
Biography of Robert Cushman  

The following pages are taken from the book Historical and Biographical Genealogy of the 
Cushmans: The Descendants of Robert Cushman, by Henry Wyles Cushman, Little-Brown and 
Company, Boston, 1885.  They give the complete background of Robert Cushman and his very 
heavy involvement with the Puritans and their trip aboard the Mayflower to settle in America. 

Robert Cushman was a founding member of a Puritan Congregation in Scroiby, England that 
was originally headed by Rev. Richard Clifton around 1602, and was later headed by Rev. John 
Robinson.  The group was subjected to significant persecution for following their religious 
practices, and they decided during 1607 and 1608 to move as a group to Holland, which had 
much more tolerant policies regarding religious freedom.  The members of the church relocated 
to Holland in 1609 and settled first in Amsterdam.  They again moved a year later to Leyden.  
More people continued to join them from England, and the Leyden Congregation grew to as 
many as 300 members. 

In the years 1616 and 1617, the group started planning to relocate to America, since their 
adjustment to living in Holland as foreigners was proving to be difficult. To initiate the process 
of resettling in America, Robert Cushman and John Carver were sent to London as 
representatives for the Leyden Congregation.  They began negotiations with The Virginia 
Company that had been established under royal sanction to deal with the development of 
territories in North America that included what was to become New England.  The Virginia 
Company representatives were initially determined that the first development should take place 
near the James River in Virginia, and only weak promises of allowing religious freedom were 
being offered. The Leyden Congregation therefore rejected the resulting proposal that was 
presented to them when Cushman and Carter returned to Holland. 

In 1619, Robert Cushman and William Brewster returned to London for another attempt to 
obtain acceptable terms for religious freedom in a resettlement of their group in America. In 
September of 1619, the Leyden Congregation was notified that a patent had been approved for an 
English citizen named John Wincob for the resettlement of a Puritan group in America, with 
some written assurance that they would not be punished for their religious practices in America 
as long as they otherwise behaved as good citizens.  John Wincob intended to emigrate to 
America with the Puritan group, and the patent was presumably written in his name since Robert 
Cushman and William Brewster were no longer residents of England. 

Robert Cushman and William Brewster then established an association in London to act as 
agents for the Leyden Congregation, arranged terms for resettlement in America and then 
returned to Holland. A further agreement was then reached with a Leyden merchant named 
Thomas Weston for financial support for shipping and transportation, and the group determined 
which members of their congregation would be the first to sail to America. The ship Speedwell 
was obtained for transportation to Southampton, England for its passengers.  The Leyden group 



was scheduled to meet another Puritan group from England there, which was to sail on the 
Mayflower. Both ships were then supposed to sail to America together for resettlement. 

The Speedwell set sail from Holland on July 22, 1620, and successfully met the Mayflower in 
Southampton. Both ships first set sail for America on August 5, 1620 with a total of 120 
passengers and other crewmembers. Robert Cushman and his family were included among those 
passengers. Unfortunately, significant problems with the Speedwell were encountered a few days 
into their journey, and both ships returned to the nearest port of Dartmouth, England for repairs 
to the Speedwell on August 13, 1620.  The voyage started again on August 21, but after a few 
days travel, the captain of the Speedwell proclaimed that ship not to be seaworthy, and both ships 
returned to the nearest port of Plymouth, England. It was then determined that the Speedwell 
would be dismissed and that the Mayflower would proceed to America alone.  As a result, all of 
the passengers from both ships could not make the voyage together. Robert Cushman and his 
family were among those passengers that were left behind in England when the Mayflower 
finally set sail for America on September 6, 1620 with 100 passengers aboard. 

Richard Cushman and his family returned to London from Plymouth and began recruiting a 
second group of Puritans to emigrate from England to America.  As a result of this effort, the 
ship Fortune landed at Cape Cod near Plymouth Colony on November 9, 1621, carrying 36 
passengers including Richard Cushman and his son Thomas.  Robert Cushman arrived to find 
that half of the Mayflower passengers had died during their first year at Plymouth Colony, and 
that there was dissatisfaction with their connection back to England.  Richard Cushman returned 
to England on the Fortune in December 1621 to continue work as an agent for the Puritans in 
Plymouth Colony and to make arrangements for future groups of Puritan emigrants.  It is not 
mentioned in this book that the Fortune was seized by a French warship at the end of its return 
trip to England after making a navigational error, and the cargo of furs and other valuables that 
were being sent back from Plymouth Colony was taken. The ship finally returned to London in 
February 1662 without its cargo. 

Thomas Cushman remained in Plymouth Colony under the care of the family of William 
Bradford when his father returned to England. This is a very fortunate event, since Thomas 
Cushman later married in Plymouth Colony and was an ancestor of Abigail Hewes Maxham, as 
was Robert Cushman. 

The fact that Abigail Maxham had the maiden family name Hewes, and that she was in the 
Cushman Family lineage was originally brought to my attention by Peter Smith and Gene Smith. 

 

         William V. Gehrlein 
         Lewes, Delaware 
         March 2015 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


