
HENRY ELKIN 
(1820-1864)

St Nicholas Church, Liverpool, England, 
where Henry married Jane Burgum in 1842.
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Henry Elkin was born in about 

1820, but several of the possible 
sources did not have a father named 
Leonard Elkin or a likely location.

The census extract (right) is from 

the English census of 1841, which 
was taken on 6th June 1841, and may well be our Henry Elkin. The address is 
Warwick Road, Lapworth, Warwickshire and subsequent records state Henry was 
from near Birmingham, which is just 14 miles away. The census shows Henry Elkin, 
age 20, and William Elkin, age 20, probably brothers and perhaps twins? 

The next time we find Henry is on 7th September 1842 when he married Jane 

Burgum. On the marriage certificate Henry, a bachelor, was described as a mariner. 
His father is named as Leonard Elkin, a millwright. I have not, so far, found a 
baptism or birth record for Henry Elkin. He married Jane Burgum, a spinster, and 
they were both described as of “full age” (over 21 years). Her father, John Burgum 
was an engineer. Both gave their address of Park Lane, which was a 10 minute walk 
(half mile) from Albert Dock, in Liverpool. It was likely the marriage was a prelude 
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First let me tell you about their family. Then I will tell you their story and the facts do not 

always match the records! Together they had at least 8 children and, possibly more! (A 
New York census taken in 1865, shown later in this book, claims 11 children). They were -

Manuel H. Elkin (he was born Cuba 17 June 1844, he had 3 children Constance, Erbert and Kenneth)

Edward Elkin (born Cuba in about 1847)

Nathaniel E. Elkin (born Mantanza, Cuba about 1847; m. Mary J. Allison, 5th Feb 1879; daughter Marion)
Mary A. Elkin (born Cuba 1848; living at 558 East Broadway, Boston, Mass. in 1880)
Ascencion Elkin (born about 1849, Kings Co, New York)
Henry Elkin (born Cuba about 1852)
Jane Elkin (born Cuba 1855)
William W.  Elkin (born about 1857, m. Caroline J. lane 20 August 1878; had a son Henry S. Elkin, born 1882)
Nathaniel E. Elkin (born Mantanza, Cuba about 1847; m. Mary J. Allison, 5th Feb 1879; daughter Marion)

Henry Elkin had taken a job as a maquinista (a machinist) in Cuba, working for the 

wealthy Ventosa family who owned the “Nuestra Señora de la Paz” Estate (Our Lady of 
Peace), near Matanzas. They owned a house at 4 San Ignacio, in Havana, as well as the 
sugar plantation.
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As a maquinista, Henry had come from Birmingham to manage, maintain, 

repair, modify and occasionally update the machinery (steam-driven) during the 
period when the sugar cane had to be crushed after it had been manually 
harvested by the slave labourers. It is claimed that his most famous achievement 
was to be the first manufacturer to introduce steam-driven machinery for 
grinding the cane; this work was previously been done by oxen!

A maquinista in Cuba could earn about $95 per month, compared with perhaps an 

equivalent wage of $25-$35 a month in the Great Britain. I was grateful to discover a 
book, entitled “Cuban Sugar Industry: Transnational Net works and Engineering 
Migrants in Mid-Nineteenth Century Cuba”, written by J. Curry-Machado, who did a 
University thesis on the subject. He claimed that Henry arrived on the island of Cuba 
in 1839 with his wife and son. However, we do know that Henry and Jane did not 
marry until 1842, so that date does not appear entirely accurate. We also know that 
Jane Burgum was definitely recorded in the (June) 1841 census in England, so this 
earlier date does seem unlikely. J. Curry-Machado was, of course, researching 
contemporary letters which may have been inaccurate due to exaggeration or the 
memory loss of Henry Elkin and others.
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Henry was paid high wages because of the responsibility the maquinistas carried 

to keep the “show on the road” and, during the cane sugar season, they rarely left 
their station. For some this was a solitary profession but Henry had his wife with 
him and, during their stay in Cuba, they had at least eight children.

Life  on a sugar plantation was regulated by the chimes of a bell, struck at certain 

times of the day. These were principally intended to organise and control the 
working day of the slaves, but the maquinistas would also use the chimes to steer 
their days. In 1843 about two after his arrival in Cuba, Henry Elkin was said to be 
negotiating the purchase of a house in the English countryside, perhaps anticipating 
his return to his home country.

Apparently Henry Elkin owned a black horse and, it was said he might leave with 

his horse whatever the hour, but probably only once or twice a week, and sometimes 
only once in a two week period. If he did venture out, it would be for short periods to 
one of the closer estates to speak with other maquinistas still dressed in his work 
clothes.

