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Citizens and Soldiers in the Siege of Yorktown 

Introduction 

During the summer of 1781, British general Lord Cornwallis occupied Yorktown, Virginia, the 

seat of York County and Williamsburg’s closest port. Cornwallis’s commander, General Sir 

Henry Clinton, ordered him to establish a naval base for resupplying his troops, just after a hard 

campaign through South and North Carolina. Yorktown seemed the perfect choice, as at that 

point, the river narrowed and was overlooked by high bluffs from which British cannons could 

control the river. Cornwallis stationed British soldiers at Gloucester Point, directly opposite 

Yorktown.  

A British fleet of more than fifty vessels was moored along the York River shore. However, in 

the first week of September, a French fleet cut off British access to the Chesapeake Bay, and the 

mouth of the York River. When American and French troops under the overall command of 

General George Washington arrived at Yorktown, Cornwallis pulled his soldiers out of the 

outermost defensive works surrounding the town, hoping to consolidate his forces. The 

American and French troops took possession of the outer works, and laid siege to the town. 

Cornwallis’s army was trapped—unless General Clinton could send a fleet to “punch through” 

the defenses of the French fleet and resupply Yorktown’s garrison. 

Legend has it that Cornwallis took refuge in a cave under the bluffs by the river as he sent urgent 

dispatches to New York. Though Clinton, in New York, promised to send aid, he delayed too 

long.  

During the siege, the French and Americans bombarded Yorktown, flattening virtually every 

building and several ships on the river. Two of Cornwallis’s ships burned and sank after they 

were set afire by French “hotshot” (heated metal designed to set fire to rigging and sails).  

As the situation became more dire, many British merchant ships, which had been contracted by 

the Royal Navy as supply ships and troop transports, were intentionally sunk by the British to 

prevent them from being used by the Allied forces. Still other ships were sunk in a row, bow-to-

stern, along the beach in water fifteen to thirty feet deep, as a barrier against the French fleet. 

Cornwallis never intended to hold off a land siege; he had been led to expect reinforcements and 

supplies from New York before the Allies’ arrival and even during the siege. Many of his troops 

were sick and food was scarce. Finally, on the night of October 16, Cornwallis tried to evacuate 
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his men across the York River to Gloucester Point, hoping to fight his way out of the chokehold 

placed on his forces. The escape plan was foiled by a fierce storm that whipped waves, wind, and 

rain into the faces of the men and overturned several boats. There was no way out: the British 

would have to fight to the last man or surrender. Cornwallis elected to save as many of his men 

as possible by surrendering. On the morning of October 17, he sent a drummer onto the field of 

battle to play the signal for a ceasefire. 

Two days later, on October 19, 1781, the British troops formally surrendered their arms to the 

victorious American and French forces. Cornwallis was not present at the surrender. Pleading 

illness, he sent his second in command, General O’Hara, to surrender Cornwallis’s sword. 

O’Hara offered his sword first to General Rochambeau, who refused it; then to General 

Washington. General Washington deferred the honor of acceptance to his own second in 

command, General Lincoln. (Lincoln had been forced to surrender an American army to Clinton 

and Cornwallis at Charleston, South Carolina, the previous year.) 

The surrender of Cornwallis’s army was more than a major setback. British popular support for 

the war had already been waning; the surrender forced the British government into treaty 

negotiations. Yorktown was the final pitched battle of the Revolutionary War, but fighting wore 

on for another two years. Treaty negotiations did not end until September 1783. 

Please see “Suggested Reading” for more information, as well as some student-friendly books 

about the siege of Yorktown. 

In this lesson, students will examine the factors that led to the outcome of the siege of Yorktown 

by evaluating both citizens’ and soldiers’ experiences. 

Objectives           

As a result of this lesson, students will be able to: 

 Discuss factors that contributed to the outcome of the siege of Yorktown.  

 Describe geographic features of Yorktown and its regional significance.  

 Interpret primary sources as research material.  

 Compare effects of the siege on the lives of soldiers and civilians.  

