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A Piece of History Returns to St. Croix

By Taylor Reed
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June 19, 2010
An important part of St. Croix history is now back, after leaving the Big Island more than 160 years ago. Former St. Croix resident Rev. Henry J. Morton's personal manuscripts, including poems and illustrations about St. Croix in 1843–44, have returned and were recently published as “Ode To St. Croix, An Illustrated Poem by Rev. Henry J. Morton.” 

To celebrate the event, a book signing was held Thursday evening at Undercover Books & Gifts in Gallows Bay.

Morton and his family ventured to the island from Philadelphia in the winter of 1843, and during his time here he wrote 25 poems that are accompanied by 24 illustrations. His poems describe his travel by sea, his concern over slavery, details of a fellow passenger falling overboard, and much more. The illustrations depict the history of Columbus' discovery of the Salt River, his family's sailing journey, 19th-century island life, and even a self-portrait while riding a donkey.

The original manuscripts were purchased two and a half years ago by former UVI professor Michael Connors at a public auction in the Northeastern United States. The manuscripts traveled with Morton back to the states in the mid 19th-century, and Connors' goal is to have them stay on St. Croix as part of local history.

“The discovery of it and the publishing of it has become a big deal,” said Connors, who has been living and conducting research on St. Croix since 1968. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing.”

Connors, who specializes in architecture and furniture of the Caribbean, found a unique opportunity when he came across Morton's work more than 160 years after it was written. This is the first book Connors has published himself and said that the project was expensive and time consuming, but felt that this history needed to be returned to the people of St. Croix.

“This book is an add-on to the history of Morton and the history of St. Croix,” said Connors, who was a professor at New York University for 15 years and also taught at the University of the Virgin Islands back in the 1970's.

The book sticks with the original form of the manuscript, including all poems, pencil and ink illustrations, and even the original notes made by Morton. The only thing that is different is that Connors transcribed all the cursive manuscript and notes and put them in the back of the book so that readers can have a clear version of the writings. The project took Connors more than two years, and the book has a sewn binding, just as the original manuscript did.

There are only 500 limited edition copies printed because Connors feels that there isn't much of a demand outside of St. Croix.

“I thought it was an absolutely beautiful piece of work that I wanted to get behind,” said Undercover Books & Gifts owner Kathy Bennett.

Elizabeth O'Toole, an eight-year St. Croix resident who purchased a copy to be signed, said of Morton: “He just does nice things – all his work is interesting, beautiful and well-done.”

Here's a taste of Morton's poesy about the beauty of the island:

"A more beautiful island no mortal hath seen/ 'mong the thousands of isles she sits as a queen/

She inhales without ceasing the bracing sea breeze/And water springs gush from the tops of her trees."

Priced at $125, the book is also available for purchase at the Whim Museum on St. Croix.
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