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The Siege of Yorktown
INTRODUCTION

The siege of Yorktown was a decisive American-French victory and the last major battle of the 
Revolutionary War. Americans and their French allies fought against British, American loyalist, and 
German auxiliary troops. Though the war was not officially over for two more years, the stunning 
victory at Yorktown proved to the world that the United States was capable of winning the 
Revolutionary War. British government officials were forced to admit that the expenditure of 
resources required to maintain British control over the American continent, particularly in the face 
of opposition by world powers such as France and Spain, was a higher price than Britain was willing 
to pay. The defeat at Yorktown made the British government turn its attention to defending its other 
colonies and even its homeland.

OBJECTIVES
As a result of this lesson, students will be able to:
1.  Use primary sources to obtain knowledge of key events leading to the American victory at 

Yorktown.
2.  Demonstrate their knowledge of those key events and identify causes and effects.
3.  Explain the importance of Yorktown in the larger context of the Revolutionary War.

STANDARDS OF LEARNING
This lesson meets the National Standards of Learning in the areas of historical comprehension, 

analysis, and decision making.

MATERIALS
Handout 1: Timeline of the Siege of Yorktown
Handouts 2–6

SETTING THE STAGE
Before beginning this lesson, teachers should read through the “Yorktown” Topic Overview and 

Handout 1: Timeline of the Siege of Yorktown to decide which main ideas they would like to discuss 
with students, making sure to emphasize key events leading to the Yorktown victory.

STRATEGY
1.  Divide the class into six groups of five to six students each. Instruct the students to each make 

a graphic organizer by dividing a blank sheet of paper into three rows. Have them label the 
rows “Siege Warfare,” “Earthworks,” and “Artillery.”

2.  Inform students that they will review several pieces of information, record data on their 
graphic organizers, and then work together in their small groups to determine how best to 
share their information with the class. As each group presents its findings, the rest of the class 
will fill in the graphic organizers to summarize the material being presented.
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3.  Assign each of the following three activities to two different groups, and distribute the  
appropriate handouts. Use the following information to instruct each small group.

Group 1—Siege warfare
Students in this group receive Handout 1: Timeline of the Siege of Yorktown and Handout 

2: Map of the Siege Lines at Yorktown. Students refer to the map as a visual aid while reading 
the timeline. Remind students to review the basic differences between siege warfare and 
battle warfare.

Students must decide how they would like to present their findings about siege warfare to 
the class. They may

a.  reenact the stages of the siege using other students and desks in the classroom to symbolize 
soldiers and siege lines (for example, one student represents a thousand soldiers);

b.  create a large, colorful map as a visual aid as the group members describe siege tactics 
to the class; or

c.  use three-dimensional manipulatives (such as a clay “battlefield,” a shoe box diorama, 
or a foldable of some type) to demonstrate the key events of the siege.

Group 2—Earthworks
This group receives Handout 3: Fascines and Gabions and Handout 4: Earthworks. An 

effective use of earthworks and siege artillery was essential to the American victory at Yorktown. 
Students review the diagrams and captions, drawing conclusions about why earthworks were 
necessary in siege warfare.

Students must decide how they would like to present their findings about earthworks to 
the class. They may

a.  sketch examples of earthworks (including dimensions such as height, width, and  
materials used),

b.  construct an example of earthworks using clay or another material to symbolize the 
structures built at Yorktown, or

c.  take turns explaining to the class the reasons for using earthworks and the procedure 
for building them.

Group 3—Artillery
This group receives Handout 5: Loading and Firing the Cannon and Handout 6: The 

Artillery in Action. Siege artillery was essential to the allied victory at Yorktown. Students review 
illustrations depicting how artillery works and the differences between types of artillery; they 
then explain how these devices helped the allies defeat Cornwallis’s army.

Students must decide how they would like to present their findings about artillery to the 
class. They may

a.  use sponges or Nerf balls to create three-dimensional siege artillery to demonstrate flat 
and high trajectories or

b.  use cardboard or other materials to build a “cannon” and use members of the group as 
the gun crew to demonstrate how cannons work.

4.  Reconvene the class and invite each group to present their findings. Remind students to copy 
the main points of each group’s presentation onto their graphic organizers.

LESSON EXTENSION ONE
Using data collected on their graphic organizers, students write essays explaining how each component 

(siege warfare, earthworks, and artillery) helped to bring about the defeat of the British at Yorktown.
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LESSON EXTENSION TWO
From the “Yorktown” Topic Overview, have each student choose one figure to role-play. Assign 

students to gather information by using the school’s media center, the public library, and/or the 
Internet. Using that information, each student prepares a brief biography of his/her assigned person’s 
life and role in the siege of Yorktown.

