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Introduction

The war had gone on longer than anyone expected.

Everyone was ready for this conflict to find some kind of resolution. However, no one wanted to give an inch to make that happen.

The whole thing had taken on the appearance of a very elaborate game of chess. In the early days of 1781, the city of New York was held by Lord Henry Clinton of the British forces. General George Washington had set his sights on reclaiming that city and expected an entire fleet of French warships to help make that happen.

But things were shifting down south. Lord Cornwallis had come up against some pretty severe opposition in South Carolina and instead headed north. New orders led him to the area of the Chesapeake Bay in Virginia, where he was to stabilize the port there for British use. He immediately took over two towns, Yorktown and Gloucester Point, with the bulk of his force concentrating on Yorktown.

Now Washington had a dilemma, made more complicated by the arrangement of the French fleet, which we’ll get to in a minute. The question becomes one of whether to hold to the initial plan or change everything and march on Yorktown.

Battles are won and lost on strategy. The players were skilled, each in their own way, but the troops were worn out and stretched thin.

One decision would change everything.

New York or Yorktown?

In the spring of 1781, the game commenced…

 


Chapter One

The Road to Yorktown

“We must take Cornwallis or be all dishonored.”

—General Washington

By the spring of 1781, public support for the American Revolution was waning. The battle that General George Washington, Commander of the American forces, had predicted would be “decided in a single skirmish” had lasted six years and was taking a heavy toll on troops and civilians alike.

So who were the key players and just how did they all come to end up in Yorktown at what would be the true final battle of the war?

Washington’s army, just two years prior, boasted 17,000 men. In the spring of 1781, that number had dwindled to barely 8,000, and they were ragged and gaunt. Many of the militia were barefoot with threadbare uniforms or no uniforms at all, fighting in the clothes they brought with them, though by this point the regular army had a standard uniform. The difficult years had thinned them and left lean, emaciated fighting men. Yet through the lack of accommodation and supplies, the French allies who arrived that year remarked how clean and serviceable the Americans kept their weapons.

Negotiations with the French king had been going on almost since the war began, largely through the offices of Benjamin Franklin and John Adams. In June of 1780, they bore even greater fruit than the weapons and ammunition and supplies they had previously received. General Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur, Compte de Rochambeau, landed with 7,000 troops in Rhode Island. Although he actually commanded more men than Washington had, he placed himself and his men under Washington’s command. Washington, for his part, chose to treat Rochambeau as an equal and co-leader of the army, asking for input and counsel rather than giving orders.

Washington, at almost 50 years of age, was over six feet tall; rumor had it that he was the strongest man in the army. The six years of war had ravaged his large frame and his teeth were bad, causing him constant pain.

It was said, however, that on the back of a horse he became a centaur, meaning he rode like he and the beast were a single entity. Away from the field, he was known as a reserved and quiet man.

Rochambeau was 56, and a scarred rheumatic veteran having seen his first battle at the age of 16.

Rochambeau did not want to leave the French fleet blockaded by the British in Narragansett Bay. He and his troops waited in College in the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, currently Brown University.

Washington had lost some key battles, perhaps most notably the battle for New York. With the city currently under British occupation, it became a matter of importance to Washington to win it back. This was problematic, considering he didn’t have near enough men to get the job done, and even those he had were undersupplied. Additionally, the British fleet was anchored at New York. Not only did this serve as a means to keep the harbor open to British forces, but this also ensured a steady supply of reinforcements and supplies. Without a solid fleet of his own, there was no way for Washington to take the city.

Washington saw the French reinforcements as a means by which he could take New York back again, but Rochambeau argued against it. Whether he saw New York as being impossible to move against given the situation there, or whether he saw something no one else did about the South, it’s hard to say. Regardless, he was adamant that the southern states were where the crucial battles of the Revolution would take place.

He had good reason to want to avoid a prolonged battle in New York.

New York was the headquarters for the British armies in America under the leadership of Lord Henry Clinton. Clinton was 43 years old and was the son of an admiral who was a former colonial Governor of New York. His family fortune all but run dry, Clinton himself was a gambler; rumor had it that the New York headquarters of the British army was a center of corruption and graft.

Despite his propensity for gambling, Lord Henry Clinton was a solid commander, though notoriously indecisive when required to make crucial military decisions. As we’ll see later, when faced with conflicting intelligence reports in August of 1781, Clinton became convinced that Washington was going to invade New York with 20,000 troops to Clinton’s 10,000. Clinton, in a panic, ordered reinforcements from his immediate subordinate, Lord Cornwallis.

Cornwallis was born into a royal family, and nine years previous had inherited the title of Earl Cornwallis at the death of his father. He had been a civil and military governor in India and in Ireland and joined the British army in 1757. Interestingly enough, while his family had been a part of Parliament since the 13th century, Cornwallis himself was a Whig and entirely opposed to taxation of the colonies. While serving in Parliament he had even been known to side with men who were opposed to war with the American colonies, yet here he was.

Cornwallis was subordinate to Clinton but had the military ability Clinton seemed to lack.

At the time our story begins, at the end of 1780, Cornwallis was currently in charge of the entire southern section of the American British forces, having routed the American Major General Horatio Gates at the Battle of Camden, thus securing the Carolinas for the British and aiding in the capture of Charleston. Gates had recently won the second Battle of Saratoga, commanding an overwhelmingly superior force.

In April 1781, a young Frenchman named Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, was given command of a small troop and assigned by Washington to keep Cornwallis out of Virginia.

Lafayette was 23 at the time. He’d come to the Americas and joined the war at the age of 19, having already been a veteran. Lafayette had received a commission as an officer in the French army at the tender age of 13. He was by this time a seasoned commander in the American Revolution, also having commanded men at the Battle of Brandywine and the Battle of Rhode Island. Though the Battle of Brandywine was a loss for the Americans and Lafayette himself was wounded, he was able to organize an orderly retreat.

Lafayette was considered a friend of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, and in the middle of the war, took some time away from command to return to his native France to petition the courts to aid the fledgling country.

Lafayette was not pleased with his current assignment. His men were outnumbered in any battle he might hope to bring to Cornwallis, and frankly, New York was where he and Washington expected the battles to take place. Though Lafayette was convinced that the American cause was just and right, he was also creating a name for himself; part of his desire to fight in a foreign land was to reap some of the glory. Being sent away to the south seemed to him as though he was being dismissed.

Worse, when the thousand men Lafayette had under his command halted at the Susquehanna river in Maryland, he was forced to deal with the twenty men who had attempted to desert a couple of days before. He ordered one of the men hanged in full view of the rest of the troops. Then he announced that if the wanted to flee to the North, he would allow it, even offering passes if they would “abandon” him.

The troops had already learned respect for the large, gangly young man. He’d shared their hardships on the trail before, and when he announced to his men that they were being sent to stop a superior force, the soldiers under his command were shamed into following him across the river and back into the south.

His ploy had unexpected results. Men who’d been given permission to join Washington’s troops now returned, asking to stay. Eight deserters returned, begging for forgiveness. Battle-hardened, hungry men now feared his disappointment more than they feared the muskets of the British.

Lafayette marched his men over the river south to Baltimore, where he gave his own bond to acquire blankets, food, and clothing from the local merchants for his men. When he had supplied his men, he left behind artillery and those too ill to travel, pressed several wagons into service with the promise that the government would provide recompense to their owners, and drove his men hard, alternating between walking and riding, making more than 28 miles that first day.

Lafayette called for help from every official he came across. His troops were small in number and often fought amongst themselves. Farmers hid horses from his approach; many cities and towns were unable or unwilling to supply his small army.

At the same time, British forces were burning and destroying everything in their path on their march north, often in front of Lafayette’s men who stood by helpless to do anything to stop it.

“I am not even strong enough to





Conclusion

Should this battle have ended this way?

There were many factors that came into play here that should be mentioned. While communication and the lack of clear directions on all sides (and of a clear picture of enemy troop movements) are something that plagued this battle, and in fact the entire war, there were some things that could have been done differently.

Clinton might have acted more decisively and sent reinforcements sooner, for example. Cornwallis might have picked better ground for this last stand – the area was swampy, and as a result half of his men had malaria by the time the battle was over. The Continental Army hadn’t begun to have the same problems – being native to the area, many were immune to the disease. And the French, being newcomers, were just barely coming down with it by the time of the surrender.

Perhaps Washington might have tried for New York rather than going south. Or perhaps the French fleet might have taken on the British blockade in New York.

It’s easy to play games like this when you have the ability to look back and see the past through a clearer lens. What happened happened, and because of Yorktown, the entire world changed.

The Siege of Yorktown was the last true battle in the American Revolutionary War. While this battle had might not have seemed all that significant at the time, with this defeat, truly the back was broken on the hold the British forces had enjoyed over the American continent. What other factors that made this siege so important?

The war had been going on much longer than anyone had expected. Six years made for a long campaign, and with the defeats suffered in 1780, British support for the war effort was falling apart back at home.

Secondly, the addition of other world leaders to this conflict had created a vastly different war than what the British had expected back when it had started. No longer was this just a small colonial uprising but a war with a force to be reckoned with, one that had an impact on the world stage.

However, most of all, with one simple gesture at Yorktown, America became a sovereign nation. When the surrender was offered to the French officer first, the sword could easily have been taken by him. The significance being that the outcome could easily have been seen as a war between Britain and France, with the colonies passing from one world leader to another.

Instead, the French shunted that offer aside to be taken up by the Americans. This simple gesture acknowledged that the United States of America was indeed a sovereign nation, and also welcomed them alongside the established world powers.

In short: this battle, this siege, this surrender, was the final piece needed to create the American nation.