Materials  

 Survival at Yorktown: Story of a Siege  

 “Washington and His Generals at Yorktown”  

 Organizer: Washington and His Generals at Yorktown 

 Answer Key for Organizer: Washington and His Generals at Yorktown 

 Primary Source Pages, copied onto different colored paper 

 Glossary  

 People and Issues Graphic Organizer  

 People and Issues Teacher Answer Key  

 Map of the Siege of Yorktown  
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 Calendar Pages for the Siege of Yorktown (August, September, and October)  

 Whiteboard 

 Scissors 

 Magnets or tape 

 Markers or colored pencils for lesson extension 

Setting the Stage 

1. Read “Survival at Yorktown: Story of a Siege” to the class. At the end of the story, 

discuss with the class what they would have done in Cornwallis’ situation. Then explain 

that Cornwallis chose to surrender instead of having more of his soldiers die. 

2. Show the class the image “Washington and his Generals at Yorktown.” 

3. Distribute one copy of the Organizer: Washington and his Generals at Yorktown to each 

student, and give students a few minutes to record their observations. Alternately, draw 

the Organizer on the board and ask students for their observations. As students volunteer, 

write their answers on the board. 

4. Ask the class to describe how they think the artist wanted viewers to react to the painting. 

Direct the students to think not only about the reactions of the victors, but also those of 

the losers and displaced residents.  

Strategy 

1. Assign students to one of three groups: 1) American military, 2) British military, or 3) 

Civilians. Ask each group to select a Reader to read aloud the primary sources, a Definer 

to look up unfamiliar words in the Glossary, a Writer to record the group’s findings, and 

a Reporter to explain the group’s findings to the class. 

2. Distribute to each group its respective Primary Source handout, the People and Issues 

Graphic Organizer, and a copy of the Glossary. Allow fifteen to twenty minutes for the 

groups to discuss and record their findings in the People and Issues Graphic Organizer.  

3. Allow another five minutes for groups to summarize their data. Have groups use their 

People and Issues Graphic Organizers to focus their summaries. Have each group’s 

Reporter explain the group’s findings to the rest of the class.  

4. Project the Map of the Siege of Yorktown on a whiteboard. Tell students they will be 

matching their primary sources with a location on the map.  

5. Ask groups to come up to the map one at a time and attach their primary source to the 

whiteboard using magnets. Then, have them draw a line between their primary source 

and the location to which it corresponds.  

6. Discuss the completed map with students, emphasizing how the geography of the region 

affected the siege. Answer any questions students have. 

7. Draw a timeline for August-October on the whiteboard or chalkboard, using the Calendar 

Pages as a guide. Tell students they will be sticking their primary sources to the correct 

time line location for the dates mentioned. 

8. Distribute scissors. Give students a minute to cut their primary source pages apart so that 

each piece corresponds with a different date. 
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9. Ask groups to come up to the time line one by one and attach their primary sources to the 

correct dates using magnets. 

10. Discuss the chronology of events with students. 

Assessment 

Each student should write a letter to a family member or friend. The letter can be from the 

perspective of a general, soldier, or civilian, and should relate his or her experiences during or 

after a siege. Their letter should include a description of living conditions, the writer’s feelings 

about the siege, and their hopes for the future.  

Lesson Extensions 

Have students draw a picture about an aspect of their primary source, which they display 

alongside their primary source in the time line and map activities. 

Using Google Maps, try to place the eighteenth-century events on the modern version. How has 

the landscape changed? How is it the same? Students can use “Street View” to get close up 

views of the modern streets. 

 

The Colonial Williamsburg Teacher Institute is supported in part  

by the William and Gretchen Kimball Young Patriots Fund. 
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Survival at Yorktown: Story of a Siege 

Read aloud to class at the beginning of the lesson. 

One of the British generals in North America during the American Revolution was Lord 

Cornwallis. He was a proud person. He had many reasons to be proud. Not only was he a 

member of the British upper class, he was in charge of the British soldiers fighting the 

Americans in the southern colonies. And his British soldiers were winning! 

But the British needed a place where ships could deliver supplies and troops. New York City was 

a place the British used, but in the winter, the water got so cold it turned to ice and ships couldn’t 

get in or out of the harbor. They needed a harbor with no ice in it during the winter. 

General Cornwallis chose a tiny town in Virginia for this harbor. The town was Yorktown. The 

York River flows past Yorktown and into the Atlantic Ocean. Unlike some other towns near the 

sea on the east coast, Yorktown has high cliffs. The high cliffs were perfect for setting up 

cannons to protect the harbor from any enemy ships.  