Other maquinistas 

might visit Henry, 
maybe even stay the 
night after a few 
“lemonades”, but 
rarely would these 
take place in the 
crucial grinding and 
crushing season. 
Henry Elkin himself 
declared - “I was 
constantly working 
from dawn to dusk 
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and have not been off the estate more than 3 times in 3 months.” A likely bolt hole 
might have been Cárdenas, a village area in the port of Matanzas, but he had not 
ventured there for more than a year.

A maquinista had considerable 

responsibilities and his skills and 
commitment were crucial to the success 
of the sugar plantation. This would not 
be lost on the sugar plantation owners 
and the managers whose job it was to 
supervise the slave labourers. It was 
essential the steam engines and any 
associated machinery continued to 
operate during the season, but there was 
more to it than keeping the steam engine 
running. More machinery was added as 
the technology and the efficiency 

improved. One of the plantations in the 1870’s listed its’ equipment  to include a cane 
mill, five Jamaican sugar trains, four vacuum pans, twelve centrifuges and a still. The 
machinery needed to run all of this would include several different steam engines, 
with other equipment to control the steam itself. Then there were condensers, pumps, 
the boiler and a furnace. Old pieces of engine and machines were often simply 
discarded as new equipment was installed.

So what was life actually like for Henry Elkin? Yes, he was paid high wages relative 

to what he could have earned in England and he was doing seasonal work only living 
and working in Cuba for about half the year. J. Curry-Machado in his book “Cuban 
Sugar Industry: Transnational Net works and Engineering Migrants in Mid-
Nineteenth Century Cuba” described the conditions. If Henry was doing similar work 
in England he would still have been working in a factory environment with noisy, hot 
steam engines. In Cuba, of course, the surroundings would be very different, but the 
tropical heat of the day and the heat of the furnaces would make the mill itself “close 
to being an earthly hell”.
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Working deep into the night, the factory conditions for the ill-dressed slaves would 

only find warmth, when needed, given off by their lit burning torches used to see in 
the dark. It would also be very noisy, “with the shouts of the enslaved workers and 
their overseers competing with the crackling of the waste cane used as fuel, the 
hissing of the steam so produced, and the crushing of the cane passed between the 
giant cylinders that squeezed the juice from them.”

The work of a maquinista was seasonal, sometimes working six months on and six 

months off. This gave them respite from their almost continuous duties to take their 
leisure time perhaps in the USA or Europe. Many plantation owners employed 
commercial agents in their business practices, to buy machinery, spare parts and other 
goods abroad, while some would engage their maquinistas to negotiate, order and 
purchase equipment. Their experience and knowledge, together with a trust built up over 
the years, allowed some of them to purchase machine parts or new machinery, enabling 
them to earn extra money, sometimes both from their employer and the sugar cane 
machine manufacturers.

When Henry returned to Britain in 1843, he was asked by his plantation owner to 

place suitable orders with the leading sugar-machine manufacturer Fawsett Preston 
& Company, in York Street, in Liverpool. In March of that year the factory had 
suffered a major fire, but plans 
were already underway to 
rebuild an even larger factory 
and warehouse. Fawsett 
Preston & Company exported 
machinery all over the world 
and the America in particular. 
Henry spent the summer in 
England with his family and 
could not have foreseen what 
was to happen to him next.
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In 1844 the Spanish colony of Cuba was the world’s leading producer of cane sugar 

and the product dominated the Cuban economy. The wealth, of course, did not filter 
far from the colonial Spanish and the richest Cuban families. However the 
maquinistas were paid well, but the demands on their time remained considerable. 
Many of them, like Henry Elkin, had little time, or inclination, to engage with fellow 
maquinistas or Cuban society, let alone the labouring slaves. It would seem few, if 
any of them, anticipated what was to happen next.

Rumours of a conspiracy 
began to filter through to 
the Spanish authorities in 
Cuba the year before, 
claiming a plot existed to 
encourage a revolt 
amongst the slaves. In 
October 1843 Leopoldo 
O’Donnell (picture left) 
arrived from Spain to take 
up the post of Captain 
General. He was an 
ambitious and ruthless 
soldier and later 
politician and he reacted 
swiftly. Suspects were 
arrested and tortured and 
alleged ringleaders were 
forced to confess and 
subsequently executed. 
Many thousands of slaves 
and free-coloured people 
in Cuba were confined in 
dungeons, many being 
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tortured and executed in what became known as the “Año del Cuero” (Year of the 
Lash!”). The conspiracy itself was known as “La Escalera” (‘The Ladder’). Suspects 
were tied to ladders and lashed during interrogations.(Leopoldo O’Donnell later 
served twice as Prime Minister of Spain!).

