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HORTENSE WATSON 
 
 

1841 Census 
The 1841 census in Jersey shows Hortense Watson, aged 20, as a servant in the residence of 
William and Eliza BURKE.    Though it was noted that she was born outside of Jersey,  this 
was sometimes interpreted as not born in England, Scotland, Ireland or “foreign parts”, but 
born in the British Empire.  
 

 

 

William and Eliza were planters in Grenada and had recently moved St Helier, Jersey at an 
address at Windsor Crescent, Trinity Road.   

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The images above are of the property at Windsor Crescent in 1880 and 2004 

 
 
Hortense must have been regarded highly by the family as she was bequeathed an annual 
annuity for life of £15 from William Burke when he died in 1850. 
 
On researching the Slave Register, it seems apparent that she was likely born in Grenada 
and brought over to Jersey with the Burkes. 
 
 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146659255
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1821 Slave Register  
This Slave Register records a Hortense living on the estate of Eliza’s grandmother, (Elizabeth 
Langaigne) born in 1821.  
 
The register shows that Hortense was born enslaved as the daughter of a Marie Magdelaine 
(who was 29 at the time), and was described as being black. 
 

 

 
 
 

1829 Slave Register 
We see Hortense again in the 1829 slave register, age 8, living with her mother Marie 
Magdeleine (now age 37).  
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1832 Slave Register 
Marie was manumitted in 1832 after Elizabeth LANGAIGNE had died but there are no 
records showing that Hortense was freed at the same time.  
 

 
 

1834 Slave Register 
In fact, Hortense was listed enslaved on the estate in 1834, aged 12.  This register is 
significant as it shows the rapid change of ownership. William Burke acquired the estate of 
the late Elizabeth Langaigne following her death and that her son Louis Felix Langaigne who 
departed shortly afterwards leaving Eliza Burke as the heir who was William’s wife. 
 

  

 
Hortense had lived her life enslaved at this point and released sometime between 1834 and  
1838 before being taken to Jersey. 
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1851 Census 
The 1851 Census shows that, after William had died, Hortense followed Eliza to live with her 
daughter, Elizabeth Sarah BURROW at her husband’s ancestral home at Carleton Hall, 
Cumberland.  She was 30 and employed as the family’s laundry maid.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CARLETON HALL -  29/08/2000 © Mr Julian Thurgood. Source: Historic England Archive 

Spa Visit 1854 

In 1854, she was reported to have joined Eliza Burke and her daughter Elizabeth Burrow to 

Middleton One Row which is a village in the borough of Darlington.  The village was 

originally developed as a spa resort in the late 18th century with properties developed on 

one row, overlooking the banks of the River Tees. I would imagine that they had visited the 

spa together. 

 

 

 

  

https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1336071
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1336071
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The article in the Darlington and Stockton Times would suggest that the visit was quite an 
event. For Hortense to be taken to this event also suggests that their relationship was much 
closer than a typical employer/employee type.  Given her history: being freed from 
enslavement, taken in by the family that had enslaved her, brought to live with them in 
Jersey, included in William Burke’s will and moved with them again up to Cumberland would 
suggest that they regarded Hortense more like a family member. 
 
It is also interesting to see that she is referred to as “Miss” Hortense Watson so she was not 
married at this time. 
 

1871 Census 
By this time, her employers Eliza BURKE, Elizabeth BURROW and her husband Edward had 
all died (1865, 1867 and 1863 respectively). The Burrows had no children and Elizabeth left 
Carleton Hall to her brother-in-law, the Reverend Joseph Ashton BURROW and Henry 
Edward Manning, Archbishop of Westminster.  Although she had been given an annuity 
from William BURKE and possibly was one of the “old servants” referred to in Elizabeth’s 
will, Hortense may have found herself unemployed and left Carleton Hall after Elizabeth had 
died.   
 
The 1871 census shows a Hortense WATSON back in Jersey lodging at Oxford Cottage, 
Oxford Road, St Helier when she was 52. She is listed as Unmarried. If this was her, this 
would add an ambiguity to her date of birth (1819) and so identity.  The place of birth was 
given as Spain but I would imagine this could have been a confusion between Grenada and 
Granada. 
 