 

When General Cornwallis and his British soldiers took over Yorktown, there was no fighting. 

Many of the citizens of the Yorktown had already left. Some went to Richmond or to their homes 

in the country. They left behind elegant homes and fine gardens.  

General George Washington was a proud person, too. He surveyed the frontier of Virginia when 

he was a teenager. He was in charge of the Continental Army. Now Washington was determined 

to make the British leave Yorktown! 

Washington and fellow officers, a Frenchman named Rochambeau, a German named Baron Von 

Steuben, and a young Frenchman who was called the Marquis de Lafayette, commanded troops 

who cornered the British against the York River. Their soldiers camped in the fields around 

Yorktown. They were called the Allied troops. The Allies fought for the Americans. They 

prepared to move closer to the dirt forts made by the British soldiers. The dirt forts were called 

redoubts or earthworks.  

The Americans and French took over two of the most important British redoubts and the British 

knew they were outnumbered. The British had to do something! General Cornwallis couldn’t just 

sit and wait for the Allies to capture his soldiers. So he sank many of his own ships on purpose! 

Some he sank to keep French Admiral DeGrasse’s ships from attacking from the beach. Some he 

sank so the Americans could not capture the ships and then use the ships to fight his troops. 

The British troops even tried to escape across the York River one night, but a terrible storm 

stopped them. Lightning flashed, thunder boomed, and the wind howled. Furious waves washed 

over the sides of the boats and threatened to sink them. The disappointed soldiers returned to the 

fields around Yorktown.  

General Cornwallis was desperate. Should he surrender? Or should he keep fighting and see his 

soldiers get killed? What would you do?   
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James Peale, “Washington and his Generals at Yorktown,” 1781–1790.  

From the collections of the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
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Organizer: Washington and His Generals at Yorktown 

 

Items or Objects from the image 

 

Why the artist depicted these items or 

objects 

  

 

How do you think the people involved in the siege of Yorktown felt when it was over? Base your 

answer on how you might feel. Write your answers here. 
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Suggested Answer Key 

Organizer: Washington and His Generals at Yorktown 

Below are some answers to expect. 

Items or Objects from the image 

 

Why the artist depicted these items or 

objects 

Men in military uniforms 

One officer is holding a document 

Dead horses on the beach 

Sunken ships 

Windmill 

Some military action took place here 

Some sort of official talks took place 

Horses were killed or died 

Ships were sunk by someone 

Grain can be ground if it is operational 

How do you think the people in the siege felt? Base your answer on how you might feel. 

Opinions will vary.
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Siege of Yorktown Glossary 

abatis—a defensive obstruction created by placing fallen trees and other brush before a 

defensive work, to slow the approach of the enemy. 

allies—a group of people, or several groups, who work together to achieve the same goal. 

artillery—heavy guns, such as cannons. 

artilleryman—soldier who works with heavy guns. 

battery—a specified number of cannon and their crews, forming a single military unit. 

capitulate—to surrender or give up. 

embrasure—an opening in a wall or defensive fortification, through which one can aim and use 

weapons. 

flintlock—a type of gun using a piece of flint to strike steel and create a spark that ignites 

gunpowder. The gunpowder explodes, forcing a ball or bullet from the gun’s barrel. 

fraise—pointed stakes of wood lashed together; placed to block an approaching enemy.    

fusilier—soldier armed with a flintlock musket. In the late eighteenth century, the term is 

honorary, dating from earlier times when most soldiers carried matchlocks (these were fired by 

means of a slow-burning fuse carried by the operator of the weapon, rather than by a flint). 

headquarters—a place from which a leader issues commands. 

howitzer—a type of cannon with a longer barrel than a mortar. 

infantry—soldiers who travel and fight on foot, rather than horseback; usually, the bulk of an 

army is infantry.  

mortar—a cannon that fires projectiles by arc, rather than by aiming directly at the target. 