Despite of of this, the maquinistas continued  about their business, although 

perhaps not surprised if the slaves had considered rebellion. Is it possible that they 
were so sanitised from the population at large and the slaves themselves, so 
complete in their profession, that they did not anticipate what might happen next. 
However they were foreigners and they fell under suspicion. Many of them were 
British and was it not Britain that was advocating the abolition of the slave trade? 
There was no love lost between the maquinistas and working-class Cubans, slaves 
and free-coloured people and some used the opportunity to “report” the 
maquinistas in order to save themselves.

Henry Elkin was one of many 

maquinistas arrested in 1844 for 
conspiracy and taken to Cárdenas 
where he was thrown into prison. It 
was said he had been treated in “the 
most cruel manner” as a criminal. His 
wife Jane was denied access to him; 
she must have been terrified. A few 
days later he was taken to Matanzas 
where he was placed in the stocks and 
generally ill-treated. Awaiting interrogation and trial, he was detained in prison for 
nearly a year , accused of trying to end slavery by conspiring to cause a general 
uprising and undermining the Spanish Colonists. Interestingly Henry spoke very 
little Spanish and required an interpreter for his interrogation. The public 
prosecutor called for him to be executed.

On 7th April 1844 Jane Elkin visited Joseph Tucker Crawford, the British Consul 

Picture above: Cárdenas
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General to Cuba. She 
complained about 
Henry’s arrest, 
imprisonment and ill-
treatment. She told him 
that their accommodation 
had been searched, the 
arresting officers had 
removed private papers 
and, bizarrely, some of 
her clothes! They also 
insisted in searching “her 
person”!

Of course other maguinistas were arrested, apparently implicated by engine room 

slaves at the estate where Henry Elkin worked. These slaves, whipped and under 
duress, spoke of meetings between Henry and those arrested, conspiring against 
the State. One maquinista, Daniel Downing, pointed out that even had he had any 
conversations with Elkin they would have been in English, a language the slaves did 
not speak! However Elkin was accussed of even more serious crimes.

A witness, Luis Segui, claimed Elkin had ordered thousands of rifles from 

England and had asked him  to assist, offering him employment and ten thousand 
pesos! The rifles were to arrive at Cayo Blanco, an island off of Varadero, then 
distributed to the slaves on the sugar plantation where Elkin lived and worked. 
Implicating himself in the conspiracy Segui was consequently executed himself! 
There were other witnesses too, ready to step forward and speak out against Henry 
Elkin. It would appear he had no friends amongst the slaves! Other claims accused 
him of corresponding with the British Government and campaigning abolitionists, 
but a full search of his letters showed no intent. Indeed one witness, named Manuel 
Morales, had a grudge against him and told the authorities they had met and 
conspired together. On the date in question, papers revealed Elkin had been 
travelling from New Orleans to Havana at that time and was not even in Cuba!
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Henry Elkin had been supported by his employers, the Ventosas, while he was in 

prison in 1844. They actually sent a mattress and pillow to the prison to make him 
more comfortable but, sadly enough, these were confiscated. Perhaps they were 
keen to have him back working for them. However Henry had said that he felt he 
had been treated bu the planation owners like one of the family, with one of the 
Ventosas even acting as godfather for Elkin’s young son Manuel.

Henry wrote to the President of the Military Commission, at Matanzas, on 15th 

July 1844, stating - “It is here that I exercise my industry, here that I have 
employed my savings that this and my economy have produced, and it would be the 
strangest thing in the world that, having a project to upset the order of the country, 
I should place outside the country what I had remaining having covered my 
necessities. It is also unthinkable that having my family with me here and a way of 
life that is secure without great work, a convenience not offered to me by my own 
country, I should embrace the thought of contributing to the disturbance of the 
public tranquility and even less associate with the coloured for the destruction of 
my race.”

Sometime later the Spanish suddenly did an about turn and dropped all charges 

against all the maquinistas. Most were released. A Military Commission sat in 1844 
and the evidence unravelled as witnesses retracted their statements. Henry Elkin, 
however, had faced more serious charges and the possibility of the death penalty. 
The case against him collapsed on 16th November 1844 following the retractions of 
yet more witnesses. Ironically the most damning evidence against him came from 
Luis Segui and Manuel Morales. However they had both already been executed 
themselves. henry was given bail on 30th November 1844. the bail was paid by the 
Ventosa family, the owners of the estate where he worked. Not only did they re-
employ him, but they made personal representations to the Spanish authorities to 
attempt to secure his release in time for the start of the new grinding season - a 
clear indication of what they though of his guilt. By the 23rd December 1844, all the 
maquinistas had been declared innocent.
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In 1851 Elkins and three other maquinistas wrote to the British Consul in Havana 

asking for support in their claim fro compensation. The Bristish Consul wrote on 
behalf of the co-accused. However the British Government had done nothing to 
pursue for redress and, when reminded of the case they chose to let the matter 
drop. They did not even reply to their own Consul General.

