GEORGE
WASHINGTON’S

GREAT
GAMBLE

AND THE SEA BATTLE THAT WON
THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION |

JAMES L NELSQ,N
U HOR OF DICT ARNOLD’S NAV D“GEORG'?WA G TON’S SECRET N.

R



GEORGE
WASHINGTON’S

GREAT
GAMBLE

AND THE SEA BATTLE THAT WON
THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

JAMES L. NELSON

New York Chicago San Francisco Lisbon London Madrid Mexico City
Milan New Delhi Sanjuan Seoul Singapore Sydney Toronto



The McGraw-Hill Companies

Copyright © 2010 by The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. All rights reserved. Except as permitted
under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or
distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the
prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-0-07-174317-4
MHID: 0-07-174317-0

The material in this eBook also appears in the print version of this title: ISBN: 978-0-07-162679-8,
MHID: 0-07-162679-4.

All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a trademark symbol
after every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial fashion only, and to
the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the trademark. Where
such designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial caps.

McGraw-Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and sales
promotions, or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative please e-mail
us at bulksales@mcgraw-hill.com.

TERMS OF USE

This is a copyrighted work and The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. (“McGrawHill”) and its li-
censors reserve all rights in and to the work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except
as permitted under the Copyright Act of 1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the
work, you may not decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create deriva-
tive works based upon, transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or
any part of it without McGraw-Hill’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncom-
mercial and personal use; any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the
work may be terminated if you fail to comply with these terms.

THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO
GUARANTEES OR WARRANTIESAS TO THEACCURACY,ADEQUACY OR COMPLETE-
NESS OF OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE WORK, INCLUDING ANY
INFORMATION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK VIA HYPERLINK
OR OTHERWISE, AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IM-
PLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANT-
ABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill and its licensors do
not warrant or guarantee that the functions contained in the work will meet your requirements or
that its operation will be uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill nor its licensors shall
be liable to you or anyone else for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of cause, in the
work or for any damages resulting therefrom. McGraw-Hill has no responsibility for the content
of any information accessed through the work. Under no circumstances shall McGraw-Hill and/
or its licensors be liable for any indirect, incidental, special, punitive, consequential or similar
damages that result from the use of or inability to use the work, even if any of them has been
advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation of liability shall apply to any claim or
cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in contract, tort or otherwise.



For Elizabeth, Nathaniel, Jonathan, and Abigail . . .

mes petils poulets



This page intentionally left blank



CONTENTS

Prologue

PART ONE AN OPPORTUNITY IN VIRGINIA

1

< OOt B~ 00N

Washington and Rochambeau
Sea Power for the General
“The parricide Arnold”
Copper Bottoms

Head of Elk

The Battle of Cape Henry

“An attempt to conquer Virginia”

XI

3
17
26
37
48
58
72

PART TWO GREENE AND CORNWALLIS: LOOKING NORTH

8

9
10
11

12
13

14

The Beginning of the End

The American Command

The Battle of Guilford Courthouse

A Pyrrhic Victory

Reinforcing the Chesapeake

“[T]he Enemy have turned so much of their attention to the
Southern States”

The Battle of Blandford

PART THREE THE FIGHT ON LAND AND SEA

15
16
17
18
19
20
21

The British War at Sea

Juncture

“I am inclined to think well of York”
The Promise of a Fleet

The Battle of Green Springs

The March on New York

An Operation to the Southward

83
89
100
110
121

130
144



vi CONTENTS

22
23
24
25

The Arrival of de Grasse

The Battle of the Capes

“The signal was not understood”
The Siege of Yorktown

Epilogue: “A most glorious day”
Time Line

Acknowledgments

Endnotes

Bibliography

Index

263
275
290
305

323
334
337
339
365
370



In any operations, and under all circumstances, a decisive naval superiority
is to be considered as a fundamental principle, and the basis upon which

every hope of success must ultimately depend.

— GEORGE WASHINGTON fo the Comte de Rochambeau

July 15, 1780
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PROLOGUE

Yorktown, Virginia
October 14, 1781

THE EVENING IS cold, and the Marquis de Lafayette wraps himself
tighter in his greatcoat and pushes his cocked hat down on his head.
Around him, the freshly turned earth, the broken landscape, the town
of York off to the north are washed golden by the last rays of the sun set-
ting in a clear western sky. The dome of sky overhead is a great arch of
variegated color—brilliant orange in the west fading to white, then deep-
ening to pale blue, then navy blue like the cloth of his uniform coat, and
finally night-black in the east. The wide York River is a great dark plain,
and the ships riding at anchor there are lost in shadow.

General Lafayette is twenty-four, lean and hard. For three years, he
has been at the forefront of the fighting in the American War for Inde-
pendence. For the past half year, he and his ragged band of veteran
troops have been marching around Virginia, dogging the army of Lord
Charles Cornwallis. Lafayette has marched for days at a time through
brutal heat and driving rain, has slept in the open, and has lived on salt
rations—and little of that. He is in the most vigorous health of his life.

He and his army chased Cornwallis’s superior force when able and
made “retrograde motions’—retreats—when necessary. The armies tan-
gled twice, in the battles of Spencer’s Ordinary and Green Springs.
Always, Lafayette tried to keep just out of Cornwallis’s reach while never
allowing the British general to see how weak he really was.

But all that is over. Cornwallis and his eighty-three hundred men are
less than a mile away, hunkered down behind the earthworks sur-
rounding Yorktown (as York is also called), and Lafayette has no fear of
him now. More than seventeen thousand American and French troops
surround his lordship, and a massive fleet of French ships of the line

X1



xii PROLOGUE

rides at anchor near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. The Americans
have dug a trench parallel to Cornwallis’s works and will soon dig
another that is closer still, moving their heavy guns within 500 yards of
the British defenses. After six years of war, so many lost chances, and so
many bitter defeats, it is almost over.

The young Frenchman looks over the heaped earth that forms a low
wall along the opposite face of the g-foot-deep trench in front of him.
Beyond, lit by the setting sun, is the piled earthwork of the British bat-
tery known as Redoubt Number 10. To the left, he can see Redoubt
Number g, larger than Number 10. These batteries, detached from the
main defenses at Yorktown, guard the left side of the British line. As long
as their cannons are in the hands of British troops, the Americans can
advance their siege works no closer. Tonight, Lafayette intends to
change that.

He is nervous, and, being young and French, he does not embrace
the stoicism of his hero and mentor George Washington. He is pacing
and drumming his fingers. The men who will be assaulting Number 10
are his men, the light infantry under his command. Many of them
marched with him from New York in February. They were with him on
the heights of Richmond in April, waiting for Major General William
Phillips and the turncoat Benedict Arnold to attack. They stood with
him in the great fusillade of shot at the Battle of Green Springs in July.
They shadowed the British army with him through the long, hot sum-
mer until Cornwallis went to earth at Yorktown. Lafayette does not want
to send these men into the British guns. He wants to lead them in.

Six weeks ago, he would have done just that, but six weeks ago the
Virginia tidewater was not at the center of the American Revolution. At
the end of August, the focus of the 1781 campaign season was still an
attack on Sir Henry Clinton in New York City. Virginia and Cornwallis
had been a sideshow. But that has all changed now, and with it
Lafayette’s status in the Continental Army. He is no longer command-
ing a motley force of twelve hundred troops. He is now one of three
major-generals in the largest American force on the continent.

He has other reasons to be nervous. There are more than seven thou-
sand French troops with the Americans outside Yorktown. Taking
Redoubt Number g tonight will be the responsibility of the French
infantry under the command of Baron de Vioménil. The two columns,
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French and American, will be advancing at the same time, hitting their
respective redoubts at the same moment. Lafayette wants the American
light infantry to make a good show next to the professional soldiers of
his native country. He will later write to a friend, “You will understand
that my heart was beating rapidly for the reputation of my light infantry.”

He looks to the west. The sun is half lost behind the ridgeline of the
distant hills. Soon now.

In the American camp, Sergeant Joseph Plumb Martin is prepared for
some sort of action, but he does not know what. His corps of miners and
sappers has been ordered to the trenches, so he knows that “something
extraordinary, serious or comical, [is] going forward.”

Martin has been serving in the Continental Army since before the
Declaration of Independence was signed more than five years ago. He
fought at the battles of Brooklyn and Monmouth and suffered through
winters of terrible cold and deprivation at Valley Forge and Morristown.
And now, like the men around him, he senses that this long, long road
may be reaching its end at last. Six weeks before, no one could imagine
an end to the war. Now they are contemplating the very real possibility
that American independence is at hand.

The lieutenant gives a guttural order, and Martin and four hundred
others rise in the fading light and file out of camp. They head toward
the trench, known in military parlance as a “parallel,” that Sergeant Mar-
tin had a hand in digging just days ago. Some of the men are sappers
and miners like him, others light infantry, their well-tended muskets
unloaded and resting on their shoulders as they march. The ground
around them is open, broken by small hills and ravines and steep defiles
where streams run through. There are few trees to be seen.

The men hop down into the shallow trench—7 feet wide by g feet
deep—and move east, toward the river. They move silently, hidden by
the mound of earth between them and the British redoubt a few hun-
dred yards away.

