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There is an erroneous assumption that the ship Angel Gabriel, which was wrecked in a 
storm off the coast of what is now Maine in 1635,1  was captained by a man named 
Robert Andrews and that he was the same man with that name who then settled in 
Ipswich, Massachusetts Bay Colony. Along with this are the claims that Robert of the 
Angel Gabriel had a sister Mary (Andrews) Burnham and her three sons, Robert, Thomas 
and John Burnham, came with Robert on that ship. The earliest found reference to this 
is in the chapter “Burnham Estate” in the book The Burnham Family, published in 1869.2 
The chapter is composed mostly of correspondence and newspaper ads relating to a 
supposed inheritance case in England, which turned out to be a hoax.3 The letters and 
ads aren’t easy to follow, and the author inserts commentary that’s hard to distinguish 
from the letters. Also, most of the names have been redacted, so it’s impossible to know 
who was writing whom and where they were. A thorough review of the hoax and its 
twists and turns wouldn’t be productive to the subject of this article, but some of the 
letters point to an origin of it. When word got out that there was a supposed fortune to 
be made by pursuing proof of relationship to a Burnham in England, Burnhams in the 
United States traded lore back and forth based on hearsay that took a fanciful life of its 
own. 
 
The first letter of particular interest is the following: 
 
“Stansled [Stansted], April 14th, 1862. 
Mr. ***** [redacted by the author] 
Dear Sir — In reply to your request of the 16th of March, I will say to you that what 
information my Brother Burnham had, was by a letter from Mr. Dudley Channel, and he 
received it from Mr. Jewett. I will write you a copy of the letter [which follows below]. 
 
Chelsea, Nov. 25th, 1861. 
****** Burnham: 
Robert Burnham, of Norwich, Norfolk County, England, married Mary Andrews in 1608, and 
had Edward, John, Robert, Thomas, and Benjamin; daughters, Mary and Amelia. John, Thomas, 

 
1 Richard Mather, The Journal of Richard Mather 1635, his Life and Death 1670 (Boston: David Clapp, 1850), 
31. 
2 Roderick Henry Burnham, The Burnham Family Or, Genealogical Records of the Descendants of the Four 
Emigrants of the Name, who Were Among the Early Settlers in America (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin, 1869), 507. 
3 Edward Payson, Report of the Board of Trustees of the Burnham Association of America: including the report of 
Edward Payson, esq., as agent and attorney (Boston: Smith & Porter, printers, 1873). 
 



and Robert, came to this country in the early part of 1635; came over in the ship ‘‘Angel Gabriel; 
landed at Sacedehock, Me. John and Thomas settled in Massachusetts Bay, in what is now called 
Essex; Robert settled in New Hampshire, on Oyster River. The three boys came over with their 
uncle, Captain Andrews. 
 
I will now send you a copy of another paper, which brother received from Ireland, that they said 
Mr. Jewett gave them. 
 
BURNHAM PROPERTY, ENGLAND. 
Real estate situated in Regent Street, Lambeth, a part of London. Nearly 150 acres of land, rated 
in 1694 at £4,500 per annum, was valued at $22,000,000; the annual income, $880,000; 
personal property in the National Debt Office valued at £9,000,000, or $43,000,000; income at 2 
½ per cent., £315,000, or $1,512,000; total value, $65,200,000. Robert Burnham, born in 
Norwich, England, in 1581, married Mary Andrews, 1608; children, Edward, John, Mary, 
Amelia, Thomas, Robert, and Benjamin. Edward inherited the father’s patrimonial estate; John, 
Thomas, and Robert, came to Ipswich; Benjamin went to the East Indies, and died in 1694, 
leaving the property above named. This property was left by will, and can never be confiscated. 
 
Georgehill, Canada East.” 
 
The more important of these letters is this: 
 
“Respected friend: Perhaps you will think that I am taking too much liberty in writing to you; 
but you say in your letter that if your agent could find out the name of the ship that the three 
Burnhams came over here in, there would be no trouble in getting that money [the subject of 
the hoax]. I think there is some evidence that they came in the ship Angel Gabriel; for in the 
History of Essex we find that Mr. John Coggswell, a merchant of London, sailed from Bristol, 
England, May 23, 1685, in that ship, and was wrecked on the coast of Maine, and lost some of 
his property, but saved his family. Now it is evident that the Burnhams were wrecked, so far as 
to lose some of their property; and the names of Robert Andrews, John Burnham, and Andrew 
Story appear on the town records as early as 1639…Now my cousin ***** Burnham, of ***** told 
me ten years ago or more that an old lady in that town by the name of ***** whose maiden name 
was Story, told him that the Burnhams could not get that money, because they lost the coat-of-
arms coming over here. 
Now ***** Burnham told me last June, that he saw a Mr. Andrews last winter, that told him that 
the Burnhams came so near being wrecked that they threw overboard a chest which had the coat-
of-arms in it, and they did not think to take it out. So I think as they suffered by a wreck, that it 
is probable they were on the Angel Gabriel.” 
 