Records show that Henry Elkin and some of his family travelled from Matanzas, 

Cuba, to New York on board the “Express”, arriving 15th May 1852. He was listed as 
an Engineer, age 32. He was accompanied by his wife Ann (?) Elkin, age 27, Manuel 
H. Elkin, age 9, Edward Elkin, age 6, Mary Elkin, age 3, and Henry Elkin age 4 
months.
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On 4th October 1854 Henry Elkin applied to the Superior Court of the City of New 

York, declaring his intension to become a citizen of the United States and renouncing 
allegiance to the Queen of the United Kingdom.
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Records show that Henry Elkin and some of his 

family travelled from Matanzas, Cuba, to New York on 
board the “F A Purley”, arriving 17th July 1856. He was 
still listed as a Machinist (a Maquinista) age 37. He was 
accompanied by his wife Jane Elkin, age 33, Edward 
Elkin, age 8, Mary Elkin, age 7, Henry Elkin, age 3, and 
Jane Elkin, age 3 months.
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Henry, age 44, travelled from Matanzas, Cuba, to New York on 22nd March 1858,  

aboard the ship “Gumner” (of Glasgow). He was accompanied by his son Manuel H. 
Elkin, age 14. Both were listed as “Gentlemen”.

Henry Elkin became a naturalised citizen of the USA on 13th December 1859. In 

the 1860 US Census he and his family are living in Brooklyn, New York (Ward 4, 
District 1). The shipping record on the previous page has Jane Elkin as age 3 
months, born in Cuba, in July 1856, which contradicts the censes below. It is also 
worth noting Henry Elkin’s wealth in 1860 was not inconsiderable.
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The death of Henry Elkin was reported in the New York Herald on 8th July 

1864. He had died one day earlier on the  7th July. Interestingly the Brooklyn 
Eagle report the death of  John Elkin, formerly of Cuba, on the same day. Is this a 
mistake, or the same Mr Elkin?

Henry died intestate (no will), which is 

surprising given his wealth. Part of a 
document reads - I, Jane Elkin, of this City of 
Brooklyn, being duly sworn and examined, 
Do depose and say that I am the widow of 
the said Henry Elkin deceased, that the 
deceased departed this life at the City of 
Brooklyn on the Seventh day of July in the 
year 1864 without leaving any last  Will or 
Testament. That said deceased died 
possessed of certain personal property in the 
State of New York, the value of which does 
not exceed the sum of about sixty-six 
thousand dollars, as I have been informed 
and believe: that said deceased left 
surviving his widow your applicant, of full 
age and four children to wit Manuel H. 
Elkin of full age and Nathaniel E. Elkin, 
Mary A. Elkin and William Wallace Elkin, 
minors. - 19th July 1864.

The burial date of 23 March 1865 is curious. Henry Elkin was buried at Green-

wood Cemetery, Brooklyn (Lot 15249, Section 124). This appears to be 8 months 
after he died.
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Jane Burgum Elkin lived another forty years, the matriarch of a successful family 

who had encountered considerable adversity, but had ultimately walked a successful 
path to a good, prosperous life. She was living at 558 East Broadway, Boston, 
Massachusetts, in the 1880 US Census and the 1900 Census showed her, age 79, 
living at 574 Classon Avenue, Brooklyn, New York. She was buried at Green-wood 
Cemetery, Brooklyn, on 6th April 1905 (Lot 15249, section 124, grave 8). 

I am sure you agree Henry and Jane Elkin lived an amazing life. I intend to revisit 

Cuba and see what els I can uncover.

(I hope to continue the story of the Elkin children in another BFHS Book sometime 
in the future).

Jane Burgum, the wife of Henry Elkin, 
was the sister of John Burgum, the 
chief decorator of the famous Concord 
Stagecoaches, who married the 
adopted daughter of a Countess of the 
Holy Roman Empire. You can read his 
story and others on this section of the 
Burgum Family History Society. 
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GreenWood Cemetery, 
B r o o k l y n , K i n g s 
County, New York. The 
final resting place of 
Henry and Jane Elkin.
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