Near the eastern end of the parallel, they are ordered to hold up.
Martin can see a few officers fixing bayonets on long wooden staves to
fashion makeshift pikes. That means they’ll be making an assault on the
British works tonight. A veteran like Martin can tell that much from what
the officers are up to.
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Above and ahead of him, standing on the ground above the parallel,
Martin sees a group of officers huddled in conversation. One is the Mar-
quis de Lafayette, the French general, just a few years older than he is.
Another is Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Hamilton. Martin grunts,
shaking his head. Hamilton is a staff officer, more used to wielding a pen
than a sword. Playing at soldiers, now?

The officers are talking in soft tones, and so is everyone else. No order
has been passed. The men just know. Even the guns are silent along the
line. Martin can hear crickets and the soft lap of water on the riverbank
not far off. From time to time, a musket bangs out loud in the still
evening—a nervous picket taking a shot at a moving shadow or some-
one in camp trying his skill on a goose flying overhead.

The meeting of the officers breaks up, and soon the sappers and min-
ers are called forward. They move along the ditch as a body, past the
grim-faced light infantry. The sun is well down now, the sky turning a
uniformly deep gray, but they can still see well enough. At the end of
the parallel, they are halted again, and axes are handed out. A young
captain walks down the line, the legs of his white breeches gleaming
unnaturally bright in the deepening twilight. Redoubt Number 10, he says.
That’s for us. The one on the left there, you can still see it. Right hard against
the bluff. His accent is New York.

Martin nods. Of course. Those redoubts are smack in the middle of
where the Americans need to extend their lines. They have to go before
the works can advance any closer to Yorktown.

He hears someone mention New London, and a murmur goes
through the men, a low growl as if from an angry beast. Over the past
few days, they’ve heard that Benedict Arnold has been turned loose on
Connecticut, just as he was turned loose on Virginia last spring. The
mere mention of Arnold’s name is enough to raise their ire, but there
is more. The rumor is that troops in Fort Griswold who called for quar-
ter were summarily butchered on Arnold’s order. Now there is talk of
taking revenge on the soldiers in Redoubt Number 10 for the sins of the
traitor. To the men in the ditch, this seems like a just thing. Give no
quarter.

The captain is still explaining the plan. On the word, we’ll move forward,
sappers and miners first, he explains. The redoubts are near wrecked by the
artillery, but there’s still abatis there, and the sappers are to cut it away to clear
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the way for the light infantry. Then the light infantry will do their work with bay-
onels. Ain’t even loading muskels at all.

Martin can see the abatis in his mind—saplings and the thin tops of
trees, cut to wicked points and mounted to jut like lances from the sides
of the redoubts. It is almost impossible to get through them, and the
enemy in his works will shoot you down like a bear in a pit while you try.

So the sappers and miners are sent in first to clear it away. And what
stops the sappers and miners from being shot down? Nothing. Luck,
maybe. God. Beyond that, nothing.

The watchword is “Rochambeau,” the captain says. Rochambeau . . .
Sergeant Martin likes this. Say it quick and it sounds like “Rush on,
boys!” That will indeed be the watchword as the musket balls begin to
fly. “Rush on, boys!”

Itis full dark now, and Joseph Plumb Martin and the rest are ordered
forward again, up and out of the trench, moving toward the redoubt
that is barely visible as a darker loom against a starry sky. After 5o feet
they halt, and the order goes down the line for the men to lie down and
wait for the signal to advance: three shells fired from a battery not far
from where the troops are hidden.

The grass is wet and cold with evening dew. Martin closes his eyes for
a moment. He can smell the grass, the fresh-turned earth of the paral-
lel behind him, a slight salt tang from the brackish river. Wood smoke
from the cook fires in the camps. Sweat and damp wool from the men
huddled near him in the grass.

The waiting is the worst. Joseph Plumb Martin has done this many
times, and he knows. The waiting, with quiet all around broken only by
the breathing of the men, men clearing their throats, yawning. Fear lies
over you like a blanket while you wait for the fighting to begin, so oppres-
sive you want to kick it off, except that it feels better to remain absolutely
still. Dear God, I've come this far, he thinks. It can’t end for me tonight, it just
can’t. To be killed tonight would be so frightfully unfair. But if there’s
one thing he knows from five years of soldiering, it’s that fairness does
not exist in war.

He opens his eyes and there, burning in the night sky, are the shells
that say it’s time to go. He pushes himself up, sees that no one else is
moving, and then realizes that the lights are Jupiter and Venus, bright
in the evening sky. He slumps to the ground again.
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For long minutes, Martin and the rest lie in the cold grass. Far to the
left, a mile or more, French artillery opens up on the British lines, and
then, like a distant echo, Martin hears guns from across the river in
Gloucester. A feint, he thinks. Make ‘em think we’re coming at them from the
left. He has not been told this—a sergeant of the sappers and miners
does not need to know these things—but he’s seen it before, and he
knows he’s right. He hopes it fools the Redcoats.

Then suddenly, overhead, trailing their tails of light like comets, three
shells arc across the western sky, and they are most certainly shells this
time and not wayward planets. Up! Up! Up! The captain is running down
the line of prone men, crouching low and moving fast, and there is just
enough light for Martin to see him making an “up” gesture with his
hands.

Martin is on his feet with no notion of how he got there, his ax held
across his chest like a musket. The men in front are moving, and soon
Martin is moving, too, one of a long column of men moving silently
through the night, their pace a quick walk. Redoubt Number 10 is
ahead, a black hump against the sky, no more. There are stars above
them and spots of light scattered around the countryside—lanterns or
small fires—but beyond that is blackness.

Lord Charles Cornwallis is standing on the rim of the earthworks that
surround Yorktown. His sick and exhausted men have dug more than a
mile of works, aided by hundreds of escaped slaves who have flocked to
the British ensign.

Now he has had to turn the slaves out because he cannot feed them.
What will become of them he does not know, but some may starve and
others may be recaptured and punished. He had no choice. His own
men will be starving soon. Food, medicine, and ammunition are run-
ning low. There is no fodder for the horses, and hundreds have been
shot and tossed into the York River, where their bloated corpses float
like so much flotsam in the wake of a storm.

He walks slowly toward the east, looking out at the American lines.
The sky overhead is a dull gray in the dying light, but Cornwallis can see
thin trails of smoke from the hundreds of cook fires in the American
camp, well out of range of the 18-pounder cannons that make up most
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of the British artillery. To the west, he can see a few stars beginning to
show, and low on the horizon and already brilliant, Jupiter and Venus.

Behind him, he hears General Charles O’Hara stumble and curse in
a deep Irish tone, and then a few notes of concern from the cadre of
aides following behind. The footing on the soft earthworks is difficult.
Cornwallis’s feet sink as he walks. The works are far too soft to stand up
to the heavy siege guns of the French, and they are being torn apart.

Cornwallis pauses again, his eyes sweeping the landscape before him,
now all but lost in darkness. It is eerily quiet out there, and that has his
nerves on edge. The French and American guns have hardly stopped
since approaching within range four days ago, and now they are silent.
He is turning to comment on this to O’Hara when suddenly the dark-
ness to the west is split with light and noise as the French artillery fires,
a dozen huge guns blasting their wicked flames behind solid shot.

The earl watches the French battery for a moment, then looks east,
but he sees nothing in the darkness in that direction. To the west, the
siege guns are still hammering away. Then a flash of light above him
catches his eye, and he looks up in time to see the dying trails of three
shells dropping toward the horizon. It is a signal, but for what?

A feint off to the right there, m’Lord, O’'Hara asks, or do ya think the bas-
tards are coming at last?

Cornwallis is asking himself that very question. Is this a genuine
attack? If so, will it be a general assault all along the line? General Wash-
ington and the Comte de Rochambeau must be eager to be done with
this siege. Every day, Cornwallis lives in hope that Sir Henry Clinton—
commander-in-chief of the British forces in North America—will lead
the fleet from New York to the relief of his besieged army. The French
and Americans must be living in fear of the same thing.

They’ll want me in their pocket before Clinton shows up, Cornwallis thinks.
He turns to O’Hara. I think they are coming this time, General, he says. Let
us have all the batteries firing. We'll sweep the field.

O’Hara is bellowing orders almost before Cornwallis is done speak-
ing. In mere minutes, the British guns all along the line are thundering
out, spraying round shot and grape across the open ground before the
earthworks. The sound envelops Cornwallis, pressing in on him, and
muzzle flashes light up the night.
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It has come to this, Cornwallis thinks. Not long ago, he and his army
were the masters of Virginia and the Carolinas. Now he is backed into a
corner, trying to hold on to the last few square miles he possesses.

It has been nearly a year since he and Clinton took Charleston, South
Carolina, after a siege much like the one now before him, except that
then it was the Americans who were trapped behind their works. He has
spent much of the intervening year chasing Nathanael Greene’s army
all over the godforsaken Carolinas, enduring forced marches through
driving rain and killing heat, struggling over rivers as wide as the
Thames. When that game exhausted itself, he spent months flailing
around in pursuit of some approach that would affect the outcome of
this bloody war, meanwhile being dogged by Lafayette. And all that
effortled to this, trapped in damnable Yorktown, and if the commander-
in-chief whom he despises does not come soon, it will be over for him.

I am so tired, he thinks. I am so dreadfully, bloody, damnably tired.

They move onward, surprisingly calm and ordered for a night attack,
and Joseph Plumb Martin feels his fear melt away. This is a phenome-
non he has come to know, the moment when the gripping fear of wait-
ing dissolves into the calm of action. The image in his mind is of a chunk
of sugar dissolving in hot coffee. That is what he has always imagined.
Sugar in coffee.

