The Battle of Yorktown
19 October 1781
Thank you honored guests and “The Sons of the Revolution” for inviting me to speak before you today.


I began my military career in 1968 as a Combat Order of Battle Analyst.  These past 39 years I have studied numerous battles and enemy Order of Battle.  With this experience I would like to give you a short synopsis on the last battle of the Revolutionary war, the battle of Yorktown.
Intelligence Analysts use an acronym for studying enemy capabilities and limitations, it’s called WET.  Weather, Enemy, and Terrain.  Today’s modern military might use the term IPB, or Intelligence preparation of the battlefield.  But WET is a simple way to compare forces that oppose each other on a battle field.  It’s a way to look at the conditions that forced opposing commanders to react to each others tactics more than 226 years ago.


Secondly, I’d like to wrap up the study of Weather, Enemy, and Terrain by giving the highlights of the battle and summarize why a Strategic move by the British resulted in a victory for the Americans.


The Weather:

What was the weather like in October of 1781?  According to published resources “A storm of “unknown character” struck Virginia on the night of the 16th of October.  The Earl of Cornwallis, at Yorktown, was trapped by the French Fleet and the Patriot Army, under the command of George Washington.  The Earl decided to flee to the north to Gloucester Point under the cover of darkness.  A ‘furious storm’ doomed the plan to failure, as seas ran high and every boat was swamped.  He sent forward his flag of truce and surrendered, thus ending the battle. (Chapman)

Volatile weather along the Virginia coast in September and October was not unusual. 

The area was always considered a dangerous place for Mariners.  Hurricanes and bad storms regularly struck the Virginia Coastline as far back as recorded history.  
Here are some facts and figures;  Hurricanes struck coastal Virginia in October 1703; November 1706; September 1713; August 1724; September 1747; October 19th, 1749; October 22, 1752; September 1761; September 1766, 1769; 1772; August 1773; 1775; July 1776; August 1777; and August 1781.  Finally, a storm, of unknown character struck in October 1781.  

No fewer than 13 hurricanes or tropical storms struck coastal Virginia from July to October dating back 78 years, from 1781 to 1703.  But more important, what was the typical result of these types of storms?  The storms that struck coastal Virginia would raise water in the Chesapeake Bay some 15 feet!  In 1749 Hampton Virginia, in the old part of town, had 4 feet of water flood its streets.  Bridges would be carried away by raging rivers and Ships were driven ashore.  In 1775 a hurricane drove a British ship inland and left it stranded in the Back River.  The vessel was boarded by locals.  They captured the crew, secured its goods, and set the ship on fire!  It was not unusual for entire new spits of land to be formed, or, new inlets formed by the sand being eroded away.  The Hurricane of 1749 blew down the walls of Fort  George and created, from the ocean floor, Willoughby Spit!
The bottom line is, there was, and still is, a history of hurricanes striking the coastal Virginia in the fall of the year.  This should have been a factor in Cornwallis’ picking Yorktown as the location of his Army Headquarters.  It was October, and the heart of the hurricane season!  

The Terrain:

Since coastal Virginia was plagued by hurricanes throughout its colonial history, what type of land form, what type of terrain, is found in the battle area?  This should have been an important factor in picking an area for defending oneself against the Continental Army.  

 According to a NOAA report the area is historically dangerous.  Numerous sunken ships are located off the coast of Virginia.  Hurricanes created shifting sands and destroyed some landforms, the entire coast is considered extremely dangerous to mariners.  
According to NOAA, “no matter what technology comes along, the weather in the area can be highly volatile.  This makes the Bay, even to this day, a dangerous place to traverse.”  The terrain of coastal Virginia is relatively flat with inlets, small hills and creeks in the Yorktown area.  
The British used the “natural protective features of ravines and creeks”  in the natural defense of Yorktown.  Yorktown Creek and Wormley creek were used in the outer defenses.  These creeks were associated with rugged terrain and marshes and afforded some natural protection.  But according to the ‘Handbook on Yorktown’ the high ground between these two creeks was considered a weak link.  It was flat and wide and offered an easy approach into Yorktown.  The British Engineers had to lay out 4 redoubts to protect this natural entrance into the city of Yorktown.  