Mortars are aimed by triangulating where a given projectile, fired upward, will fall.            

musket—a long gun resembling a rifle, but without grooves (or “rifling”) inside the barrel.  

  
parallel—offensive or defensive earthworks designed in rows, usually parallel to the object of a 

siege (for example a fort or castle). 

redoubt—a small fort within offensive or defensive trenches, built from earth. 

siege—a military attack on a defensive fortification or town, usually lasting for several days, 

weeks or months. The object is usually to starve out the besieged, or force them to surrender. 
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Group 1 Primary Source: The Ambler-Smith Letters 

Directions: Read the excerpts from letters from fifteen-year-old Betsy Ambler to her sixteen-

year-old friend, Mildred Smith. Use their thoughts to help you fill in the People and Issues 

Graphic Organizer. Locate the town on the map. 

 

Before and During the Siege 

Richmond 1781 

 

My dear Mildred, Our removal from York to this place, which I considered one of the calamities 

of my life, lost much of its bitterness I found, the succeeding fall, that you and your family 

would be obliged to follow. No sooner had you, from necessity been forced to separate again. 

Even here we found no rest for the sole of our foot. Another alarm this morning! Should it be 

confirmed that the British are really coming up the James River, my poor dear mother will not 

continue a moment. Poor dear, what sufferings are hers! 

[The letter was interrupted, indicating the Amblers had to move again] 

The Cottage, Friday Evening 

At the moment I am writing you we too had certain confirmation of the British having landed 

and being actually on their way to town. Not a moment to be lost, and we were off in a 

twinkling. I would have almost wished you could get a view of them in your snug little retreat, 

—where I should hope that you are perfectly secure;-but my father seemed to think we had not a 

moment to lose. Such terror and confusion you have no idea of. Governor, Council, everybody 

scampering. 

After the Siege 

My dearest Betsy. York 1782 

Once more our Correspondence is renewed, again and we are quietly seated in our old 

mansion—but-oh, how unlike what it was—indeed were you to suddenly or unexpectedly set 

down in the very spot where you and I so often have played together in the very garden where 

we gathered flowers or stole Father’s choice fruit, you would not recognize a solitary vestige of 

what it once was. Ours is not so totally annilihated, being more remote from the shock and 

battery—but Heaven knows it is shocking enough. More than half of our much loved town is 

entirely destroyed, and many of those elegant edifices that to our youthful minds magnificently 

beautiful are leveled with the dust, others that remain, particularly the S_____y’s [Secretary’s] 

home [Thomas Nelson, Sr.], but it is over our individual sufferings are nothing—now we can 

reflect that the great end is accomplished. 

Peace is again restored, and we may yet look toward happy days . . .  
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Group 2 Primary Source:  Journal of James Thacher 

Directions: James Thacher, a surgeon with the Continental army, kept a journal of his 

experiences. Read his entries to help you complete the People and Issues Graphic Organizer. 

Locate the town and possible locations on the map for the action he describes. 

 

Before the Siege 

We have now made further approaches to the town, by throwing up a second parallel line, and 

batteries within about three hundred yards; this was effected in the night, and at daylight the 

enemy were roused to the greatest exertions, the engines of war have raged with redoubled fury 

and destruction on both sides, no cessation, day or night . . . 

Being in the trenches every other night and day, I have a fine opportunity of viewing the sublime 

and stupendous scene which is continually exhibiting. The bomb shells from the besiegers and 

the besieged are incessantly crossing each other’s paths in the air. They are clearly visible in the 

form of a black ball in the day, but in the night, they appear like fiery meteors with blazing tails, 

most beautifully brilliant, ascending majestically from the mortar to a certain altitude, and 

gradually descending to the spot where they are destined to execute their work of destruction. It 

is astonishing with what accuracy an experienced gunner will make his calculations, that a shell 

shall fall within a few feet of a given point, and burst at the precise time, though at a great 

distance. When a shell falls, it whirls round, burrows, and excavates the earth to a considerable 

extent, and bursting, makes dreadful havoc around . . .  

 

After the Siege 

I have this day visited the town of York, to witness the destructive effects of the siege. It contains 

about sixty houses; some of them elegant, many of them are greatly damaged and some totally 

ruined, being shot through in a thousand places and honey-combed ready to crumble to pieces. 

Rich furniture and books were scattered over the ground, and the carcasses of men and horses 

horror beyond description. The earth in many places is thrown up into mounds by the force of 

our shells and it is difficult to point to a spot where a man could have resorted to safety. 
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Group 3 Primary Source: Letters of General Cornwallis 

Directions: British general Lord Charles Cornwallis sent messages to his commanding officer in 

New York, General Sir Henry Clinton, asking for reinforcements and supplies. Read his letters to 

help you fill in the People and Issues Graphic Organizer. Locate on the map a possible location 

for the one he describes. 

