
   
 

 1  
 

From Winter Quarters to the Hulks”: Valley Forge, the Muster Roll, and the Prison Ships 

Valley Forge has long stood for endurance and reform—the winter when the Continental Army 

learned to keep itself alive and fight as a national force. But the story does not end when the 

army marched out in June 1778. A sobering thread runs forward from that encampment to the 

British prison system in New York and other occupied ports, where many veterans of Valley 

Forge later suffered on land and afloat. What follows connects the legacy preserved by the 

Valley Forge Muster Roll to the human toll remembered at Brooklyn’s Prison Ship Martyrs’ 

Monument, with named cases you can verify in primary sources. (National Park Service) 

Valley Forge as a starting point—not an ending 

Roughly 12,000 soldiers and several hundred camp followers—women and children—entered 

Valley Forge on December 19, 1777. In six months they built a city of huts and earthworks, 

endured disease and privation, and emerged drilled and reorganized under Steuben. The Valley 

Forge Muster Roll exists to document who was actually there (by name, unit, rank) and to 

anchor later research into where those people went next: Monmouth, the Mid-Atlantic, the 

Southern campaigns—and, for some, captivity.  

The prison ships in context 

During the war, the British used jails on shore (the Provost, sugar houses, churches) and prison 

hulks moored chiefly in Wallabout Bay off Brooklyn—most infamously HMS Jersey (“Hell 

Afloat”). Contemporary accounts and later naval histories describe starvation, disease, 

crowding, and high mortality. The hulks’ story is commemorated at Fort Greene Park’s 1908 

monument (architect Stanford White; sculptor Adolph Weinman), which honors over 11,500 

who died in captivity; recent NPS studies have reviewed the site’s national status and 

interpretive needs. (United States Naval Institute) 

Named Valley Forge veterans who later faced the hulks (or other prison ships) 

These are concrete, documentable links between the Valley Forge community and the prison 

system: 

• Brevet Major John Van Dyk (Van Dyke, Van Dyck) – Artillery officer present at Valley 

Forge with Knox’s brigade; later captured at sea and confined on the Jersey before 

exchange. His profile on the Valley Forge site summarizes both phases of his service and 

points to references. (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

https://www.nps.gov/vafo/learn/historyculture/valley-forge-history-and-significance.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1935/march/new-york-prison-ships-american-revolution?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/brevet-major-john-van-dyk/
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• Lt. Col. Samuel Hopkins (VA line) – Wounded at Germantown; at Valley Forge while 

recovering; later captured in the fall of Charleston (1780) and placed aboard a prison 

ship with fellow officers before exchange in 1781. The Valley Forge story page details 

the sequence and cites standard officer registers. (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

• Abijah Hunt – His pension materials (cited in another veteran’s file) place him among 

prisoners associated with New York captivity; researchers use this as a breadcrumb to 

check his Valley Forge presence against the Muster Roll and then follow his captivity 

trail. (Methodological example below.) (Revolutionary War Applications) 

• William McMurry/McMurray – Discharged near the Valley Forge period, later captured 

and held on a prison ship in New York; his pension (S36694) describes the confinement 

and timing—useful for correlating with hulk rosters and ship timelines. (Revolutionary 

War Applications) 

• John Wallace – A Valley Forge-era soldier subsequently confined in New York’s “Sugar 

House” and related jails; his pension corroborates on-shore imprisonment under the 

Provost system that fed men to the hulks as capacity and circumstances dictated. 

(Revolutionary War Applications) 

These cases illustrate a broader pattern: men who wintered at Valley Forge were not insulated 

from the war’s worst later chapters. Some were captured at sea or in later campaigns and 

routed through the New York system—from sugar houses and the Provost to the hulks—and, in 

Charleston’s fall, directly to southern prison ships. Cross-reading muster data with pensions and 

ship histories is how we document those links reliably.  

How we know what the hulks were like 

First-person narratives—Thomas Dring’s Recollections of the Jersey Prison-Ship—and later naval 

histories detail daily conditions aboard the Jersey and sister hulks (Whitby, Good Hope, 

Scorpion, Prince of Wales, Falmouth, Hunter, Stromboli, etc.). Naval history syntheses by the 

U.S. Naval Institute and modern scholarship (including the NPS/NYC interpretive material) give 

the larger frame: how men got aboard, mortality patterns, and what “exchange” meant in 

practice. (Internet Archive) 

Why this matters to the legacy of Valley Forge 

Valley Forge symbolizes resilience and reform; the hulks symbolize the war’s cost. Putting 

named Valley Forge veterans on specific prison ships turns commemoration into 

documentation. It shows how a winter of institutional learning produced soldiers who would 

carry that discipline into later campaigns—some into captivity, where survival required a 

https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/valley-forge-stories/
https://revwarapps.org/s7224.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/s36694.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/s36694.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/w955.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://archive.org/details/recollectionsofj00drin_0?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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different kind of endurance. In public history terms, linking the Muster Roll to Martyrs’ 

Monument invites a two-site narrative: from encampment to captivity, from “Refuge. Resolve. 

