
David VanVolkenburgh as POW 

Since the eighteenth century, Melville Island in the Northwest Arm at Halifax has been used for many 

purposes.  During the War of 1812 it served as a site for a prison that housed Americans captured in battle.  

Today, Melville Island is the home of the Armdale Yacht Club.  The property is private, but the island is quite 

close to shore and easily observed from all sides, especially the west, where the municipal government has set 

up a viewing area with informational plaques. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Melville Island from Deadmans Island, Halifax NS, in 2013. 

Prisoners who died before being released from Melville 

Island were buried in unmarked graves on Deadmans 

Island, just a stone’s throw south.  Deadmans today is a 

steep-sided, tree-covered hill rising from the ocean.  It is 

now attached to the mainland and accessible through a 

wooded park off Pinehaven Drive.  The island contains a 

metallic monument engraved with the names of hundreds 

of the American men who died in captivity and were 

transported the short distance by boat to be buried on 

Deadmans. 

Melville Island was also the site of prisoner exchanges, and it was here on 16 Mar 1814 that David 

Vanvolkenburgh was returned to the British.  David had fought with the Glengarry Light Infantry Fencibles at 

the Battle of Fort George on 27 May 1813, was wounded in the arm, and was captured by the Americans under 

the command of General Dearborn.  There were more than fifty Fencibles captured that day, and at least a 

dozen of them appear to have been taken and housed together in the United States for nearly ten months 

before being exchanged for American prisoners at Melville Island. 

David was taken to Pittsfield, Massachusetts, though perhaps not immediately, as the town was not prepared 

to receive prisoners until the middle of August, nearly three months after his capture.  Perhaps the journey 



from Niagara to Pittsfield was similar to that of a later group of prisoners described by Bill Fitsell as a sequence 

of marching and six-day covered wagon ride to Albany, forty miles west of Pittsfield.   

The prison was located at what is now Melville St in downtown Pittsfield.  The History of Pittsfield claims the 

British prisoners were well treated and allowed to leave the farm where they were housed to earn money and 

supply labour to the locals.  Two hundred were at the facility by December.  After David left, the numbers 

increased substantially, and behavioural problems became more common. 

In preparation for exchange, prisoners were marched the breadth of Massachusetts, from Pittsfield to the 

coast.  They would have started the march in late February; they arrived 4 Mar 1814 at Salem.  They remained 

in Salem for a week, departing on the Bostock on the 11th of March for Halifax.  On the ship were several 

Glengarry militiamen captured at Fort George who fought alongside David: privates George Watson of Halifax, 

John Pulvey/Polva of Cornwall, Fredrick Brant of Montreal, Anthony Raffle/Raphael of Quebec, William Rogers, 

Peter Perry, Obediah Holbrooks, Morris/Moses Thurston, and Nicholas Dostaller.  In addition to the privates, 

three Glengarry sergeants were on board: John Grant, John Moore, and William Moore. 

The Bostock was a 447 ton vessel.  It sailed into Halifax on March 9th and the exchange took place at Melville 

Island at that time.  David returned to Upper Canada and saw battle again before being wounded and removed 

from the war. 
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