life. Over time, the social and cultural fabric of the parish reflected the 

African connections to its rich history. As the parish of St Thomas took shape and grew, the 

Spanish presence became nothing more than a distant memory, with a legacy that may only be 

revealed through the parish’s history. 

One of the most lasting effects of the Spanish presence on the settlement history of St Thomas, 

as well as other parts of the island, resulted from actions taken by the retreating Spaniards in the 

last desperate days after the English invasion in 1655. As they fled to the north coast with the 

intent to escape to Cuba, they freed and left behind their enslaved Africans.  Some of the freed 

Africans would have been a part of the former labour force on the hato de Ayala and the hato de 

Morante, and they relocated themselves to the mountainous areas of St Thomas where they were 

soon joined by other freed Africans who migrated into the eastern end of the island from places 

like Guanaboa Vale.  Together, they established independent settlements, raising their families in 

freedom as they lived off the land, hunting wild pigs, fishing and planting provisions and 

carrying out damaging guerrilla raids on English settlements on the plains of St Thomas in the 

East. These were the early Maroons of the parish, who would later join forces with others from 

Portland (when that parish was created in 1723) to form the Windward Maroons, freedom 

fighters and justifiably regarded as important early settlers of St Thomas. The ​Cunha Cunha 

Pass, an 8 km trail, located in the Blue and John Crow Mountains National Park, was used by the 
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Maroons in their journeys between St Thomas and Portland. 

Blue and John Crow Mountains 

 

 

 THE FOUNDATION YEARS: THE PARISH OF ST THOMAS TAKES SHAPE UNDER 

ENGLISH RULE 

CHANGES IN PARISH BOUNDARIES AND NAME OVER THE YEARS: 

Jamaica’s new colonial rulers wished to reproduce the English system of local administration 

based on parishes in the colony, and the division of Jamaica into parishes began in 1664.  As 

seen earlier, in that year, the parish of St Thomas was created, along with six others, St David, St 

Andrew, St Catherine, St John, Clarendon and Port Royal, making St Thomas one of the oldest 

parishes in the island. The size and boundaries of St Thomas went through several changes over 
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the course of the next two centuries. In 1677, when the number of parishes increased to fifteen, 

the name of the parish was changed to St Thomas in the East to differentiate it from the new 

parish of St Thomas in the Vale. St Thomas in the East lost some of its northern sections to 

Portland when this parish was created in 1723. Under the Crown Colony administration of Sir 

John Peter Grant, efforts were made to reduce expenditure through merging of parishes, (22 by 

1866) and  in 1867, the parish again underwent boundary changes when Manchioneal, which had 

been part of the parish until then, was merged with Portland. However, in 1867 and for the same 

reason of financial efficiency, the parish of St David, located on the western side of St Thomas in 

the East became part of the parish. As the parish took on different dimensions, its name was also 

adjusted once more in 1867 to St Thomas as there was no longer a need to differentiate it from St 

Thomas in the Vale which became part of St Catherine in that year. ​13 

 

HOW ST THOMAS GOT ITS NAME: 

There are three main explanations as to how St Thomas may have gotten its name. Of the three, 

the least likely is that the parish was named after Sir Thomas Modyford, who began his term as 

governor in June 1664. When he wrote his “View of the Condition of Jamaica, October 1, 1664”, 

Modyford made reference to a total of seven parishes, including St Thomas. Since there is 

nothing on record to suggest that Modyford had a hand in the establishment of the first seven 

parishes (the first House of Assembly met in January 1664 and introduced the parish system in 

its early sittings), then we may conclude that the parishes had been created before his arrival in 

June 1664 and that St Thomas was not named in his honour.  
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The second explanation argues that the parish was named after an earlier governor, Thomas 

Hickman, Lord Windsor, who had succeeded D’Oyley in 1662, but who remained as governor 

for only 10 weeks. Lord Windsor, as governor, was authorised to summon the island’s first 

House of Assembly, but up until the time of his departure, this had not taken place.  

It seems that the most likely explanation for the naming of St Thomas parish lies more in the 

close relationship that existed between the Church of England and the British government in the 

early period of settlement. A parish was originally an ecclesiastical division, which was to assist 

in the administration of the local affairs of that parish. The hope of the British government was 

that each parish would have its own parish church and that the affairs of the parish would be 

supervised by a group of church officials known as the vestry. The emergence of parishes in 

Jamaica would, therefore, assist in the spiritual well-being of the colonists and aid the 

administration of the colony by Britain. With this close relationship between church and state, it 

is most likely that the naming of many of Jamaica’s parishes, including St Thomas, followed a 

well-established English tradition of naming places in honour of saints.  