During a three- to five-minute presentation, each student dresses and acts the part of his/her chosen 
historical figure. [Note: Students may present in pairs or groups when representing persons who 
would have interacted with one another.] Each student should be able to tell a story that connects the 
figure with the siege of Yorktown. For assessment purposes, each presentation should include

1.  a brief description of a scene witnessed by the figure, including direct quotations if possible;
2.  the figure’s emotional reactions to events/decisions; and
3.  important events in the figure’s life after the siege.

After the presentation, the student may stay in character to answer questions from the class.

Yorktown: The Surrender of Cornwallis, Paris, France, circa 1781. From the collections of The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
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HANDOUT 1: TIMELINE OF THE SIEGE OF YORKTOWN

1778 February 6 France signs a formal treaty of alliance with the United States.

1780 July 10  Fifty-five hundred French soldiers, led by the comte de Rochambeau, arrive 
in Rhode Island to assist the Continental army.

1781 August 1 Between seven and eight thousand British and German soldiers, led by General 
Cornwallis, occupy Yorktown, Virginia.

 August 14 Washington learns that a French fleet commanded by the comte de Grasse 
will sail for the Chesapeake Bay. He decides to march to Virginia.

 September 5–8 A British fleet under Admiral Graves is battered by Admiral de Grasse’s larger 
French fleet in the battle of the Capes, off the coast of Virginia and North 
Carolina. The French now control access to Yorktown by sea.

 September 28 The allied army of seventeen thousand arrives at Yorktown.

 October 6 Allied troops begin digging a siege line eight hundred yards from British 
defenses.

 October 9 Allied troops begin bombarding Yorktown. During the eight-day siege, the 
allies fire an average of seventeen hundred shots per day, or about 1.2 shots 
every minute.

 October 14 About four hundred French soldiers and four hundred American soldiers 
attack British redoubts No. 9 and No. 10. The successful attacks allow the 
allies to complete a second siege line closer to the British defenses.

 October 16 About three hundred British troops attack a French battery at the center of 
the allied siege line. The attack fails. That night, Cornwallis tries to evacuate 
his men across the York River in boats. A dangerous storm foils the escape.

 October 17 Cornwallis proposes a cease-fire to discuss terms of surrender. Washington 
accepts. The following day, one French, one American, and two British officers 
meet to negotiate surrender terms.

 October 19 Cornwallis’s army marches out of Yorktown to surrender formally.

 November 25 News of Cornwallis’s defeat at Yorktown arrives in London. British support 
for the war in America declines.

1782 March  Parliament passes a resolution that prohibits further British military operations 
in North America. British prime minister, Lord North, resigns.

1783  September 3 Commissioners of the United States and Great Britain sign the Treaty of Paris, 
officially ending the Revolutionary War.
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HANDOUT 2: MAP OF THE SIEGE LINES AT YORKTOWN

Detail from “This Plan of the investment of York and Gloucester . . .” by Sebastian Bauman, Philadelphia, 1782. From the 
collections of The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
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HANDOUT 3: FASCINES AND GABIONS

Excerpted from C. Keith Wilbur, The Revolutionary Soldier, 1775–1783: An Illustrated Sourcebook of Authentic Details about 
Everyday Life for Revolutionary War Soldiers (Old Saybrook, Conn.: Globe Pequot Press, 1969, 1993), p. 70. By arrangement 
with the Globe Pequot Press, Guilford, Conn.
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HANDOUT 4: EARTHWORKS

Excerpted from C. Keith Wilbur, The Revolutionary Soldier, 1775–1783: An Illustrated Sourcebook of Authentic Details  
about Everyday Life for Revolutionary War Soldiers (Old Saybrook, Conn.: Globe Pequot Press, 1969, 1993), p. 71.  
By arrangement with the Globe Pequot Press, Guilford, Conn.
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HANDOUT 5: LOADING AND FIRING THE CANNON

Excerpted from C. Keith Wilbur, The Revolutionary Soldier, 1775–1783: An Illustrated Sourcebook of Authentic Details 
about Everyday Life for Revolutionary War Soldiers (Old Saybrook, Conn.: Globe Pequot Press, 1969, 1993), p. 45.  
By arrangement with the Globe Pequot Press, Guilford, Conn.
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HANDOUT 6: THE ARTILLERY IN ACTION

Excerpted from C. Keith Wilbur, The Revolutionary Soldier, 1775–1783: An Illustrated Sourcebook of Authentic Details  
about Everyday Life for Revolutionary War Soldiers (Old Saybrook, Conn.: Globe Pequot Press, 1969, 1993), p. 46.  
By arrangement with the Globe Pequot Press, Guilford, Conn.
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We would enjoy receiving copies of some of your students’ work from any of the lesson plans in this teacher guide. If 
you care to share examples, please send them to:

  Gina DeAngelis
  Education Outreach
  The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
  P.O. Box 1776 
  Williamsburg, VA 23187-1776
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