
Strategic/Operational:
1) Theater Strategy –  English leaders, and their field commanders, continued to search 
unsuccessfully for an effective strategy to end the American rebellion. Like the others they had 
tried, the “Southern Strategy” proved ineffective, this time resting on the faulty assumption of 
significant Loyalist support. Complicating things further, Clinton and Cornwallis did not share a 
common view of priorities and objectives in the southern theater. This created conflicting orders 
and disjointed actions. 

Washington and Rochambeau, on the other hand-- after good debate and discussion - 
developed a coherent strategy to attack British weakness with Allied strength.  Not only did 
they include effective deception of Clinton, but all forces and efforts - both land and sea - were 
synchronized toward the final objective. As a result, Yorktown was the “straw” that finally broke 
the will of the British Parliament.  
2) Joint and Alliance Operations – Yorktown provides America’s earliest example of exemplary 
joint (army and navy) and alliance (American and French) operations.  Without the alliance, and 
the mutual trust between Rochambeau and Washington, the campaign would never have gotten 
off the ground. And without the French fleet’s denial of British naval support, the land operation 
wouldn’t have succeeded.

3) Unity of Effort – The British lacked unity of effort leading up to Yorktown. Not only did 
Clinton and Cornwallis not get along, Cornwallis effectively created his own strategy for the 
South.  Because Cornwallis had been allowed to communicate directly with Lord Germain, 
who ran the war from his ministry in London, his strategy was effectively forced on a reluctant 
Clinton, who still felt the ultimate center of gravity was in New York. As a result, he issued 
contradictory orders and failed to provide his full support to Cornwallis until it was too late. 

The Allies, on the other hand, displayed seamless unity of effort (notwithstanding 
Rochambeau’s clever strategy nudge to de Grasse). After it was decided to campaign south, 
every effort and every force (army and navy) was directed at the same objectives. The results 
bear out this important principle of war. 

Tactical:
1) Siege Tactics – Yorktown demonstrated the power of effective siege tactics during this 
period. Fortunately for Washington, he not only had French siege guns, but the expert advice 
of Rochambeau and von Steuben to ensure his success. 

2) Overconfidence – Cornwallis might have escaped his trap if he had acted more 
decisively sooner. After the French fleet arrived on the 30th of August he still had a 
few weeks until Washington’s full forces arrived in Williamsburg on the 26th of 
September. While he was at least equal to the opposing forces of Lafayette and 
St. Simon, he might have tried to break out or cross over to Gloucester.  

His failure to contemplate these actions was likely a result of overconfidence 
in the Royal Navy and his lack of confidence in the forces allied against him - 
especially the Americans. Even in his own letters to Clinton, dated 16 and 17 
September, he estimated he could hold out for six weeks.  He lasted four.

Early American Wars:

 Yorktown

British:  Approx. 8,000 troops, including Germans and Loyalists, 
commanded by Lt. Gen. Charles Earl Cornwallis (Cornwallis 
reported to Lt. Gen. Sir Henry Clinton, Britain’s Commander of 
the American theater). The Royal Navy’s American and part of 
the Caribbean Squadron (19 ships of the line) was commanded by 
Rear Admiral Thomas Graves. (Admiral Hood became subordinate 
when they joined forces.)

American and French:  The combined army of approx. 17,300 
troops (9,500 Americans and 7,800 French) was commanded by 
General George Washington. French forces were commanded by Lt. 
Gen. Jean-Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur, Comte de Rochambeau. 
Key subordinates included Maj. Gen. Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch 
Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette (Light Division); Maj. Gen. 
Benjamin Lincoln (2nd Division); and Maj. Gen. Freidrich Wilhelm 
August von Steuben (3rd Division). The French Naval Squadron 
(28 ships of the line) was commanded by Admiral François Joseph 
Paul, Comte de Grasse. He was supported by Admiral de Barras 
(eight ships of the line, plus frigates and transports).

In 1781, after six years of fighting, the future of the American 
colonies was far from resolved. The British were still dominant 
on land and sea, and except for a few bright spots like Trenton 
and Saratoga, the Americans had been unable to match the skills 
of the strongest army of the time. 
The British still held the important 
commercial center of New York, as 
well as the important strongholds of 
Savannah and Charleston in the South. 
The Royal Navy still dominated at sea, 
providing their commanders with 
important strategic interior lines from 
which to support land operations. 