   This is sheer speculation approaching absurdity and appears to pop up out of the 
blue. It might be argued, although dubiously, that someone had a detailed account of 
the Burnhams in England that they referred to in the 1860s, but when the hoax was 
exposed about ten years later, the investigator found no evidence of a “Burnham 
Estate”probate case, of Benjamin Burnham, his will or any of the English people 



mentioned in the supposed newspaper notice “BURNHAM PROPERTY, ENGLAND.” 
Not even any of the ads themselves noted in the letters, were found, nor has they been 
found today.  
   The Burnhams were certainly related to Robert Andrews of Ipswich, who refers to 
them only as “kinsmen” in his will,4 which may be why his name is brought up at all in 
the letters. The statement “Now it is evident that the Burnhams were wrecked, so far as 
to lose some of their property” is very cryptic unless the author is prefacing his 
reference by way of hearsay that they couldn’t claim their fortune because they lost 
their coat-of-arms in a shipwreck. How this connected to John Cogswell and his being 
on the Angel Gabriel, which is a proven fact, isn’t evident even though the letter-writer 
implies it. It may be because the Cogswells and the Burnhams lived in Ipswich. That is 
the earliest reference found to a supposed connection between the Burnhams and the 
Angel Gabriel. The cause for referencing Robert Andrews and the Story family, also of 
Ipswich, remain a mystery. The letter to which this person was responding isn’t 
included. In any case, this is clearly a case of embellishment every time someone 
decided to address the subject of the inheritance case and the possibilities of how to 
claim the “fortune.” The first time found that these intertwined claims and suppositions 
appeared in a published genealogy was in History of the Andrews family in 1890 and 
gained credibility merely by being in print. From this book, the author says 
 
“The Andrews Memorial states: that Capt. Andrews, came from Norwich, Norfolk County, 
England, early in 1635, as owner and master of ship “Angel Gabriel.” Richard Mather, in his 
narrative of his voyage in the James says, they came in company part of the way, and that many 
Godly people were on board the ship. This Capt. Andrews had a sister Mary, who was the wife of 
Robert Burnham. Their 3 boys,John, Thomas and Robert, it is said, were put in charge of their 
uncle Andrews, master of the ship ‘’Angel Gabriel,’' which was cast away at Tammaquid, in 
Maine, in a terrible storm, 15 Aug. 1635, after which loss, Capt. Andrews settled with his 
nephews at Chebacco, in Massachusetts.”5  
 
   The “Andrews Memorial” evidently was Andrews: Genealogical History of John and 
Mary Andrews, Who Settled in Farmington, CT, 1640, Descendants to 1872.6 The author of 
History of the Andrews Family says this book barely mentions Robert, which makes sense 
since it wasn’t the focus of the book. No online version of this “Andrews: Genealogical 
History” was found and only several references to it being on sale at used book sites 
provide the bibliographical information. It must have been a limited edition. History of 
the Andrews Family is readily available and, for practical purposes, should likely be 
considered the first influential perpetrator of the Andrews/Burnham/Angel Gabriel 
myth from then into the 21st century.  

 
4 Essex Co., MA, probate case 710, “Essex County, MA: Probate File Papers, 1638-1881,” 
Americanancestors.org image database online. 
5 H. Franklin Andrews, History of the Andrews family. A genealogy of Robert Andrews, and his descendants, 
1635 to 1890, (Audubon, IA: W. E. Brinkerhoff, 1890), 41. 
6 Alfred Andrews, Andrews: Genealogical History of John and Mary Andrews, Who Settled in Farmington, CT, 
1640, Descendants to 1872 (Chicago: A. H. Andrews & Co., 1872). 



   There are no known primary records showing or implying who was captain of the 
Angel Gabriel or who owned it, and none have ever been cited in publications or online, 
yet the claim that it was Robert Andrews and that he brought over the Burnham 
brothers as nephews, sons of Robert’s sister Mary, has been repeated many times in 
books that were published after 1890. It continues to appear in books and is featured at 
the Ipswich Historical Society website. In addition, no credible evidence has come to 
light to show the origin of the Burnham brothers before they appear in Ipswich records. 
A general discussion about the lack of support for the Andrews/Burnham/Angel 
Gabriel claims has been written by Elisabeth Puckett Martin.7 
   The Andrews genealogies didn’t engage in the same due diligence that ended the 
hoax. They managed to cement this myth into the collective consciousness. It’s sad that 
a situation that was itself built on lies was the starting point of a successive 
amalgamation of fabrications, however innocently intended, that people still believe. As 
Edward Payson says in his exposure of the hoax, “It is somewhat notorious that in relation 
to such claims, parties interested often think more of the magnificence of the claim itself, than 
they do of the evidence by which it is supported. Romantic imaginings give to mere loose, 
traditional statements, a value and a significance that belong only to authenticated records and 
well established facts.” The 19th century was an age of historical fiction in the guise of 
credible genealogy and history. Histories and genealogies from that time are full of 
people telling or repeating tall tales where facts are lacking or not sought after. It sells 
books and makes more interesting reading. 
 
 
 

 
7 Elisabeth Puckett Martin, Deacon John Burnham of Ipswich and Ebenezer Martin of Rehoboth, Massachusetts 
with Some of their Descendants (Gateway Press, 1987), 4. 