 

Before and During the Siege 

Cornwallis to Clinton: 

I received your letter of the 25th of September last night. The enemy are encamped about two 

miles from us.  

On the night of the 30th of September they broke ground, and made two redoubts above eleven 

hundred yards from our works, with some works that had been constructed to secure our exterior 

position, occupy a gorge between two creeks which nearly embrace this post . . . I can see no 

means of forming a junction with me but the York River, and I do not think any diversion would 

be of use to us. Our accounts of the strength of the French fleet have been in general that they 

have frequently changed their position; two ships lie at the mouth of this river; and our last 

accounts were that the body of the fleet lays between the tail of the Horse Shoe and York slit . . .  

The enemy made their first parallel on the night of the 6th, at the distance of six hundred yards, 

and have perfected it, and constructed places of arms and batteries, with great regularity and 

caution.  

On the evening of the 9th, their batteries opened, and have since continued firing without 

intermission, with about 40 pieces of cannon, mostly heavy, 16 mortars, from eight to sixteen 

inches. We have lost about seventy men, and many of our works are considerably damaged; with 

such works on such disadvantageous ground, against so powerful an attack we cannot hope to 

make a very long resistance.  

 

After the Siege 

Cornwallis to Washington: 

Sir, I PROPOSE a cessation of hostilities for twenty four hours, and that two officers may be 

appointed by each side to meet at Mr. Moore’s house to settle term for the surrender of the posts 

of York and Gloucester. 

Cornwallis to Clinton: 

Sir, I HAVE the mortification to inform your Excellency that I gave up the posts York and 

Gloucester, and to surrender the troops under my command, by capitulation on the 19th inst. [of 

this month], as prisoners of war to the combined forces of America and France.  
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Henry Phelps Johnston. The Yorktown Campaign and the Surrender of Cornwallis, 1781. 

New York: Harper & Brothers, 1881.  
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Calendar Pages for Time Line 

August 1781 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

   1   Cornwallis’s army 

of 7,500 British and 

German soldiers occupy 

Yorktown 

2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

 

12 13 14 Washington 

changes strategy to 

move on VA instead of 

attacking NYC 

15 16 17 18 

19 Continental Army 

under Washington and 

Rochambeau begin 

march to Yorktown 

20 21 22 23 24 25 

26 27 28 29 30 French Admiral de 

Grasse arrives with 

French Fleet at the 

mouth of the 

Chesapeake 

31  
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September 1781 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

      1 

2 3 4 5 Battle of the Capes: 

de Grasse defeats 

British Admiral 

Thomas Graves, leaving 

Cornwallis with no 

escape route 

6 7 8 

9 10 11 12 13 14 Washington and 

Rochambeau arrive in 

Williamsburg, meet 

with Lafayette 

15 

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

23 24 25 26 The allied army of 

around 17,000 

assembles in 

Williamsburg 

27 28 The allied army 

marches to Yorktown 
29 Cornwallis receives 

word that he will 

receive reinforcements 

from British fleet, 

orders troops to 

abandon outer defenses 

30 Allied troops 

occupy the outermost 

defenses abandoned by 

the British 
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October 1781 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 Overnight, Allied 

troops dig first siege 

line 800 yards from 

British lines 

7 8 9 With artillery in 

place, Allies begin 

bombardment of 

Yorktown 

10 11 Second siege line, 

located 400 yards from 

British line, is begun 

12 13 

14 Capture of 

redoubts No. 9 and No. 

10 by Allies allow 

second siege line to be 

completed 

15 16 Failed British 

attack on French center 

forces Cornwallis to 

attempt escape across 

York River; violent 

storms halt attempt 

17 Cornwallis sends a 

drummer boy and 

British officer to ask for 

a cease-fire 

18 One French, one 

American, and two 

British officers meet at 

Augustine Moore’s 

house to negotiate terms 

of surrender 

19 Cornwallis’ army 

marches three miles out 

of Yorktown and 

surrenders to the Allied 

forces at Surrender 

Field 

20 

21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

28 29 30 31    
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