What of the town of Yorktown itself?  When the British took over Yorktown it was virtually a ghost town.  It was a ‘spread out’ city, with a few burned out houses, but for the most part it was abandoned just before the British moved in.  The protection of “citizens as hostages” was removed, there were no citizens in Yorktown and the 400 man militia marched off to Williamsburg.  The British had the town all to itself, which meant that firing into the town would not cause harm to any living American citizen.

Yorktown is nestled up against the York River.  The river offered some protection against invasion.  It might offer escape to Gloucester Point.  But, the River also meant that those in Yorktown might find themselves trapped.  Both cities, Yorktown and Gloucester Point, could be put under siege.  And, they were put under siege by the American and French troops during the battle.  

Now, let us look at the “enemy.”  What type of British soldier was the American and French infantryman up against?    

British Regulars were well trained.  By the time they had marched into Yorktown they were hardened and seasoned veterans.  The British Army drilled to perfection at the seven commands it took to load and fire a musket.  Usually, in those days, Armies would draw up within 20 meters of each other before they would unleash a volley.


By the 1700’s the loading and firing of a musket was down to a science.  But the British Army went a step further in perfecting the art of massed fire.  Instead of firing in ranks of three, with the first rank kneeling, they developed firing using only two ranks.  This meant that every soldier firing a musket was standing, and more maneuverable.  

British Companies were formed by two Platoons.  Right hand files would be called the First Platoon and the left hand files would be called the Second Platoon.  The British developed the “Fire by Platoon” tactic or a type of “rolling thunder.”  The Platoon on the outside flank of the Regiment would fire, then one or two seconds later, the next Platoon would fire.  The affect would be a constant “hail of bullets” into the enemy formation.  This would “break” the enemy resulting in the British Calvary running them down and finishing them off.  By 1775 a well trained British soldier was able to fire three shots per minute in ranks using Rolling Thunder at about 20 meters from the enemy!


But this was a garrison army now, and what was happening to them?  Cornwallis had brought his 1000 men to Virginia from North Carolina.  Benedict Arnold’s 5,000 men in Virginia now fell under Cornwallis’ command.  For the most part they were garrisoned at Yorktown and across the York River at Gloucester.  An army moves on its stomach, so, what was happening to British living in Yorktown?  

According to the National Park history, Cornwallis was blockaded by the French Fleet as early as September.  One British soldier wrote “We get terrible provisions now, putrid ship’s meat and wormy biscuits that have spoiled on ships.  Many of the men have taken sick here with dysentery or the bloody flux and with diarrhea.  Also the foul fever is spreading, partly on account of many of the hardships from which we have had little rest day or night, and partly on account of the awful food; but mostly, the nitebearing water is to blame for it.”  The garrisoned British Regular was not able to fight his type of battle.  He couldn’t fight using rolling thunder; he was not able to use his Calvary to ride down the enemy.  It was an Army in garrison now.  
Cornwallis decided to gamble the fate of his Army, he was stuck in a town that was abandoned, along a coast that was fraught with bad weather, and cut off from a robust supply system by French warships!  His men were eating rotten meat!
Now the battle:  There is a lot to this battle, more than time allows, but the highlights of any good battle are based on the Weather, the Enemy, and the Terrain.  General Patton summed it up, THE SUCCESS IN WAR DEPENDS UPON THE GOLDEN RULE OF WAR.  SPEED – SIMPLICITY – BOLDNESS; there in lies the secret to the American success in the ‘last battle’ of the Revolutionary War. 
Washington was in New York with American forces when he heard about Cornwallis at Yorktown.  The French Army was in Newport Rhode Island; their fleet was receiving a new Commander.  And there was still a viable army in the Carolinas.  What tipped the scales for Washington to jump into action was the arrival of French Admiral Grasse at Yorktown.  In September 1781 he sailed arrived at Yorktown and anchored off shore with more than 3,000 troops.  
Washington had only one problem, he needed to move his American and French forces 450 miles south to Virginia.  On September 1781 the order was issued to move on Yorktown.  In less than two days Yorktown was surrounded.  More than 7,000 American regulars, 4,000 Militia, and 5,000 French Regulars surrounded Yorktown.  Gloucester was also surrounded and pinned against the York River by American forces.  