Martin can sense the redoubt looming ahead of him. He is maybe
fifty men back from the front of the line, which means that those ahead
must be nearly upon the abatis. And then the night seems to burst to
life around them. Off to the left, clear as a gunshot over the distant
sound of the French guns, he hears a voice, a German voice, and he can
hear a note of panic in the shouted word Werda? A pause follows—a sec-
ond or two, no more—and then he sees brilliant flashes of light from
where he heard the voice, long thin columns of flame, the muzzle
flashes of muskets, and the shouts of the men in Redoubt Number g.

Joseph Plumb Martin, still quickly advancing, pulls his eyes from the
fighting to the left just as the edge of the redoubt ahead of him bursts
into flame, dozens of muskets firing at once, the familiar, rapid pow . . .
bang of priming and charge going off, the whistle of musket balls, the
festive sight of all those muzzle flashes in the dark. The redoubt is lit up
for a second, as if in a flash of lightning, and Martin can see the brown
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earth, the line of men just visible from the chest up looking down the
barrels of their muskets, and the wicked-looking abatis thrusting malev-
olently toward him.

The sound of heavy artillery suddenly doubles and then triples, and
Martin sees that the British guns have begun firing all along the defen-
sive works. The men in front of him are starting to spread out as they
move forward, their pace quickening, the fire from the top of the
redoubt uninterrupted. The British and German troops holed up in
Yorktown are the cream of the army, the 23 Brigade, the 71*, the
Anspach Battalions, the light infantry. Whoever is in that redoubt knows
how to load and fire fast and calmly, no matter how many rebels might
be charging at them.

Men are disappearing. To his right and left, Martin can see men sim-
ply vanish, and he guesses that they are being shot down, falling behind
as the rest rush on. Then his foot comes down ahead of him, but this
time it meets no earth, just void, and he tumbles forward. The ax flies
from his hands and his hands go out to break his fall, and then he hits
the ground—soft, pungent earth under him—and grunts and rolls to a
stop.

For an instant, he lies still, his senses knocked out of him. Then he
realizes he’s in a hole made by the relentless shelling from the Ameri-
can lines. The ground all around the redoubt must be pocked with holes
big enough to swallow an ox. Realizing this, he actually smiles. At least
some of the men he thought had been shot down must have fallen into
holes like this one.

In the dark he feels for his ax, finds it, and grabs it again. There is an
odd stillness in his hole as the battle swirls 4 feet above his head—as if
he had found a small but sheltered lee in a hurricane—and he gets the
momentary idea that he could lie in his sanctuary, maybe take a nap,
and let the battle unfold without him. But it is not a serious idea, and in
the next instant, he is on his feet and scrambling up the far side of his
hole, back into the fight.

The entire edge of the redoubt, only a hundred feet away now, is rip-
pling with musket fire that illuminates from inside the great pall of
smoke hanging just above the works. The shouts of men, both attackers
and defenders, threaten to drown out even the continuous crash of mus-
kets and the roar of heavy guns, and Martin is sure he can hear the
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shouting of French troops off to the left, their tones oddly lilting and,
to his ear, not at all military.

He reaches the abatis, halting just inches from the ragged point of a
small oak trunk, and pulls back his ax and swings. The blade bites into
wood, and he wriggles it free and swings again. Over the past decade
and a half, on his grandfather’s farm and in the army, he has spent more
hours than he could ever count wielding an ax, and his muscles fall
immediately into the rhythm—swing, strike, disengage, return—and
chips fly from the trunk. Bullets make little dust clouds around his feet,
but he does not pause.

All around him, he can feel men rushing past, and he hears shouts,
The fort’s our own! Rush on, boys! Rush on!

Swing, strike, wriggle the blade free. A bullet hits the abatis just inches
from his ax, spraying splinters into the night. Martin flinches, feeling
wood strike his face, then opens his eyes and draws the blade back again.
His arms move in their practiced swing, and the abatis falls away, leav-
ing a gap wide enough for a man. Even before the trunk has stopped
rolling, one of the attacking troops rushes through. He is Rhode Island
infantry, a black man in a white uniform, his eyes wide, the sweat on his
dark skin shining in the flash of muskets. He races past Martin without
a look, plunges through the gap the sapper has cut, then rushes down
into the trench beyond and up the steep bank of the redoubt.

Rush on, boys! Rush on!

The shouting has grown like the thunder of an approaching storm.
Martin looks around. There are gaps all along the abatis where the sap-
pers and miners have done their work, and light infantry are pouring
through and up the side of the redoubt. He can hear the clang of
weapons hitting weapons in hand-to-hand fighting, and suddenly he
feels that he, too, must rush into the redoubt. He pauses as another
Rhode Islander charges through the gap he has made, then pushes on
after.

Where are you going? Martin hears the peremptory challenge and turns.
The commanding officer of his corps is there, his face vivid in the flash
of muskets. Sappers are ordered not to enter the fort!

Martin knows this. Indeed, he was secretly relieved when the order
came down. But now his blood is up. We will go! he shouts.
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The officer pauses, looks around, then back at Martin. Then go to the
devil if you will! he shouts back.

The gap that Martin cut is now jammed with men trying to get
through. He sees a New Yorker, his blue coat looking black in the night,
take a bullet in the chest, then fall back to lie on top of the abatis as if
using it for a bed.

Twenty feet away is a gap in the spikes made by an American shell.
Men are pouring through that opening, and Martin races for it as well,
pushing through, dropping to the bottom of the g-foot-deep trench
beyond. Beside him is another of the Rhode Island light infantry, and
they rush the breastwork side by side. Then the Rhode Islander shouts
and jerks back, and Martin can see the shattered side of his head, the
dark blood spilling on the white uniform. The man goes down, scream-
ing. Martin pushes ahead.

Rush on, boys! Rush on!

Something sails by Martin’s head, and, for a second, he thinks the
British are throwing rocks, as the Americans did at Bunker Hill when
their ammunition was gone. Then the thing bounces, sputtering, and
Martin realizes thatitis a hand grenade, and with that realization comes
the first flash of panic he has felt since they began advancing. For a sec-
ond, he does not know what to do, and then, with renewed energy, he
pushes up the steep breastwork. He’s halfway up the slope when the
grenade explodes. He can feel the concussion against his back. Shards
of metal pluck at his coat and breeches as they fly past, but he presses
on, seemingly unhurt. He knows from past experience that he might be
bleeding from a dozen wounds that he will not discover until the fight-
ing is done, but none is bad enough to drop him here.

The top of the breastwork comes level with his eyes. Two more steps
and suddenly a soldier is in front of him, a startled look on his face, an
unlit grenade in his hand. Martin kicks him hard in the side of the head
and he goes down, and Martin jumps the 4 feet down to the wooden
platform that rings the inside of the redoubt. He is in a world of run-
ning men, awash in shouting, small arms fire, the clash of steel. Out of
the dark, a soldier charges him, bayonet leveled, hat askew, screaming
a wordless scream. Martin swings the ax in that familiar way, and it con-
nects with the barrel of the musket and knocks it aside, the power of the
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blow throwing the soldier off balance. Martin brings the ax handle up
into the soldier’s face, meeting his forward momentum. The soldier’s
head skews to an unnatural angle, and he goes down.

Joseph Plumb Martin pulls his ax back for another strike and whirls
around, searching out an enemy, but he can sense that the fight is fad-
ing, the shouting dying away. He can see muskets flung to the ground,
hands raised, swords tossed away. Despite all the talk of revenge for Fort
Griswold, the Americans accept the surrender. No bayonets are driven
through those who call for quarter.

Off in the dark, he can hear the French shout, Vive le Roi! Vive le Roi!,
and he knows Number g is in their hands. Then cheers go up around
him as well, American voices joining the French. Number 10 is taken.

Rush on, boys! Rush on!

Joseph Plumb Martin is breathing hard, but once his breath subsides,
he, too, joins in the shouting. They are victorious, and he is still alive.
He will be shocked to learn later that the entire attack, from the moment
they rose from the grass to the start of the cheering inside the redoubt,

lasted just nine minutes.

George Washington keeps his horse at an easy walk, his eyes fixed on
the guns along the British lines and the blaze of musket fire that mark
the locations of Redoubts g and 10. Looks like fireflies, he thinks. There
are fireflies in the northern states, where he has spent the past six years,
but not like in Virginia.

It is a fine thing to be back in Virginia. It has been so very long.

Your Excellency, I think the French have carried their redoubt. The speaker
is Henry Knox, riding beside him, his horse looking like a pony under
his massive frame. Knox points a meaty finger, and Washington looks in
that direction. Indeed, the gunfire at Redoubt 10 seems to have dropped
off to nothing, and Washington thinks he can hear cheering, but it is
faint and hard to detect beneath the great barrage of artillery, the balls
whistling past, the dull boom of exploding shells.

They are on a small rise now, which gives as good a view of the field
of battle as they are likely to get, so Washington reins his horse to a stop
and dismounts, as do Knox and General Benjamin Lincoln and the var-
ious aides-de-camp who follow behind. The British guns are firing furi-
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ously, and Washington can feel the concussions in his feet when 18-
pound round shot slams into the earth around him.

Sir? Washington turns. It is Colonel Cobb, one of his aides. Six; you are
too much exposed here. Had you not better step back a little?

This sort of solicitousness annoys Washington no end. He knows it
comes from the sincerest of motives, yet it is irritating and it makes him
feel old. Colonel Cobb, he replies, and he can hear the ice in his own voice,
if you are afraid, you have liberty to step back.