 

 
The entry in the last column is not any of the options 1-4. It is likely to be a scheduling or 
clerical annotation unrelated to disability. 
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Death Record 
There is a record for a Hortense WATSON who died in Kensington in 1880 age 64 which 
adds another date ambiguity as she would have been born in 1816.  It is interesting to note 
that Elizabeth BURROW had also died in Kensington at 26 Argyll Road in 1867.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The death record copied below is a simple statement.  It also states that Hortense was born 
in 1816 and so conflicts with the census records which consistently indicate a date of birth 
of 1821. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

26 Argyll Road, Kensington is a large terraced house spread over 4,026 square feet, with a valuation 
of £10,552,000 in 2024. 
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Another look at the Slave Registers reveals another person that should be considered. 

1817 Slave Register 
A Hortense appeared in the 1817 slave register at the Providence estate which was owned 
by  William BURKE.  She was described as a mustevo which was a term used for someone 
with one African great-grandparent, making them predominantly European in appearance 
and, according to the prevailing standards of the time, often considered "whiter" and of 
higher social status than individuals with more recent African ancestry. 
 
The term was used to determine social and legal standing, including access to rights, 
privileges, or, in some cases, freedom. People with lighter skin tones or more European 
ancestry were more likely to be freed from slavery, enjoy better working conditions, or even 
gain status as "free people of colour." 
 

 

 
 

 

1834 Slave Register 
This Hortense appeared again in the 1834 slave register aged 18 on the same estate.  
Described here as a mulatress which is the French term for someone with mixed African and 
European parentage.  This showed that she was manumitted in the year leading up to 31st 
July 1834. 
 

 

 
 
If this was indeed Hortense Watson, she would have been 25 in 1841, not 20 and all the 
census records in Jersey and England must have been incorrect. 
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So, the data on Hortense is somewhat ambiguous.  Knowledge of her race, either black or 
mixed race, would answer the question conclusively.  There are no known portraits of her or 
references to her race other than contained in the Slave Registers. 

 
 

Jersey Black History Month 
Jersey Heritage celebrated their black history in 2020 and wrote a mini biography on their 

Facebook page.   

The Jersey Philatelic Bureau later commissioned a set of commemorative stamps with 

images of black figures who played a part in the island’s history. It was amazing to see that 

Hortense WATSON was featured in the collection.  Hortense is pictured here in front of the 

house that she lived in.  

 

 

Unfortunately, the image they used for Hortense (and possibly the others in the stamp 

series) was just an imaginative illustration by the artist as there are no known images of her 

She is pictured standing in front of Windsor Crescent where she lived in 1841.  As they have 

depicted her as a black woman, and not mixed race, the image should reflect a young 

woman of 20 years old.  It is hard to imagine the woman depicted in their illustration as a 

fitting likeness. 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/100064717294887/posts/3419910414718754/?rdid=F2s3m4ymVTrtvJ1J
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Summary 
The life of Hortense Watson, traced through slave registers, census records, wills, and 
commemorative gestures, reveals a journey marked by displacement, resilience, and quiet 
dignity. Born enslaved in Grenada, Hortense’s trajectory from plantation life to domestic 
service in Jersey and Cumberland reflects not only the brutal legacies of empire but also the 
ambiguous intimacies forged within them.  She spent her life in servitude, however, her 
inclusion in William Burke’s will and the spa visit in Cumberland suggests a relationship with 
the Burke family that transcended conventional hierarchies. 
 
Yet, the archival silences, conflicting birth dates, uncertain racial descriptors, and the 
absence of authentic imagery underscore how incomplete our understanding remains. 
Hortense’s story is emblematic of many whose lives were shaped by enslavement but rarely 
recorded with care or clarity. Her presence in Jersey’s Black History commemorations is a 
powerful act of reclamation, even as it raises questions about representation and historical 
fidelity. 
 
In remembering Hortense Watson, we are invited not only to reconstruct a life but to reflect 
on the ethics of memory itself how we honour, depict, and make space for those whose 
histories were submerged. Her legacy, though fragmented, continues to speak to the 
enduring need for reparative storytelling and historical justice. 