Prior to American arrival, Cornwallis assumed that General Clinton would send reinforcements.  Thinking these reinforcements would tip the scales in his favor, Cornwallis abandoned his outer defenses.  Unfortunately this was a tactical error that spelled the doom of the British Army.
By the 6th of October the first Allied Siege Line encircled the British.  Firing on the besieged British began at 3 o’clock and a steady barrage of cannon fire hammered the city and the British ships located in the harbor.  

One British soldier wrote “Tonight (9 October) about tattoo the enemy began to salute our left wing and shortly afterward our entire line with bombs, cannons, and howitzers…..  Early this morning (10 October) we had to change our camp and pitch our tents in the earth works, on account of the heavy fire of the enemy….. One could….not avoid the horribly many cannon balls either inside or outside the city…many were badly injured and mortally wounded by the fragments of bombs which exploded partly in the air and partly on the ground, their arms and legs severed or themselves struck dead…  (October 11) One saw men lying nearly everywhere who were mortally wounded…I saw bombs fall into the water and lie there for 5, 6, - 8 and more minutes and then still explode…fragments and pieces of these bombs flew back again and fell on the houses and buildings of the city and in our camp, where they still did much damage and robbed many brave soldier of his life or struck off an arm and leg.”

The bombardment continued without fail; it was so powerful that the Allied army was able to move up closer and began a second Siege Line.  Work began on the second siege line on the night of October 11th and 12th.  For 3 days the men worked at building this new siege line that would bring most of the troops up to “storming” distance.

British redoubts 9 and 10 were captured in order to extend this siege line and by October 15th the line was almost complete.  On the night of October 15th a British attack attempted to throw the Allied forces out of the second siege line, but that was a failure.  On the night of October 16 Cornwallis was attempting to escape to Gloucester Point, but a shortage of small boats, and a storm about midnight, the storm I spoke about earlier, interfered with this operation.  Boats were swamped, the River was rough and choppy, and that idea was finally abandoned.  

On the morning of the 17th he recalled those troops that had crossed the river.  At 10 o’clock, after consultation with his officers he sent a drummer, dressed in red, went up on a point near the parapet and drummed a “parley.”

Cornwallis had suffered great casualties from the Allied cannon barrage.  The enemy had superior men and firepower, he had suffered 552 casualties, and all of his big guns were now out of commission.  He said of his situation “We at that time could not fire a single gun….I therefore proposed to capitulate.”


In summary, articles of surrender were drawn up, and on the 19th of October, 1781, the British marched by Regiment to lay down arms to the tune of “The World Turned Upside Down.”  Most of the British prisoners were marched off to prison camps in Virginia and Maryland.  The French remained in Virginia until spring where they returned to Rhode Island.  The Americans marched back up to the Hudson in early November.  And the British fleet sent to help Cornwallis arrived too late; it arrived in late October, too little, too late.  

The American Soldier, both the Regular and Militiaman, had grown from those early days at Lexington and Concord.  Where they were known as the “Army of Observation.”  They had grown from those early “minutemen” who had to grab a musket, three days rations and their horse in one minute.  From those early militias that stood up to a well trained army, as best they could, they grew into a professional Army that finally gave the British at Yorktown a real licking.  

It can be argued as to whom General Patton learned his tenants of war from, but I would expect that he had studied this campaign in detail.  Patton saw how Washington moved at the opportunity.  Patton wrote “The best is the enemy of the good.  By this I mean that a good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan next week.  War is a very simple thing, and the determining characteristics are self-confidence, speed, and audacity.  None of these things can ever be perfect, but they can be good.”  

I also believe that a good Commander would have studied the weather, the enemy, and terrain would have identified the capabilities and limitations of the enemy.  Had Cornwallis done his homework he might have thought of a better place to winter his troops.  
But some of these decision might be by Devine intervention.  One has to wonder about the storm on the night of the 16th   and 17th of October!  It hit at exactly the right time!
Thank You!
Ken Luikart, Lt Col, GA ANG
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