His Excellency can hear Cobb begin to bluster in protest, but Knox
saves them both. Reckon Lafayette’s men have their redoubt now, too, your
Excellency. The musket fire seems to have dropped off at Number g as
well, and now Washington is certain he can hear cheering. Then a mes-
senger comes running up as if he were an actor racing to make an
entrance, his cartridge box and canteen thumping against his sides as
he runs.

Your Excellency! Your Excellency! The young man is breathless from hav-
ing run so far, and probably also from the embarrassment of having to
stand before Washington, Knox, Lincoln, and sundry colonels and
majors and say what he has been sent to say. Butit doesn’t matter. Wash-
ington knows already. He nods his head with a sense of profound satis-
faction.

The taking of Redoubts g and 10 has been little more than a skirmish
compared with the great battles of the American Revolution: Brandy-
wine, Saratoga, Camden, Guilford Courthouse, and many others. But it
will be the only significant combat to take place during the siege of York-
town and the eventual capture of Cornwallis’s army, and Washington
already suspects as much. Even before the siege began, its final act—the
capitulation of the British army—was as much a foregone conclusion as
one could hope for in war. Only the sudden appearance, in medias res,
of a miraculously reconstituted British fleet might—might—conceivably
alter the outcome.

The reason for that is as clear to George Washington and the Comte
de Rochambeau as it is to Lord Charles Cornwallis. The siege of York-
town was won before it started, and it was won at sea, in a now all-but-
forgotten fight called the Battle of the Capes.
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Cuarrer 1 Washington and Rochambeau

“FOR WANT OF a nail, a shoe was lost. . . .” So begins the old nursery
rhyme that sets forth a chain of events progressing from the trivial to the
loss of a kingdom. Like many nursery rhymes, this one captures a grain
of historical truth—that seemingly innocuous or at least minor affairs
can look like major turning points when viewed in hindsight. Never has
this been more the case than during the American Revolution.

If the wind had not blown foul for British ships to sail into the East
River in August 1776, General George Washington and his army almost
certainly would have been crushed on Long Island, ending the war less
than two months after Congress had declared independence from Eng-
land. If Brigadier General Benedict Arnold had not fought so tena-
ciously against Sir Guy Carleton on Lake Champlain through the
summer and fall of 1776, Carleton might have taken Fort Ticonderoga
that summer and driven south to Albany, linking there with British
forces moving up the Hudson River from New York. This would have
isolated New England from the colonies to the south, again probably
ending the war. The list of hairbreadth survivals for the American Rev-
olution goes on and on. In hindsight, it seems incredible that the rebels
won their independence in the end.

From the beginning, however, they had one dependable thing going
for them, and that was America itself. The country (or group of colonies,
from the British perspective) was huge, much too large to take in foto
and hold by force. The British won battle after battle, but once the con-
quering army moved on, rebellion rose again in its wake. There was no
center, no Paris or London, the capture of which would defeat the insur-
rection. Lord William Howe easily took the rebel capital of Philadelphia
in 1777, forcing Congress to flee into the hinterland, but it made not
the slightest difference. Nor did occupying New York for most of the war
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disrupt the rebellion (though it did provide the British with a comfort-
able base of operations). The vast American geography was tailor-made
to support an indigenous army. It complicated every operation for a for-
eign invader and was arguably the only thing that allowed the Ameri-
cans to keep fighting through the six long years that led to Yorktown.

Colonial America was not an easy place to get around. The roads were
few and poor, the country cut up with rivers and mountains. British
armies beat themselves to death chasing fast-moving Continental troops.
Of course, that geography made life hard on American soldiers as well,
particularly since, through the first five years of war, the British had a
lock on the only rapid means of moving men and matériel—the sea.
Once they lost that advantage, they lost the war.

The Americans on their own, however, could not have wrested con-
trol of the sea from the British. For that, they needed the French, and
no one knew that better by 1780 than George Washington.

France in the War

In July 1780, two years almost to the day after declaring war on England,
France disembarked its first significant land force on American soil.
French soldiers had fought in the failed attempt to retake Savannah the
previous October, but that had been an expeditionary force landed from
ships. Now a French army would become a permanent part of an allied
ground force, fighting shoulder to shoulder with Americans.

The division that clambered ashore in Rhode Island numbered fifty-
one hundred soldiers, far fewer than Washington had expected. Still,
the arrival of the French was the first good news the Americans had
received in quite some time, and it was greeted with appropriate enthu-
siasm. Washington, in a general order, congratulated his men “on the
Arrival of a large Land and Naval Armament at Rhode Island sent by his
most Christian Majesty to Cooperate with the Troops of these States
against the Common Enemy.” He suggested that his officers, who wore
black cockades on their hats, substitute cockades of intermixed black
and white as a symbol of friendship with the French, who wore white.
Even the general Sir Henry Clinton, who in May 1778 had replaced
William Howe as commander of the British army in North America,
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would later admit that the arrival of the French “gave additional anima-
tion to the spirit of rebellion, whose almost expiring embers began to
blaze up.”

Such a lift was desperately needed. American morale was low and still
ebbing. Since 1776, the British army had remained comfortably quar-
tered in New York, with Washington powerless to do anything about it.
No significant gains had been made since the Battle of Saratoga in the
fall of 177777, when the surrender of British General John Burgoyne’s fifty-
seven-hundred-man army to Major General Horatio Gates had at last
convinced France to sign treaties of commerce and alliance with Amer-
ica. That diplomatic coup, which a year’s worth of Benjamin Franklin’s
most artful arguments to Louis XVI’s ministry had failed to secure, had
been a watershed event in the war.

Not since the summer of 1778 had Washington’s forces in the North
come to grips with the British army in any significant way. At that time,
Clinton, the newly appointed British commander-in-chief, had been
ensconced in the occupied city of Philadelphia. With France threaten-
ing to enter the war, King George III had decided to withdraw part of
Clinton’s army to protect the West Indies, and Clinton for the first time
had faced the real possibility of an enemy superiority at sea. He deemed
it time to consolidate forces by abandoning Philadelphia and marching
his army back to New York. Washington sent a large portion of the Con-
tinental Army to dog the British forces across New Jersey, and the two
armies fought to a draw at the Battle of Monmouth. As so often hap-
pened, the Americans came painfully close to victory, this time only to
see it snatched away by the incompetence of Washington’s subordinate,
the British-born Major General Charles Lee.

Clinton had been happy to call Monmouth a victory, even though he
knew it was something far less than that. He continued on to New York
and, from that point forward, had mostly remained put, while Washing-
ton’s forces deployed themselves in a loose cordon around the city. To
Washington, this stasis must have been depressingly reminiscent of the
siege of Boston in 1775-1776, with similarly corrosive results. Through
the intervening two years of idleness, the Continental Army had suffered
from neglect and shrunk from desertion. Recruitment had become
nearly impossible, and the men who remained had grown increasingly
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bitter by 1780, with some regiments turning to mutiny when their griev-
ances became intolerable.

Expédition Particuliere

The deployment of French forces to America was code-named Expédi-
tion Particuliere. A total of seventy-five hundred men had been assem-
bled in Brest, but the available transports could embark only fifty-one
hundred. A second division was therefore to follow the first when more
transports became available, but Brest was blockaded by Britain’s chan-
nel fleet before the additional twenty-four hundred soldiers could put
to sea, and they were never deployed.

The thirty-six transports carrying the troops across the Atlantic sailed
under the protection of seven French ships of the line and three frigates.
Commanding the squadron was Admiral Charles-Henri-Louis d’Arsac,
Chevalier de Ternay, whom the Marquis de Lafayette described as “a very
rough and obstinate man, but firm, and clear in all his views.” The expe-
dition’s land forces were under the able leadership of Jean-Baptiste
Donatien de Vimeur, Comte de Rochambeau.

Rochambeau was fifty-five years old when appointed to lead His Most
Christian Majesty’s troops to America. He would prove an ideal choice.
A veteran of thirty-seven years of military service, Rochambeau was
skilled, experienced, and tactful, qualities that did not often combine
in the aristocratic upper echelons of the French military, and he main-
tained a genuine respect for Washington’s authority. While some lesser
French officers in service to the American cause felt that they deserved
special privilege and consideration, Rochambeau, the highest French
authority in America, never forgot who was in charge.

At the same time, Rochambeau also understood that he was under
no obligation to waste the lives of his men on ill-considered American
adventures. Cooperation did not mean blind submission to Washing-
ton’s strategic vision.

Rochambeau’s men disembarked on July 11, 1780, sick and exhausted
from their ten-week voyage from France, which had included a brush
with the British navy in the Caribbean. They occupied the defensive
works in Newport abandoned by the British the previous year. This
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ground, in fact, had been the object of the first combined Franco-
American action two years before.

In July 1778, the French admiral Charles Henri Hector, Comte
d’Estaing, had arrived off Sandy Hook with a fleet superior to that of
Lord Richard Howe, then commanding the British fleet in North Amer-
ica. Washington, as ever, had hoped to take New York, but the large
French ships were unable to get over the bar between Sandy Hook and
Long Island and into New York Harbor. Instead, Washington and
d’Estaing had agreed to launch an attack against the three thousand
British troops who held Newport, Rhode Island. A successful action
there would have captured a significant number of British soldiers and
given the new allies possession of a strategically important harbor. In the
end, mistrust between the French and Americans, the arrival of Richard
Howe with a reinforced fleet, and a ship-killing gale doomed what might
have been a successful joint effort. But the attempt gave Washington a
glimpse of what French naval strength might accomplish.