Renewal.” to remembrance. (National Park Service) 

How to research (and verify) these links yourself 

1. Start with the Valley Forge Muster Roll: search a soldier’s name and unit to confirm 

presence during Dec 1777–Jun 1778. Note regiment, company, and any remarks. (Valley 

Forge Muster Roll) 

2. Pull the pension at Southern Campaigns (revwarapps.org); search by name and variant 

spellings. Scan for language like “confined on board the Jersey,” “Sugar House,” 

“Provost,” “Charleston prison ship,” “Wallabout Bay,” or “exchanged.” (Revolutionary 

War Applications) 

3. Correlate with hulk histories to see which ships were operating at a given time (e.g., 

Whitby early, Jersey from 1780), and with Fort Greene Park/NPS materials for 

interpretive context. (United States Naval Institute) 

4. Add a locality layer: on-shore New York confinement often cycled men through the 

Sugar House and Provost before the hulks; Charleston had its own prison-ship chapter in 

1780–81. (Wikipedia) 

Selected cases  

• Brevet Major John Van Dyk – Valley Forge artillery; later prisoner on HMS Jersey. Valley 

Forge story: (VFPA). (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

• Samuel Hopkins – VF officer; captured at Charleston and placed aboard a prison ship; 

exchanged 1781. Story detail on the VF page. (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

• Abijah Hunt – Pension file mentions him in contexts used by researchers to trace New 

York captivity. (Revolutionary War Applications) 

• William McMurray (S36694) – States imprisonment on a New York prison ship after 

earlier service; helpful exemplar for method. (Revolutionary War Applications) 

• John Wallace (W955) – Sugar House/Provost confinement in New York as part of the 

city’s prison network tied to the hulks. (Revolutionary War Applications) 

Places to visit (and why they connect) 

• Valley Forge National Historical Park – The encampment itself; the park and the Muster 

Roll project interpret who was there and why it mattered. (National Park Service) 

https://www.nps.gov/vafo/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/search-the-muster-roll/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/search-the-muster-roll/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1963/february/old-jersey-prison-ship?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sugar_house_prisons_in_New_York_City?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/brevet-major-john-van-dyk/
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/valley-forge-stories/
https://revwarapps.org/s7224.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/s36694.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/w955.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nps.gov/vafo/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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• Prison Ship Martyrs’ Monument, Fort Greene Park – The national memory site for 

those who died in captivity aboard the hulks; interpretive materials discuss the ships, 

numbers, and reburials. (Wikipedia) 

Online resources 

• Search the Valley Forge Muster Roll (by name, unit, state). (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

• Revolutionary War pensions database (revwarapps.org) – full-text PDFs; search by 

surname. (Revolutionary War Applications) 

• USNI Proceedings: “The New York Prison Ships in the American Revolution.” (Ship 

sequence & Wallabout Bay context). (United States Naval Institute) 

• NPS ParkPlanning: Prison Ship Martyrs’ Monument Special Resource Study (status & 

scope). (Park Planning) 

• NPS—Valley Forge: What Happened (concise overview with current figures). (National 

Park Service) 

• Primary/first-person: Dring, Thomas. Recollections of the Jersey Prison-Ship (full text). 

(Internet Archive) 

• Naval history & syntheses: Roddis, Louis H., “The New York Prison Ships in the American 

Revolution,” USNI Proceedings (1935). (United States Naval Institute) 

• “The Horrors of These Hulks,” Naval History Magazine (2006). (United States Naval 

Institute) 

• Monument & commemoration: Prison Ship Martyrs’ Monument (overview & specs). 

(Wikipedia) 

A note on estimates 

The often-quoted figure of ~11,500 dead in New York captivity comes from early-19th-century 

tallies and remains debated; the Monument’s inscription and modern site materials use that 

number for commemoration while scholars continue to refine counts.  

What this adds to the Valley Forge narrative 

By pairing who was at Valley Forge with what later happened to them as prisoners, we widen 

the lens: training and cohesion at Valley Forge helped the army survive—but men from that 

very winter later faced another crucible in the hulks and prisons. The Muster Roll makes those 

links traceable; the Martyrs’ Monument reminds us why we should trace them in the first place. 

(Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prison_Ship_Martyrs%27_Monument?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/search-the-muster-roll/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://revwarapps.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1935/march/new-york-prison-ships-american-revolution?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://parkplanning.nps.gov/prisonship?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nps.gov/vafo/learn/historyculture/valley-forge-history-and-significance.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nps.gov/vafo/learn/historyculture/valley-forge-history-and-significance.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://archive.org/details/recollectionsofj00drin_0?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1935/march/new-york-prison-ships-american-revolution?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/naval-history-magazine/2006/february/horrors-these-hulks?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usni.org/magazines/naval-history-magazine/2006/february/horrors-these-hulks?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prison_Ship_Martyrs%27_Monument?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/

