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Washington’s Strategy 
Back in New York, French General Comte de Rochambeau and four 

of  his regiments had joined up with General George Washington’s 

Continental army. Washington still had not been able to take control 

of  the city. In August of  1781, word reached the two generals that 

the French had offered some naval support to the Patriots. They 

would not come to New York City, but would travel to the 

Chesapeake Bay area from the Caribbean. This meant that the allied 

forces would have over 400 miles of  marching ahead of  them if  they 

wanted to meet up with the French fleet before it had to return in 

late October. The allied generals agreed to send troops to Virginia to 

try and stop Cornwallis.  
 

Before leaving New York City, Washington wanted to give the 

appearance that the Continental Army was still positioning its troops 

to lay siege to the British-controlled city, so he had tents assembled 

and left around 2,000 troops. The soldiers practiced military drills 

and even baked bread to give the appearance that it was an active 

camp.  



Earthen Embankments 
Back in Virginia, on September 5, 1781, French 

Admiral de Grasse’s fleet of  ships that had arrived 

a few days earlier helped to drive off  a fleet of  

British warships attempting to assist Cornwallis. 

Shortly after this small victory, the allied forces 

from New York arrived and were able to join the 

fight. They began to attack the first defense line of  

the British and were able to overtake those defenses 

and move closer to the more fortified barriers of  

Redoubts 9 and 10 at Yorktown.  

This is a picture of  the earthen 

embankments that were built to protect 

the soldiers while fighting. 

New York 



Cornwallis 

Surrounded 
The map on the right shows you the 

strategy that the allied forces used against 

the British. They attacked from the 

North, South, West and by sea. 

Cornwallis was surrounded and had no 

options. 
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In April of 1781, British General Cornwallis moved from the Carolinas up into 

Virginia. British Commanding General Clinton ordered Cornwallis to Yorktown to 

fortify the Chesapeake Bay area in an attempt to prevent Virginia from 

providing supplies to the Northern colonies during the Revolutionary War. Clinton 

and Cornwallis knew that they could end the war if they could cut off supplies to 

the colonies. Cornwallis arrived in Yorktown on August 1 and began to work on 

fortifications. 

 

Back in New York, French General Comte de Rochambeau and four of his regiments had 

joined up with General George Washington’s Continental army. Washington still had not 

been able to take control of the city. In August of 1781, word reached the two generals that 

the French had offered some naval support to the Patriots. They would not come to New 

York City, but would begin to travel to the Chesapeake Bay area from the Caribbean. This 

meant that the allied forces would have over 400 miles of marching ahead of them if they 

wanted to meet up with the French fleet before it had to return in late October. The allied 

generals agreed to send troops to Virginia to try and stop Cornwallis. 

 

Before leaving New York City, Washington wanted to give the 

appearance that the Continental Army was still positioning its troops 

to lay siege to the British-controlled city, so he had tents assembled 

and left around 2,000 troops. The soldiers practiced military drills and 

even baked bread to give the appearance that it was an active 

camp.  

 

Back in Virginia, on September 5, 1781, French Admiral de Grasse’s fleet of ships that had 

arrived a few days earlier helped to drive off a fleet of British warships attempting to assist 

Cornwallis. Shortly after this small victory, the allied forces from New York arrived and were 

able to join the fight. They began to attack the first defense line of the British and were able 

to overtake those defenses and move closer to the more fortified barriers of Redoubts 9 and 

10 at Yorktown. 
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A night attack for October 14 was planned. The French would take 400 of their men and 

attack Redoubt 9, while the Patriots would take 400 of their men and attack Redoubt 10. 

They would not load their muskets and had their bayonets fixed as this was to be a sneak 

attack. Both the French and Patriots easily stormed both British fortifications where around 

100 British and German soldiers protected those fortifications. Now the second line of 

defense had fallen and the armies were within 400 yards of the British. Cornwallis was left with 

few options. 

 

By October 15, 1781, the army of French and Patriots totaled over 15,000 soldiers. They now 

had surrounded Yorktown by both land and sea. Cornwallis knew he had to move away 

from the area. He ordered some of his troops to cross the York River during the night. 

However, there was a terrible storm and they were unsuccessful. 

 

The French and Americans began a constant bombardment of the British 

inner defenses on October 17. They relentlessly fired cannons around the 

clock. This forced Cornwallis to send out a few of his soldiers to offer to 

meet to discuss terms of surrender. Representatives of the French, 

American, and British forces met at the home of Augustine Moore to write 

out the terms of surrender. 

 

On October 19, 1781, General Cornwallis officially surrendered his army of 7,000 British and 

German soldiers to the allied forces of America and France. Saying that he was ill, Cornwallis 

did not attend the surrender ceremony. He sent his second in command General Charles 

O’Hara. O’Hara mistook Rochambeau for Washington when he went to present the sword. 

When he was corrected, Washington directed his second in command General Benjamin 

Lincoln to accept the sword. Then the British regiments surrendered their arms. 

 

The Battle of Yorktown proved to be the final decisive battle of the Revolutionary War. 

Without help from the French, America may not have won the war. Yorktown will forever be 

remembered as the place where America truly became a nation. 
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The Battle of Yorktown 

Comprehension Questions   
 

Name ___________________________ Date ______________ Class ______ 
 

Directions: Answer the questions below about the Yorktown passage. Use complete sentences. If you 

need more space, feel free to use the back of this handout. 
 

1. Why was Cornwallis sent to Virginia? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What did General Washington do in New York City to make it appear that there was still a large 

force present? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. According to the text, how did the French fleet help the Americans? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Why were the defeats at Redoubts 9 and 10 crucial to the success of the Continental army? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Summarize what happened at the surrender. 

 
 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 