Although the Americans were heartened by the French troops’
arrival, the French were less impressed with their hosts. In fact, they were
somewhat horrified to discover that their new allies, with whom they
hoped to defeat their age-old enemy, were ill trained, ill equipped, and
few in number. Just five days after arriving in America, Rochambeau
wrote to his superiors in France saying, “Send us troops, ships and
money, but do not count on these people nor their resources, they have
neither money nor credit, their forces only exist momentarily.”

Rochambeau and the Expédition Particuliére, new to America, dull
from their long voyage, and still expecting the second division that
would never come, felt no need to rush into action. Washington was
more eager to get to it. He wanted to attack New York.

Even before Rochambeau arrived, Washington had set up lookouts
along the coast with letters for the French general suggesting that he
sail directly to Sandy Hook, the anchorage in the outer reaches of New
York Harbor, where he hoped they would outnumber the British fleet
already there. Rochambeau received the message, but as the French
squadron approached New York, de Ternay caught sight of a daunting
number of ships that he took to be the enemy (they were not) and con-
tinued on to Newport.
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Though disappointed, Washington was undeterred. He wrote to
Lafayette that he would not “relinquish the idea of enterprizing against
New York till it appears obviously impracticable from the want of force.”

Perhaps the most trusted of Washington’s aides—whom he called,
collectively, his “family”—Marie-Joseph-Paul-Yves-Roch-Gilbert du
Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, was twenty-two years old in the summer of
1780 and had been just nineteen upon his arrival in America in 1777.
The young marquis was one of many young European aristocrats who
had flocked to the rebellion for adventure, honor, and, in some cases,
such as Lafayette’s, a genuine passion for the cause. Washington
despised most of these men, and with good reason, as they tended to be
vain, arrogant, and certain of their own worth, qualities that would move
the people of France to subject them to the guillotine a decade and a
half later. (D’Estaing was among the aristocrats executed during the
Reign of Terror. Just before being guillotined on April 28, 1794, he is
said to have quipped, “After my head falls off, send it to the British; they
will pay a good deal for it.”)

Lafayette was different. He had some military experience, having
served briefly in the French army (which he joined at age fourteen), but
had been willing to accept any rank the Americans would offer, a rare
concession. He served without pay. He had been wounded in the Battle
of Brandywine, where he refused to stay out of danger, and he had suf-
fered with the rank and file through the brutal winter of 1777-1778 at
Valley Forge. What’s more, Lafayette possessed a sharp wit and a lively
sense of humor, and there was something about the insouciant young
Frenchman that brought out the stoic commander-in-chief’s human
side. Soon, Lafayette became less a subordinate and more the son that
Washington had never had.

The marquis, for his part, loved and admired Washington. (Itis per-
haps relevant that the marquis’s own father had died before the boy’s
second birthday.) Lafayette proved to have a native genius for leader-
ship and military affairs. He was one of those handful of men who rose
to prominence during the Revolution, men such as Henry Knox,
Nathanael Greene, Benedict Arnold, and John Glover, who had little or
no prior military experience but an extraordinary aptitude for the work.

With the French army’s arrival in Newport, Washington tapped
Lafayette to serve as liaison with Rochambeau. This made good sense,
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especially since Lafayette had aggressively promoted and negotiated the
French troop commitment during a temporary return to France from
late 1778 through early 1780, but the arrangement did not work as well
as Washington hoped. Many of the French officers were shocked to see
how Americanized Lafayette had become, and they were unimpressed
by a twenty-two-year-old general with little military experience. After
Lafayette, perhaps with youthful intemperance, managed to irritate
Rochambeau by pushing Washington’s suggestion for an attack on New
York with more force and less tact than the situation called for, Rocham-
beau opted to communicate directly with his American counterpart.

Initially, however, it was Lafayette who appeared in Newport to con-
fer with Rochambeau. On July 15, while Rochambeau was still disem-
barking his men, Lafayette arrived with a letter from Washington
outlining his ideas for an attack on the city. He proposed August 5 as
the “day for the re-embarkation of the French efficient force . . .” in
order that they might sail to New York.

Rochambeau agreed to act on Washington’s ideas, or at least he told
Lafayette as much. He felt that his men might be sufficiently recovered
by August 15 to consider a landing on Long Island in preparation for a
move against New York—thus reenacting, on a smaller scale, William
Howe’s massive landing of British troops on Long Island four years ear-
lier. But before the combined French and American forces could make
the first move, the British did.

War at Home and Abroad

While Washington’s army had been encamped in Morristown, New Jer-
sey, outside New York City, suffering with inadequate shelter and provi-
sions through the harsh winter of 1779-1780, Clinton had rather
enjoyed himself in town. New York was the most hospitable place a
British officer was likely to find in America, and Clinton had taken full
advantage. He occupied four different houses while his officers busied
themselves staging theatrical productions and his commissaries and
quartermasters made fortunes profiteering off the army. No one there
was much inclined toward action against the rebels.

There were other reasons, of course. Clinton by nature was wont to
consider and reconsider every move. In addition, the military priorities
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issuing from London were changing. The entrance of the French into
the fight had assured that.

Lord George Germain, Secretary of State for the American Colonies
and thus Clinton’s civilian overseer and the chief architect of the war in
America, had more on his mind than the fighting in the thirteen
colonies, as did Prime Minister Frederick North, King George III, and
all his cabinet. France’s declaration of war, followed by Spain’s, had
turned a local rebellion into a war that engulfed the entire Atlantic
world and beyond. The fighting in North America was one of the least
important parts of this new world war.

Of foremost concern was the very real possibility that England would
be invaded by the allied forces of Bourbon France and Spain. That very
thing had nearly come to pass in August 1779, when a combined French
and Spanish fleet of sixty-six ships of the line sailed up the English Chan-
nel with the intention of landing an army on English soil. The plan was
to raze Portsmouth, Bristol, Liverpool, and the Isle of Wight and throw
the British economy into chaos. Thirty-one thousand troops had gath-
ered at St. Malo and Le Havre, ready to be transported across the chan-
nel once the combined fleet had secured the seas. The British Channel
Fleet under Admiral Charles Hardy, half the strength of the enemy fleet,
was far too weak to mount an offensive strike.

Meeting no resistance, the French admiral Comte d’Orvilliers headed
for the English shore, where word of the approaching fleet had caused
anear panic. On August 16, he wrote to his superiors in France that the
“combined fleet is at this moment becalmed and anchored in sight of
the Tower of Plymouth.” Only an adverse wind, indecision in Paris, and
sickness in the fleet prevented the French and Spanish from landing;
after a fruitless search for Hardy’s ships, the fleet returned to the Con-
tinent. It was a close call, and, but for French and Spanish ineptitude, it
might have been a disaster for England. (D’Orvilliers was censured for
the failure and resigned his command.) What had started as an insur-
gency in the thirteen American colonies had become an international
conflict and a very real threat to the English people.

Of almost equal importance to the king and his ministry was the pro-
tection of British possessions in the West Indies. The Sugar Islands gen-
erated revenues far in excess of those from any other British colony.
With the exception of tobacco, nothing of importance could be grown
in North America that could not be grown in England. Those things that
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came from the West Indies, however—coffee, cotton, and, of course,
sugar and its derivatives, molasses and rum—were unique to the sub-
tropical climate. At the same time, West Indian planters with all their
wealth constituted a much larger and more lucrative market for British
goods than cash-starved North America. Simply put, the West Indies
were far more valuable to England than her rebellious thirteen North
American colonies.

Central as they were to the British economy, the Sugar Islands were
too important to lose. France and Spain’s entry into the war meant on
the one hand that British possessions in the West Indies had to be
defended, and on the other that a few more islands might be brought
within the British sphere the old-fashioned way, by conquest.

Even before France officially declared war in July 1778, King George
had been contemplating a withdrawal of most of his troops from North
America to counter the looming threat in the Caribbean. When France
did finally make its declaration, the king insisted that no more reinforce-
ments be sent to America, and troops were subsequently withdrawn from
there. As orders sent to Admiral Richard Howe in 1778 regarding the
realignment of the fleet explained, “The object of the war being now
changed, and the contest in America being a secondary consideration,
our principal object must be distressing France and defending . . . His
Majesty’s possessions.”

Germain wanted a quick victory in America so that he could turn his
attention and resources to the West Indies. Five years of war had proven
that the British army could take almost any part of America they wanted,
but they could not take it all, and each local conquest lasted only as long
as the troops remained. Once they moved on to the next theater of oper-
ations, the subdued territory reverted to rebellion. But still they tried,
because there was little else they could do. The early strategy to cut off
New England from the rest of the colonies by controlling the Hudson
River and Lakes George and Champlain had failed, a failure highlighted
by Burgoyne’s disastrous loss at Saratoga. The perennial British fantasy
of thousands of Loyalists in the northern colonies taking up arms in
defense of the king had gone unrealized. It was time to look elsewhere
for victory.

The latest thinking was that the colonies might be restored to the
crown one at a time, with each success building on the last. In late
December 1778, British forces had captured Savannah, Georgia. Reports
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of the success of that venture, and the assistance of Loyalists there,
turned the attention of London’s war planners toward the southern
colonies. The following year, a joint venture of French forces under
d’Estaing and American troops led by General Benjamin Lincoln was
repulsed after a bloody attempt to retake the city. Georgia, the south-
ernmost colony, had remained at least nominally in the king’s posses-
sion, and it was thought that the other southern colonies were the most
likely candidates to return to British rule.

Sir James Wright, Royal Governor of Georgia, summed up this strat-

egy when he wrote to Clinton saying,

And I am of the opinion that if South Carolina is thoroughly reduced it
will give a mortal stab to the rebellion, and I am firmly persuaded it will
in a great measure break the spirit of it. In short it is of the utmost conse-
quence to Great Britain and without that is done it is much to be feared
America will be lost. Hold Carolina and Georgia and America may yet be

recovered.

This thinking, however, was based largely on the self-interested and ill-
informed opinion of southern refugees. The existence of southern Loy-
alists willing to bear arms for the king in any meaningful way would
prove as illusory as the existence of northern Loyalists had.

By late 1779, however, British successes in the South had convinced
King George and his ministers of the wisdom of a southern strategy, and
in late December, Clinton had sailed south from New York with eight
thousand British soldiers. Second in command was Lord Charles
Cornwallis, with the navy under the direction of Vice-Admiral Marriot
Arbuthnot.

After a rough passage, the fleet arrived off South Carolina in January
1780, and by February, the troops were making a slow approach toward
Charleston, the fourth largest city in America. Rather than a head-on
assault, Clinton opted for a conventional siege, with sappers digging
approaches closer and closer to the city. The process was slow, but the
results were inevitable. On May 12, the city capitulated.

The capture of Charleston was one of the most significant blows deliv-
ered by British arms during the entire course of the war. Lincoln and
five thousand American troops were captured, including more than
twenty-five hundred irreplaceable Continental troops—the entire south-
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ern army. The Americans also lost thousands of muskets and hundreds
of barrels of gunpowder. Most of what remained of the Continental navy
was taken in Charleston Harbor.

At the onset of the siege, Cornwallis and Clinton had enjoyed an ami-
cable relationship. Indeed, the two men had been close friends as young
officers serving in the European theater during the Seven Years’ War, a
friendship that had continued at the onset of the American Revolution.
But the friendship cooled as the siege of Charleston wore on. Clinton,
frustrated by the increasing lack of attention from the ministry in Lon-
don to the war in the former colonies, had attempted to resign his posi-
tion as commander-in-chief, but his resignation had not been accepted.
Cornwallis, who wanted to take Clinton’s place as head of the British
army in America, was as frustrated as Clinton by this development, and
the two men turned their frustrations on each other. From that point,
it would only get worse.

With the fall of Charleston, Cornwallis moved out into the country,
the start of the proposed conquest of the Carolinas. Clinton had enter-
tained hopes of carrying the fight into the Chesapeake as well, but
around the time of Charleston’s capitulation, word arrived from Ger-
main that the French were on their way. Germain’s intelligence with
regard to the strength of the Expédition Particuli¢re and its date of sail-
ing was extremely accurate. He even knew about the proposed second
division, but he did not know where de Ternay was going. “Their desti-
nation is still supposed to be Canada,” he told Clinton.

As it happened, Clinton had a pretty good idea that the French were
heading for Rhode Island. He had been told as much by his most highly
placed informant, Benedict Arnold, who was still a general in the Amer-
ican army. Clinton conveyed this information to Arbuthnot, but the
admiral was skeptical. Given Arbuthnot’s doubts and Germain’s sugges-
tion that the French were heading for Canada, Clinton abandoned the
plans he had been putting in place for the defense of Rhode Island.
Later, he would claim that Arnold’s intelligence regarding the French
destination was the most important advice Arnold ever gave, though ulti-
mately it did the British no good.

Knowing that the French destination was at least somewhere to the
north, Clinton was eager to return to New York, particularly as nearly
the entire British fleet in North America was then at Charleston. He
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abandoned for the moment his hope of moving on the Chesapeake,
writing to Cornwallis, “I am apprehensive the information which the
Admiral and I received, may make it necessary for him to assemble the
fleet in New-York, in which case I shall go there likewise.”

By June 17, 1780, Clinton was back in New York with half the troops
that had sailed for Charleston, leaving Cornwallis to carry on the south-
ern campaign with the other half. More important, Arbuthnot’s fleet
was also back in New York, though with much of the British navy pro-
tecting the valuable West Indies, that fleet amounted to only four ships
of the line—that is, four vessels of more than sixty guns—the ships that
formed the basis for all fleet actions of the eighteenth century. De Ter-
nay had seven ships of the line, giving him, upon his arrival, naval supe-
riority in the waters around New York.

Germain, however, had anticipated this and had dispatched Admiral
Thomas Graves with six ships of the line immediately upon receiving
word of de Ternay’s sailing. Graves’s squadron made a remarkably quick
passage, arriving on July 13, just two days after de Ternay and while
Rochambeau was still disembarking his men. Once again, the British
controlled the sea.

“[R]ather too indecent to be suffered”

On July 18, Clinton received an express informing him that the French
had come to anchor at Newport and the troops were all ashore, an
unpleasant surprise. Clinton had hoped to catch them at sea or imme-
diately upon their arrival. The longer the French were allowed to
entrench and recoup from the voyage, the harder it would be to dis-
lodge them. A coup de main, a swift attack before they were prepared,
might solve the problem. If they waited, they were looking at a siege, for
which Clinton felt ill prepared.

Any action against Rochambeau would require a joint effort between
Clinton’s land forces and Arbuthnot’s fleet, but Clinton had begun feud-
ing with the aging, irascible Arbuthnot in Charleston—even as his rela-
tions with Cornwallis had deteriorated—and things had only gotten
worse since. It did not augur well for cooperation.

Even before Rochambeau arrived, Clinton had proposed three dif-
ferent plans of attack. But the admiral, according to Clinton, “seemed
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to look upon my proposals as premature . . .” and felt his fleet was suffi-
cient to deal with the French.

Arbuthnot had set up a screen of cruisers that were supposed to alert
him and Clinton to the arrival of the French fleet, but de Ternay’s ships
had slipped through unseen. Dismayed to learn that the French had
already had a week to recover from their voyage and improve the works
at Newport (which had proved formidable when the British had occu-
pied them), Clinton proposed to Arbuthnot that they immediately put
one of his plans into action. Arbuthnot, in turn, told Clinton that he
should get his men aboard the transports in New York Harbor while the
fleet cruised to Rhode Island to assess the enemy’s strength.

Lafayette was still at Newport consulting with Rochambeau when
word arrived that Clinton was preparing for an attack. At first, Lafayette
dismissed the reports, but, as he wrote to Washington, “So many letters
Came to hand that at lenght I was forc’d to take the general opinion
about theyr intended expedition.” Lafayette was pleased to report that
Rochambeau “Can’t hear of the idea of evacuating the island, and Says
he will defend this post to the last man.” Men and ships were put into a
defensive position, and all thoughts of an attack on New York were
deferred until the current crisis could be weathered.

Washington, too, was watching Clinton’s moves and wrote to Rocham-
beau on July 21 that a fleet of fifty transports had moved up the Hudson
River to take on troops: “[TThe object of it is said to be your fleet and
army.”

On the same day, Arbuthnot’s fleet appeared off the coast of Rhode
Island. Rochambeau, who was holding a council of officers, mounted
his horse and rode for the shore to see for himself. He ordered artillery
batteries to be established on the headlands, while de Ternay arranged
his ships in a defensive line. There was nothing more they could do.

Clinton, for all his desire to fall on Rochambeau at the first possible
moment, was plagued with problems. The transports Arbuthnot had
promised were not ready, having been sent to carry drinking water to
the fleet. Intelligence regarding the size of the French fleet was incom-
plete. By July 27, the British still had not moved, and Washington wrote
to Rochambeau, “it is extraordinary that there should have been so
much delay” Washington assured Rochambeau that the American army
was under marching orders and would be ready to march in support of
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the French when and if it became necessary. To make Clinton nervous,
Washington shifted “a very considerable force to the east side of the
North [Hudson] River, and advanced with it to the Croton.”

Communications and miscommunications flowed between Clinton
and Arbuthnot. Meanwhile, the French continued to dig in and fortify,
while Washington’s troops inched closer to New York City. Finally, on
August 13, Clinton received a message from Arbuthnot suggesting that
they meet at Gardiner’s Bay, at the eastern end of Long Island, to dis-
cuss a joint move against Newport. Clinton sent an express telling
Arbuthnot he would be there, then rode “120 miles in the most
inclement and sickly season of the year through the excessive heats of
that climate,” only to find that Arbuthnot had put to sea on the morn-
ing of the day Clinton had told him he would arrive.

“[T]his last extraordinary treatment of his colleague in commission
was rather too indecent to be suffered to pass unnoticed,” Clinton wrote.
He fired off a letter to Arbuthnot complaining in no uncertain terms of
the treatment he had received. He wrote to Germain that he would not
be able to do his job as commander-in-chief without having “in the com-
mander of the fleet a gentleman whose views with respect to the con-
duct of the war are similar to my own and whose cooperation with me
as commissioner and commander in chief is cordial, uniform and ani-
mated.” But for the time being, and for many months to come, Clinton
and Arbuthnot were stuck with each other.

By the time Clinton realized he had been stood up by Arbuthnot, any
hope for a coup de main against the French was over. Rochambeau had
been ashore more than a month, and his defenses were far too formi-
dable to be taken with a quick stroke. Washington was hanging on the
outskirts of New York, ready to exploit any weakening of the British gar-
rison. Clinton returned to New York, disembarked his men, and pre-
pared to endure the French presence in Rhode Island.

It would be a long wait for both him and Washington before the
French did anything at all.



CHAPTER 2 Sea Power for the General

By 1780, GENERAL George Washington believed absolutely in the need
for sea power. It had been a steep, five-year learning curve.

Upon taking command of the Continental Army encamped around
Boston in July 1775, Washington had known little about the sort of joint
land and naval operations that were commonplace for the British mili-
tary, the sort that Sir Henry Clinton would plan but fail to launch against
Newport in the summer of 1780. Nearly all of Washington’s prior mili-
tary experience had been on the western frontier. He was an expert
woodland fighter but had had virtually no exposure to the open-field
European-style tactics that would characterize the warfare of the next
six years, and he had never worked with naval forces.

The first maritime issue to confront Washington after taking com-
mand of the nascent American army in Cambridge was the need to stop
or at least hinder the British in Boston from resupplying themselves by
sea. At first, the objective had seemed unachievable. Luckily, the new
commander-in-chief had in his officer corps men who had spent their
lives at sea and understood sea power and shipping in a way he did
not. Foremost among them was Colonel John Glover of Marblehead,
Massachusetts.

Glover was one of those indispensible men without whom the Amer-
ican Revolution would have collapsed within two years. It was his regi-
ment of Marbleheaders that ferried Washington’s army across the East
River after the disastrous Battle of Long Island in August 1776. On
Christmas Eve of that year, it was Glover’s regiment that carried Wash-
ington’s bedraggled soldiers across the Delaware River for the attack on
Trenton that did so much to revive the spirit of the rebellion. In 1775,
it was likely Glover who pointed out to Washington that capturing
unarmed merchant vessels required only small schooners armed with a

17
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few cannons. And it just so happened that Glover had a schooner for
hire.

Once Washington understood the utility of small, nimble armed ves-
sels, he embraced them wholeheartedly, ultimately sending seven of
them out to prey on British shipping in Massachusetts Bay. Operating
from Beverly and Plymouth—shoal-water ports that His Majesty’s war-
ships dared not enter—the schooners did their job, depriving the British
garrison of much-needed food, firewood, and military stores and deliv-
ering those provisions to the rebel forces instead. Knowing that a vacil-
lating Congress was not yet ready to endorse naval action—a move King
George III, his ministers, and Parliament would interpret as an irrevo-
cable declaration of war—yet knowing also that his ill-equipped, ill-
trained army might not last the next winter without some positive
development, Washington went so far as to withhold knowledge of his
tiny navy from Congress for two critical months in the late summer and
early autumn of 17%75. It was an early indication of Washington’s adapt-
ability and a demonstration of why he was the only man in America who
could have held the rebellion together over the next six years.

In October 1775, nearly half a year after adopting the army around
Boston as the Continental Army, the Continental Congress at last cre-
ated the Navy of the United Colonies. Washington, despite his newfound
interest in naval power, was deeply skeptical. He had seen the benefits
of small commerce raiders, but he saw no chance of the United Colonies
matching the massive ships of the line that formed the backbone of the
British and French navies. Anything smaller, he felt, would be a waste of
money, resources, and manpower.

In the end, his assessment proved correct. The American navy man-
aged to build a mere handful of frigates and only one ship of the line,
the 76-gun America, launched in 1782 when the war was essentially over.
Given to the government of France to replace a French seventy-four
wrecked in Boston Harbor, the ship demonstrated sailing qualities that
were, in polite terms, not all the French might have wished. It hardly
mattered, however, because four years later, she was found to be so rot-
ten she was broken up.

Still, Washington never stopped longing for a real naval force. For
years, he could only watch his enemy disappear over the horizon and
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then reappear at any place of its choosing along the coast. He saw the
British abandon Boston only to reappear in New York, and leave New
York for the Chesapeake and a march on Philadelphia. British ships
drove the Americans from Quebec, dominated the Hudson River, car-
ried troops to Rhode Island, took command of the Delaware Bay, and
landed the troops that captured Savannah in 1778.

In a February 1780 letter to one of his major generals, Washington
said of the coming campaign season, “If a foreign aid of money and a
fleet are to be depended upon, I should then recommend that all our
dispositions should have reference to an offensive and decisive cam-
paign. . .. But as I doubt whether these two preliminaries can be placed
upon such a footing of certainty, as to justify our acting in consequence,
I imagine we must necessarily adopt a defensive campaign.” In other
words, in the absence of a powerful French fleet, he had no hope of
attacking the British and could only continue to play defense.

By the time the Comte de Rochambeau arrived in America, Washing-
ton entertained no trace of doubt that without a superior or at least neu-
tralizing force at sea, the Continental Army could never win, and,
further, he knew that his only hope of matching England’s strength at
sea lay with the French. To the Comte de Vergennes, the French For-
eign Minister, Washington wrote, “Next to a loan of money, a constant
naval superiority on these coasts is the object most interesting. This
would instantly reduce the enemy to a difficult defensive and, by remov-
ing all prospects of extending their acquisitions, would take away their
motives for prosecuting the war.”

And so, when the Expédition Particuliére arrived in American waters,
Washington was at least as pleased with Chevalier de Ternay’s ships as
with Rochambeau’s troops, if not more so. He made no secret of the
importance he put on control of the sea. The very first article in his Mem-
orandum for Concerting a Plan of Operations, which he had the Marquis de
Lafayette deliver to Rochambeau and de Ternay, made the point force-
fully: “In any operation, and under all circumstances, a decisive Naval
superiority is to be considered a fundamental principle, and the basis
upon which every hope of success must ultimately depend.”

Unfortunately, the narrow window of French naval superiority
slammed shut almost immediately with the arrival of Admiral Thomas
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Graves’s squadron to reinforce Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot. The
British fleet cruised for a while off Rhode Island, then took up position
in Gardiner’s Bay, maintaining a loose blockade of Narragansett Bay.

Washington’s assessment, however, was spot on. Naval superiority was
the key. But when it did come, it would be at a place and under circum-
stances that Washington was not even contemplating in the summer and
fall of 1780.

Stalemate and Treason

After the first tense weeks following the arrival of the Expédition Parti-
culiere, Rochambeau and his men settled into something like a routine.
He and Washington agreed to meet in Hartford, Connecticut, in Sep-
tember to discuss joint operations, their apparent lack of urgency sug-
gesting that neither man saw much hope of action in 1780. Even before
speaking with Washington, Rochambeau began to send back to France
the transports that would have been needed to position his troops for
an assault on New York.

Washington and Rochambeau met for the first time in Hartford on
September 20. Accompanying Washington were Lafayette and the chief
of artillery, General Henry Knox. Two days later, the allies signed a joint
memorandum outlining their mutual vision for prosecuting the war.
New York would be their chief objective, but they would undertake no
attack on the city until they had more men and ships at their disposal.
Until such time, the French would remain in a defensive position in
Newport.

On their way back to their New Windsor, New York, headquarters
from Hartford, Washington, Lafayette, and Knox stopped at West Point,
just south of New Windsor, to inspect the fort and to confer with the
commanding officer there, Benedict Arnold. Arnold was one of Wash-
ington’s most trusted and active generals, a hero to the Glorious Cause
who had twice been wounded in battle.

“From the commencement of the American war,” wrote Revolution-
ary War surgeon James Thacher, “General Arnold has been viewed in
the light of a brave and heroic officer, having exhibited abundant proof
of his military ardor and invincible temper.” Arnold had been in the
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thick of the fighting since shortly after the battles of Lexington and Con-
cord. He had joined Ethan Allen in taking Fort Ticonderoga and in the
autumn of 1775 had led a heroic march through the wilds of Maine to
attack Quebec.

His had been the most consistent leadership presence on the Amer-
ican side throughout the brutal fighting in Canada that winter and the
following spring. Shot in the leg during the desperate December go
nighttime assault on the walls of Quebec, he had recovered to help lead
the American retreat to Lake Champlain in the summer of 1776 and
there had taken command of a small fleet of ships. In October, he had
engaged and fought a superior British fleet at Valcour Island, losing the
battle and his fleet but stalling the British advance a full year and thus
setting the stage for the American victory at Saratoga.

By 17777, having been unfairly passed over for promotion, Arnold was
ready to resign his commission but was talked out of it on several occa-
sions. When the northern front again heated up, Washington asked
Arnold to return and lend his martial skills to the fight, and Arnold con-
sented. Unfortunately, Arnold and commanding officer Horatio Gates,
despite an earlier friendship, began to quarrel. Gates stripped Arnold
of his command, but as the Battle of Saratoga reached its high point on
October 7, Arnold rode onto the field and led the American troops in
one final, heroic charge, turning what might have been a partial victory
into a complete rout. In the course of that attack, Arnold took a bullet
that shattered his leg, the same one that had been wounded at Quebec.

During months of agonizing recovery, Arnold had to endure the
praise heaped on Gates (who never left his headquarters during the bat-
tle), while his own role was ignored and even vilified. By the time Wash-
ington gave him military command of Philadelphia—a post Arnold
assumed after Clinton abandoned the city in June 1778—he was a bit-
ter man and done with the Glorious Cause. In Philadelphia, Arnold met
and married the beautiful eighteen-year-old Peggy Shippen (his first wife
having died in 1775). The Shippen family had Loyalist tendencies, and
during the British occupation Peggy had become close to a number of
British officers, including Major John André of Clinton’s staff. Peggy
helped morph Arnold’s discontent into treason, with André the go-
between for Arnold and Clinton. When Washington, who thought
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highly of Arnold, offered the major general his choice of commands,
Arnold chose West Point specifically so that he might turn over the fort
to the British.