In this case, the parish was most likely named in honour of St Thomas the Apostle. Importantly, 

evidence that this may indeed have been the origin of the parish’s name is to be found in a law 

passed in 1699 which named the Directors of the then recently acquired Bath Mineral Springs. 

The law stated the full name of the mineral springs, “the Bath of St Thomas the Apostle”, a clear 

reference to the origin of the name, St Thomas. ​14 
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EARLY ENGLISH SETTLEMENT OF ST THOMAS: SETTING THE STAGE 

In the early years after the capture of Jamaica from the Spaniards, the British government was 

led by Oliver Cromwell until his death in June 1661, at which time the monarchy, led by King 

Charles 11, was restored in England. The earliest years of the English settlement of the eastern 

part of St Thomas followed a pattern that was established under Cromwell’s rule.  

To safeguard against the possibility of the Spaniards re-taking Jamaica, the decision was taken in 

1656 to station six regiments in areas of the island where Spanish​ hatos ​ or ranches had been 

dominant. Soldiers from these regiments were given land incentives (on average about thirty 

acres each) to settle in these areas and Cromwell’s plan was to also encourage English settlers 

from other colonies to take up residence in the six areas where the regiments were established. In 

this way, the coastal areas of Jamaica would be occupied and the settlers protected.  

These regiments, along with the settlers who came were to form the basis for the establishment 

of the earliest settlements and towns that emerged in Jamaica under English rule.  Two of the six 

regiments were sent to the eastern end of the island and became instrumental in the establishment 

of the first English settlements in what became the parish of St Thomas. 

The first regiment, led by Captain Lynch, was sent in 1656 to secure and help settle the ​hato de 

Morante,​  which extended from what is now Morant Bay all the way eastwards to include Port 

Morant and ending at Morant Point. The second regiment, led by Lieutenant-Colonel Freeman, 

was sent to Yallahs in the former​ hato de Ayala,​  which became part of the parish of St David, 

later to be merged with the parish of St Thomas in the East.  
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FIRST ENGLISH SETTLEMENT IN ST THOMAS (1656): STOKESFIELD AND 

STOKES HALL 

Cromwell was anxious to see Jamaica settled and prosperous and settlers from other English 

colonies, such as the New England settlements, Bermuda and Barbados, came to Jamaica with a 

promise of land grants and other incentives.  In December 1656, St Thomas received its first 

batch of English settlers, led by Governor Luke Stokes of Nevis, who was accompanied by his 

wife and children and 1600 persons from St Kitts, as well as Nevis (including Englishmen, 

women and children and a few enslaved Africans).  

Port Morant with Remains of Bowden Wharf at Sunset.​  ​Photo courtesy of Stuart Reeves 
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Port Morant.​  Photo courtesy of Stuart Reeves 

They landed at the beautiful harbour of Port Morant​ ​and the site of their first settlement in this 

part of the ​hato de Morante​  was located in the Plantain Garden River Valley, with its fertile soil 

and abundant rainfall, which would eventually make it one of the most productive areas in the 

island. Stokes gave the name Stokesfield to this first English settlement in St Thomas parish. 

Shortly after their arrival, a reinforced regiment of soldiers, led by General Brayne, was sent to 

help secure and settle this area. However, the frequent rainfall and swampy conditions, especially 

around Port Morant, encouraged the breeding of mosquitos and this proved to be a serious 

drawback to the health of soldiers and settlers alike. By the end of February 1657, both Luke 

Stokes and his wife had died, leaving three sons, the eldest being only 15 years old. Before the 
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end of March, two thirds of the original 1600 settlers had died from fevers (most likely Yellow 

Fever) and other illnesses.  

Before his death, Luke Stokes made his first home at Stokesfield, located three miles to the north 

of Port Morant Harbour. After his death, the house was enlarged and improved, but in later years 

was badly damaged, first by the hurricane of 1903 and then by the terrible earthquake of 1907. 

Stokesfield was too close to the swamps of Port Morant and his surviving sons eventually 

relocated the family residence to Stokes Hall. Located on an elevation of about 200 feet, on hills 

between the Plantain Garden River Valley and the sea, Stokes Hall Great House as it was called, 

gave a commanding view of Holland Bay, about five miles away.  Stokes Hall Great House was 

built with four towers to facilitate defence against frequent attacks by buccaneers and rivals of 

England. Today, Stokes Hall is most likely the oldest house in a reasonable state of preservation 

and is a protected heritage site administered by the Jamaica National Heritage Trust. 
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Stokes Hall Great House Ruins.​  ​Reprinted courtesy of the National Library of Jamaica 

Luke Stokes’ sons, along with the other survivors from Stokes’ original group of 1600 settlers, 

and the regiment of English soldiers under the command of General Brayne, were able to 

overcome the early challenges. A careful system of drainage was introduced and this sufficiently 

alleviated the swampy conditions to allow the Stokes  to establish the first sugar estate in the 

area, Stokes Hall sugar estate.  

By 1671, over sixty properties, many of them sugar estates, were established and contributed to 

the reputation, which the Plantain Garden River Valley developed from quite early, as the richest 
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part of the island up to the time of the French invasion in 1694. These sixty properties were 

established mainly along the coast, in a line of settlements stretching from Port Morant 

eastwards. It is worth noting that Stokes Hall was still doing well in 1805, in which year it 

produced 269 hogsheads of sugar, as well as quantities of rum and that it remained productive in 

sugar right up to Emancipation in 1838.​15​ Today, the community surrounding Stokes Hall Great 

House ruins, Stokes Hall community, is named after this historic early settlement. 

 

Stokes Hall Great House Circa 1905.​  ​Reprinted courtesy of the National Library of Jamaica 



                                                                                                                                                                                28 

 ​THE BIRTH OF MORANT BAY: CHIEF TOWN, IMPORTANT PORT AND LATER, 

CAPITAL OF THE PARISH:

 

The Cenotaph with the Court House and Nearby Structure in the Background​ . Reprinted 

courtesy of the National Library of Jamaica 

 

As seen earlier, the first of the two English regiments sent to secure and help settle the eastern 

part of Jamaica in 1656 was Captain Lynch’s regiment. They were stationed in that part of the 

hato de Morante​  through which the Morant River flows and this area is today known as the 

Morant River Valley. It was Captain Lynch’s regiment of soldiers and the persons who would 

later settle there who gave birth to what would become the town of Morant Bay.  
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As settlers arrived in the area from England and from other English colonies, there was a clear 

need for infrastructure to support settlement in the shape of a town. The centre of the town was 

carefully laid out and this was most likely the work of official surveyors, who, as early as 1671, 

were instructed that no buildings should obstruct “any harbour, port or bay” and that land should 

be set aside for the building of churches and courthouses, as well as other structures required in a 

town. These were the English beginnings of Morant Bay, the chief town, important port and later 

the capital of the parish. ​16  

 

Morant Bay. ​ Reprinted courtesy of the National library of Jamaica 
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In keeping with the close relationship between the English state and the Church of England, the 

establishment of a church and Rector was seen as important to the successful development of 

early towns such as Morant Bay.  According to archival notes displayed on the walls of the 

existing Christ Church (the parish church of St Thomas) in the Morant Bay square, the first 

Rector for Morant Bay, a Mr Nicholas, was appointed in 1666 and arrived in the town, only to 

die shortly after of fever (most likely Yellow Fever).  Not long after, in 1671, Governor Sir 

Thomas Modyford informed the British government that Mr Pickering, the Rector of St Thomas 

and adjoining St David at Port Morant and Yallahs respectively, had recently died and that there 

was no one to replace him.  

There was no reference to a church building in Morant Bay in these early years of settlement and 

Modyford explained in 1671 that the settlers met (for worship) at each other’s houses. Eleven 

years later in 1682, the Rector for Port Morant and Morant Bay, a Mr Johnson, had either just 

arrived or was expected to shortly take up duties. It may safely be assumed that by 1682, the 

settlers were no longer meeting at each other’s houses for worship and that Mr Johnson had a 

church from which to conduct services.  

This church most likely was the original Anglican Christ Church built at Church Corner near the 

alms house, and the ruins of this church are still there today, sadly in a neglected and perhaps 

dangerous condition. 



                                                                                                                                                                                31 

Ruins of original Anglican Christ Church at Church Corner.​  ​Photo courtesy of Stuart Reeves 

 On the front right brick wall there is a rusted sign warning visitors not to enter the structurally 

unsound ruins. The exact year of construction of the original church remains uncertain because 

all the old church records were lost when the Morant Bay Courthouse was destroyed by fire 

during the Morant Bay disturbances. However, the dates inscribed on some of the tombs 
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One of the Tombs Located inside the First Christ Church​ . Photo courtesy of Stuart Reeves 

 

located inside the ruins of the church, for example, that of Marmaduke Freeman who died in 

1709, suggest that the original church most likely was built in the late seventeenth century 

certainly in time to receive Rector Johnson. 

This first Christ Church at Church Corner was abandoned because of its very dilapidated state 

and its replacement (on the site of the present Christ Church Parish Church in Morant Bay 

square) was being constructed during 1865. This newer Christ Church Parish Church was 

virtually destroyed by the hurricane of August 1880, but was soon enough rebuilt at the same 

location.  The church was severely damaged by Hurricane Charlie which devastated the entire 

island but struck the hardest blow to the eastern parishes in August 1951. The Christ Church 

Parish Church was again resurrected from the ruins and remains an important landmark in the 

town square today. ​17  
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The Present-day Christ Church Parish Church in Morant Bay Square.​  ​Photos courtesy of Stuart 

Reeves 

 

Defending the young colony of Jamaica was important to the British government from the very 

start and as seen earlier, militia regiments were stationed at various parts of the island to aid in 

the establishment of settlements. By 1680, each regiment of the militia had its own headquarters 

with a parade ground (for training and organising the troops in the event of an attack) and 

ammunition and gunpowder were stored there.  

Some of the officers in these regiments were survivors of the early years of settlement when 

diseases had accounted for so many deaths, but by 1680, several of them had risen to positions of 

leadership, both in their regiments and in their communities. One of these was Colonel Thomas 

Freeman and the headquarters for the St Thomas in the East regiment was located at his home 

near Morant Bay.  

In the event of an attack, the various regiments which were spread out over a hundred miles of 

coastline needed a quick method of signalling each other by beacons so that they could take 

action to defend Jamaica’s coasts.  St Thomas in the East (as it was called after 1677 to 

distinguish it from St Thomas in the Vale) was a critical arm of this defence system as attack 

from England’s enemies (such as France) was likely to come from the south-eastern end of the 

island, given the direction of the prevailing winds.  St David’s parish, on the western side of St 
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Thomas in the East was home by 1680 to an important signal tower (Yallahs Signal Tower), 

which was built on the beach near the Yallahs Ponds (discussed later).  

Warning beacons would be flashed from there to Long Mountain, which would signal Port 

Henderson Hill, then Beacon Hill near Spanish Town and eventually, Guanaboa Vale. When 

regiments saw these warning beacons, they would quickly assemble on their various parade 

grounds and prepare for defensive action. The fact that they were spread out over one hundred 

miles of coastline proved a problem, however, as the regiments could not come together quickly 

to present a united front to an invading force.  

The tragedy was that when the governor of French Hispaniola and famous buccaneer, Jean du 

Casse, launched his attack in 1694, the then governor of Jamaica, William Beeston, took the 

decision to allow the French to land and attack the parishes of St Thomas in the East and 

adjoining St David (later in 1867 part of St Thomas in the East) so as to mount a stronger 

defence of strategic places like the capital, Spanish Town.  

By the time of du Casse’s invasion, Port Morant was also guarded by Fort William, which had its 

beginnings in 1675 when it consisted of a platform with five guns to defend the harbour of Port 

Morant. However, Beeston’s decision to focus attention on more strategic places meant that even 

the presence of Fort William did not help. Significant loss of life among white settlers and their 

enslaved Africans, as well as substantial damage of sugar properties in St Thomas in the East and 

St David resulted, and although the invaders were prevented from claiming the colony, the 

people of St Thomas in the East and St David had paid an awful sacrificial price. Later in 1770 
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when it was felt that Fort William was inadequate to defend the area, a neighbouring fort, Fort 

Lindsay, was erected opposite to Fort William near Old Pera.​18  

Most forts in the island were built in the eighteenth century, but as early as 1675, there was the 

need to further secure the early settlement.  That year marked the beginning of the Morant Bay 

Fort. At this early stage, the fort took the form of a platform with three guns. In the seventeenth 

century, the early structure was called Mount Bay Fort. By 1758, an enlarged Morant Bay Fort 

was established at the same site overlooking Morant Bay, but this was better equipped with nine 

guns, each with a firing range of about a mile offshore. 
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One of Three Cannons Mounted at the Old Morant Bay Fort​ . Reprinted courtesy of the National 

Library of Jamaica 

View of Cannon Overlooking the Bay at Present-day Morant Bay Fort​ . Photo courtesy of Stuart 

Reeves 

 

The exact year in which the Morant Bay Courthouse was built remains uncertain but the fact that 

the surveyors responsible for laying out the design of the town square in 1671 were instructed (as 

seen earlier) to reserve areas for the building of a courthouse might suggest that the Morant Bay 
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Courthouse was built not too long after 1671, perhaps by the end of the seventeenth century, or 

at the latest, the early eighteenth century.  

The Morant Bay Courthouse was built immediately behind the fort and facing the town square. 

On Kidd’s 1838 Lithograph, the courthouse is visible behind the fort. 

 

Kidd’s Lithograph of Morant Bay.​  Reprinted courtesy of the National Library of Jamaica 

 

Right up until the time of the Rebellion in 1865, the courthouse served as the venue for court 

hearings and meetings of the St Thomas in the East Parish Vestry, but was also a place for 

storing important records, such as those of the parish church. Additionally, the court- house 
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housed important administrative officials of the appointed officers of the Vestry, such as the 

Clerk of the Vestry and appointed officers of the Court, such as the Clerk of the Peace.  