Yet, despite these advantages, several 
factors were working against the 
British. The conflict had unexpectedly 
become a protracted war - draining the British treasury. At 
the same time, competing struggles in Europe and elsewhere 
demanded increased British attention and resources. Also, war 

weariness had begun settling over the British Parliament. Against 
this backdrop, the brilliantly executed Yorktown campaign, in the 
autumn of 1781, was a resounding American victory. This climactic 
battle would finally convince the British that their cause was lost, 
and result in formal American independence two years later at the 
Treaty of Paris (1783).   

Actions by the British – By the summer of 1780, Britain’s war in 
the Colonies had become a stalemate. The nature of the war was 
different than British leadership had initially expected.  Instead 
of cutting off the head of the rebellion in Boston and quickly 
subduing the Colonies with superior British force, America’s 
determination only hardened.  The British tried new strategies, 
like dividing the colonies along the Hudson River, and later, 
trying to crush the rebellion by seizing Philadelphia – but they 
went nowhere. Meanwhile, England faced growing pressure from 
France and Spain in Europe, India, Africa, and the Caribbean. 
This led to reductions in troop levels in America and further tied 
British forces closer to fortified bases accessible by sea. 

Clinton could hold New York, but he was tethered to his sea lines 
of communications. Searching for alternatives, he began to look 
south. With a lower concentration of Continentals on the ground, 
and a higher percentage of Loyalists, he decided to try a different 
strategy to divide the colonies. By using southern Loyalists to help 
reestablish British rule, he thought he could isolate the rebellion in 

the north by cutting off southern support. 
After successfully capturing Charleston 
in the summer of 1780, he left Cornwallis 
behind to execute his plan, while he 
focused his attention on defending New 
York from an attack from Washington and 
the French that he was sure would come. 

But things didn’t go as planned. As 
Cornwallis pursued rebel forces and 
seized their supplies, strong Loyalist 
support never materialized. At the same 
time, Nathanael Greene, who Washington 

sent to replace Horatio Gates, began waging an effective guerrilla 
war against him, making his operations in the countryside 
increasingly costly. After returning to the coast to resupply in the 

This issue was written by Christopher Petty (Brigadier General USA, retired) for the exclusive use of Trinsicore, 
LLC. Battle Digest (TM) is a trademark of Trinsicore, LLC. The contents of this publication are copyrighted by 
Trinsicore, LLC., except as indicated in ‘Endnotes, Maps and Images’. All rights are reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, or by any means, without the prior written permission 
of Trinsicore, LLC, except for short passages used for the purposes of review. To request copies of this, or other 
issues, please visit www.BattleDigest.com.

Volume 1 H Issue 3

LESSONS LEARNED

DATE:
Sept. 28 – Oct. 19, 1781

LOCATION:
Yorktown, Virginia

Endnotes, Maps, and Images
Endnotes:   1. Brendan Morrissey, Yorktown 1781: The World Turned Upside Down. [Osprey Publishing. Oxford. 1997. P.40];  2. Don Cook, The Yorktown Stratagem. [Military History Quarterly, Autumn 
1995, Vol 8, No.1. p.10];  3. Ibid, 11;  4. Ibid, 13;  5. Ibid, 14;  6. Morrissey, 76;  7. Ibid, 58;  Maps:  Map 1: Movement to Yorktown: Provided by USMA Department of History;  Map 2: The Siege of 
Yorktown: Courtesy of Mount Vernon Ladies Association, MountVernon.org;  Images:  Lt Gen Charles, Earl Cornwallis: [Public domain], from Wikimedia Commons;  French Maj Gen Rochambeau: [Public 
domain], via Wikimedia Commons;  French Admiral Comte de Grasse: [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons;  General George Washington: John Trumbull [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons; 
The American Soldier-1781 [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons;  Victory Monument-Yorktown [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons;  The Storming of Redoubt #10: US Army Chief of Military 
Historians office, [Public domain], hosted at http://xenophongroup.com/mcjoynt/IMAGES.htm;  Storming a Redoubt at Yorktown, Eugene-Louis Lami, 1840, Education Library of Virginia, [Public domain], 
hosted at http://edu.lva.virginia.gov/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/redoubt

Fo
r 

Il
lu

st
ra

ti
VE

 P
UR

PO
SE

S 
On

ly
 a

nd
 d

oe
s 

no
t 

re
pr

es
en

t 
an

y 
en

do
rs

em
en

t 
of

 t
h

is
 p

ro
du

ct

Lessons for Today’s Leaders

For more, visit us online at 
www.BattleDigest.com

Battle Digest is made possible by the generous 
contributions from your partners in defense...

Notes: _______________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

opposing forces

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver




