
portrayal of colonial military camp life. 
On Oct. 17, the armed forces of the 

United States will demonstrate modern 
military techniques and display 
military equipment. On Sunday, Oct. 
18, interdenominational religious 
services will be held on the battlefield. 
On the final day, Oct. 19, the surrender 
ceremony will be recreated, and 
President Ronald Reagan, French 
President Francois Mitterrand, and 
other international and national leaders 
are expected to attend. 

In addition to participation by 
President Mitterrand, France is sending 
two modern warships to the Yorktown 
waterfront—the TOURVILLE and 
GEORGE LEYGUES—that will be open 
to the public. France is also sending an 
infantry detachment, color guard, and 
military band. 

During the 4-day celebration, the 
National Society of the Daughters of the 
American Revolution will place a bronze 
tablet on the battlefield to honor the 
men of the French fleet who died in the 
important Battle Off the Virginia Capes, 
which preceded the Battle of Yorktown. 
The tablet is similar to two placed on 
the battlefield by the DAR in 1931 to 
honor American and French soldiers 
who died at Yorktown. 

Also to coincide with the celebration, 
the Commonwealth of Virginia will 
conduct an underwater archeology 
exploration off the Yorktown 
waterfront. A British ship sunk there 
200 years ago is known to be in 
excellent condition, and divers will 
recover cannons, casks, jars, coins, and 
whatever else they find. The public will 
be able to view this from a 
specially-constructed dock. 

There are a number of other public 
attractions for the 4-day celebration in 
Yorktown, including a Colonial fair, 
sailing ships docked in York harbor 
from other Eastern ports, sailing races 
on the York River, and foot races. 
Regular attractions in Yorktown that 
the public can visit include the National 
Park Service visitor center, which 
overlooks the battlefield; the Yorktown 
Victory Center, which has a special 
bicentennial exhibit and film; the Moore 
House, where the surrender articles 
were drafted, and the Nelson House, 
which dates to 1711 and was the home 
of Thomas Nelson Jr., a signer of the 
Declaration of Independence and 
commander of Virginia militia during 
the Revolution. 

The events of the Yorktown 
celebration highlight the events of 200 
years ago. Following is a brief history of 
what happened at Yorktown. 

History of the Battle of 
Yorktown 

By the summer of 1981, the United 
States had been at war with England for 
over 6 years. The first shots had been 
fired back in April 1775 on the village 
greens in Lexington and Concord. 
Keeping an army together had been an 
accomplishment for the Americans, who 
did not have much money, food, or 
clothing. The winters of 1777-78 at 
Valley Forge and 1779-80 at Morristown 
had been particularly devastating, with 
many soldiers freezing and starving to 
death, and many others giving up and 
returning to their homes. A deep belief 
in the cause and an enduring faith in 
their leader, George Washington, were 
what kept this army together. 

In the summer of 1780, the Americans 
received a major boost when 6,000 
troops arrived from France in Newport, 
R.I. France had been sending supplies to 
the United States all along, but after 
France and England openly declared 
war on each other in 1778, French King 
Louis XVI sent troops to the United 
States to directly engage the enemy. 

When the French arrived, the British 
were operating on two fronts. General 
Clinton, commander of British forces in 
North America, was occupying New 
York City after a largely unsuccessful 
attempt to control the northern and 
middle colonies. General Lord 
Cornwallis was leading an army 
through the southern colonies that had 
already captured Savannah and 
Charleston. The main United States 
army under Washington was stationed 

along the Hudson above New York 
City. 

In the spring of 1781, Washington 
traveled to Rhode Island to meet with 
Rochambeau and plan an attack on 
Clinton. The French fleet was expected 
to arrive in New York later that 
summer, and Washington wanted to 
coordinate the attack with the fleet's 
arrival. As planned, Rochambeau's 
army marched to outside New York 
City in July and joined with 
Washington's troops. Soon after they 
learned that the French fleet had 
changed its plans and sailed to the 
lower Chesapeake Bay. 

Washington's strategy was to 
convince Clinton that he was going to 
attack him, and instead sneak away to 
the south to trap Cornwallis in 
Yorktown. Washington had his men 
build big army camps and huge brick 
bread ovens visible from New York to 
give the appearance of preparing for a 
long stay. He also prepared false papers 
under his signature discussing plans for 
an attack on Clinton, and let these 
papers fall into British hands. Leaving a 
small force behind, Washington and 
Rochambeau set out for Yorktown in 
mid-August. By early September they 
were parading before the Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia, and they 
arrived in Williamsburg in late 
September, 13 miles west of Yorktown. 

Cornwallis had been ordered by 
Clinton during the summer to provide a 
protected harbor for the British fleet in 
the lower Chesapeake Bay, and 
Cornwallis had chosen Yorktown, a 
leading deep-water tobacco seaport on 
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Admiral de Crasse, commander of the French 
fleet. 

the York River in southeastern Virginia. 
Cornwallis spent the latter part of the 
summer fortifying the town and making 
preparations to spend the winter there. 

The French fleet entered the lower 
Chesapeake Bay in the end of August 
and disembarked 3,000 French troops to 
wait for Washington and Rochambeau 
in Williamsburg. On Sept. 5 they 
encountered the British fleet in a brief 
skirmish known as the Battle Off the 
Virginia Capes. Soon after, the French 
fleet, commanded by Admiral de 
Grasse, established a blockade in the 
lower Chesapeake while the British 
returned to New York. 

By the end of September, 12,000 
Americans and 8,000 French were 
gathered in Williamsburg, while 7,500 
British were occupying Yorktown. The 
British forces included a small number 
of German mercenaries hired by the 
British to help fight the war. Clearly the 
odds were in the allies' favor, and 
Cornwallis sent Clinton a note asking 
for help. Clinton responded that a 
British fleet with 5,000 men would sail 
for Yorktown from New York on Oct. 5. 

Cornwallis had his men construct a 
main line of defense around Yorktown 
which consisted of 10 small enclosed 
forts (called redoubts), batteries with 
artillery, and connecting trenches. The 
Americans and French marched from 
Williamsburg to Yorktown on Sept. 28 
and began digging a trench 800 yards 
from the British defense line to begin a 
siege. By Oct. 9 the allies' trench was 
finished and their artillery had been 
moved up. They began firing at the 
British continuously, and by Oct. 11 had 

Reenactment of Cornwallis surrender. Photo by Richard Frear. 

virtually knocked the British guns out of 
action. Cornwallis had the additional 
misfortune to learn at that time that 
Clinton's departure from New York was 
delayed. 

During the night of Oct. 11, the allies 
dug a second trench 300 yards from the 
British. The next days were spent 
bringing up artillery and strengthening 
the new line. The new line could not be 
completed, however, without capturing 
British redoubts 9 and 10. On the night 
of Oct. 14, 400 French stormed redoubt 
9 and 400 Americans stormed redoubt 
10, capturing them in less than 30 
minutes. Nine Americans and 15 French 
died in this brief and heroic action. 

On Oct. 16 the British tried two 
moves in desperation. Early that 
morning they attacked the allied center 
but were easily repulsed. Later that 
night they tried to evacuate Yorktown 
by escaping across the York River in 
small boats to Gloucester Point. A 
violent windstorm arose at midnight, 
however, scattering the boats and 
forcing an abandonment of the escape. 

Realizing the situation was now 
hopeless, Cornwallis sent forth a British 
drummer boy on Oct. 17, followed by a 
British officer with a white flag and note 
indicating surrender. A number of notes 
passed between Cornwallis and 
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