Two days before Washington arrived at West Point, André had been
captured in civilian clothes trying to make his way back to New York after
conferring with Arnold. In his stockings were incriminating letters in
Arnold’s handwriting. André’s captors, not recognizing Arnold’s part
in the plot, sent news of the incident to Arnold. This note arrived
the morning of Washington’s expected visit; upon reading it, Arnold
was “thrown into some degree of agitation.” Realizing that his treason
would soon be discovered, he escaped to a British man-of-war anchored
downriver.

Washington arrived just a few hours after Arnold’s desertion, unaware
of what had happened. Failing to find Arnold at his quarters on the east
shore of the Hudson, Washington crossed the river to the garrison at
West Point only to find that Arnold had not been there all day. Return-
ing to Arnold’s quarters, Washington found that a packet had arrived
from a Lieutenant Colonel Jamison containing news of André’s capture
and the incriminating letters in Arnold’s own hand. Only then did Wash-
ington realize that one of his most esteemed senior officers had turned
traitor.

Arnold’s treason came at what was already a low point in American
fortunes. The army in the North had accomplished nothing for more
than two years, nor did it appear likely to anytime soon. The French, on
whom so much hope had been pinned, were bottled up in Newport.
Cornwallis was running rampant over the Carolinas, rolling over the
southern army. Many, including Washington, wondered how long the
fight could go on. Arnold’s treachery was yet another terrible blow.

As late summer turned to autumn, and as the air grew chill and leaves
turned their brilliant fall colors, activity in the northern theater slowed
to a near standstill. By the end of November, Clinton could write to
George Germain, Secretary of State for the American Colonies, “The
French have not moved from Rhode Island, but are adding Fortifica-
tions to that Place. — Admiral Arbuthnot is Watching Mons" Ternay. —
While we remain superior at Sea, and can Command the Sound of Long
Island, I do not think the Enemy will attempt anything against us.”
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Indeed, wary of Arbuthnot’s superior fleet, de Ternay refused to dis-
patch even a single frigate to patrol the area, to the disgust of his offi-
cers. Then, on December 15, an old man at fifty-seven, the admiral died
after a few days’ illness. One French officer wrote in his journal, “[De
Ternay] was not popular, his death created very little stir. It was the last
event of the year that might have interested us.”

And Lafayette wrote to his wife, “The French squadron has remained
constantly blockaded in Rhode Island, and I imagine that the Chevalier

Ternay died of grief in consequence of this event.”

“[A]nother Expedition into the Chesapeak”

With the French bottled up in Newport, Sir Henry Clinton began to look
for other uses for his army, preferably ones that did not require him to
leave the comforts of New York. His thoughts returned to the Chesa-
peake, where he had hoped to go after the fall of Charleston in May,
before Rochambeau’s impending arrival in America had sent him hur-
rying back north instead.

Once again, Arbuthnot was the sand in the gears. The vice-admiral
enjoyed only a slim superiority over the French fleet and would not
weaken his blockade by sending any of his ships to escort transports
south. But in September, British Admiral George Brydges Rodney
arrived unexpectedly at New York with ten sail of the line. Rodney was
senior to Arbuthnot and thus took charge of naval affairs in North Amer-
ica. This caused considerable friction between him and Arbuthnot, but
Rodney’s arrival gave Clinton the ships he needed and an admiral with
whom he could work.

On September 20, Clinton wrote to Cornwallis,

I have always thought operation in the Chesapeak of the greatest impor-
tance, and have often mentioned to Admiral Arbuthnot the necessity of
making a diversion in your Lordship’s favour in that quarter; but have not

been able until now to obtain a convoy for this purpose.

When he penned this letter, Clinton did not know with certainty what
Cornwallis was doing. After the fall of Charleston, the two men had
agreed that Cornwallis would correspond directly with George Germain,
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an arrangement that engendered nothing but misunderstanding and
confusion. Still, Clinton was fairly certain that Cornwallis was in the pro-
cess of subduing South and then North Carolina, as agreed. Men and
supplies flowed from Virginia to the rebels in those colonies, and con-
trol of the Chesapeake and the Virginia tidewater could close that
pipeline.

Germain, who could not resist trying to direct the war from London,
likewise felt that the Chesapeake was vital to England’s southern strat-
egy. About the time Clinton was preparing to send men south, Germain
wrote to Cornwallis that he was impatient to hear “that Sir Henry Clin-
ton and Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot have found Means of sending a Force
into the Chesapeak, to cooperate with you.” Germain, exercising his
usual baseless optimism, felt that if that were only done, “the whole
Country South of the Delaware will be restored to the King’s Obedience
in the Course of the Campaign.”

Clinton tapped General Alexander Leslie to lead twenty-five hundred
men on this foray into Virginia, his instructions making it clear that the
main purpose of the expedition was “to make a diversion in favour of
Lieutenant-general Earl Cornwallis.” Leslie was to “proceed up the James
River as high as possible, in order to seize or destroy any magazines the
enemy may have at Petersburg, Richmond, or any of the places adjacent;
and finally to establish a post on Elizabeth River.” Once in Virginia, he
was to make contact with Cornwallis and consider himself under Corn-
wallis’s authority.

Leslie sailed from New York on October 16, arriving in the Chesa-
peake a few days later. A considerable number of Virginia militia gath-
ered to oppose the British threat, but Leslie never had a chance to meet
them or, indeed, to do any of the things he had been sent to do, other
than begin entrenchments at Portsmouth. Soon after his arrival, he
received a letter written for the ailing Cornwallis by one of his officers,
Lord Francis Rawdon. Cornwallis’s northward advance had been shaken
by the October % defeat of a thousand Loyalist militia at King’s Moun-
tain, on the border between North and South Carolina, by a near equal
number of patriot militia. This battle, though not fought by regular
troops, delivered a signal, much-needed victory to the Americans follow-
ing the loss of Charleston and the rout in August of Major General
Horatio Gates’s army in the Battle of Camden, South Carolina. In con-
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sequence of King’s Mountain, Cornwallis was falling back to Charleston
from Charlotte, North Carolina, and now ordered Leslie’s troops to join
him. Leslie reboarded his transports and sailed south, arriving at
Charleston on December 14.

News of this development displeased Clinton. “My Instructions to
General Leslie,” Clinton wrote to Cornwallis, “put that Corps entirely
subject to Your Lordship’s orders; I did not, I confess, however, suppose
it would move to Cape Fear.” Clinton still deemed it vital to disrupt the
supply line from Virginia and choke off the southern army opposing
Cornwallis, and he had orders from Germain to establish a naval base
in the Chesapeake, one capable of harboring ships of the line. The
twenty-five hundred men he had sent for those tasks had been swallowed
up by Cornwallis. Now he would have to send even more.

“Wishing, however, to give your Lordship’s operations in North Car-
olina, every Assistance in my power,” he wrote, “tho’ I can ill spare it, I
have sent another Expedition into the Chesapeak.”

This new force would be led by Clinton’s most newly minted brigadier
general, Benedict Arnold.



CHAPTER 3 “The parricide Arnold”

BENEDICT ARNOLD AND the fifteen hundred men under his command
sailed for Virginia on the twenty-first of December, anchoring in Hamp-
ton Roads nine days later. Foul weather had scattered the fleet, and sev-
eral of the transports failed to arrive until January 4. Half the cavalry
horses died en route, the transports carrying them being “very bad, infa-
mously provided, and totally unfit for service.” It was only with great
effort, apparently, that the quartermaster had convinced the captains of
the ships to put to sea in the first place.

Sir Henry Clinton had several good reasons to select Arnold for this
job. One was “the very high estimation in which he was held among the
enemy for active intrepidity in the execution of military enterprises.”
Clinton believed that Arnold would be eager to prove to his new mas-
ters that he was still capable of such good work. In that, Arnold would
not disappoint. In addition, by rewarding Arnold with trust and a high
position, Clinton hoped to lure other high-ranking American officers
to switch sides.

The hope for further defections drove another of Clinton’s decisions
as well. Before Major John André was hanged as a spy, General Washing-
ton let it be known that he would swap André for Arnold—spy for trai-
tor. But Clinton refused. Though he would much rather have had André
than Arnold, Clinton understood that a betrayal of Arnold’s trust would
have ended any chance of another American officer defecting. Instead,
André died and Arnold was sent south.

Clinton informed Secretary George Germain that the “objects of this
expedition are nearly the same as that of General Leslie but rather more
positive as to establishing a post at Portsmouth on Elizabeth River.”
Arnold was also instructed to prepare material for building boats so that

26
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troops might be conveyed around the Virginia tidewater, which was dom-
inated by rivers. It was a mission for which the onetime ship owner and
captain was well suited. Five years earlier, he had fulfilled a similar mis-
sion for Washington, supervising the creation of a fleet of small vessels
to transport troops and supplies on Lake Champlain.

The troops under Arnold’s command were certainly the best that
he had ever led. Among them were the Queen’s Rangers, an American
Loyalist regiment that had become, under the skilled command of
Lieutenant Colonel John Simcoe, one of Clinton’s most lauded units.
Wearing distinctive short green jackets, white breeches, and tall, pointed
leather caps with a crescent symbol on the face and feathers protrud-
ing from the crown, they would distinguish themselves in the coming
action.

Also with Arnold were the Hessian Field Jaeger Corps, whose green
coats were trimmed with red facings and cuffs. The Jaegers were com-
manded by Captain Johann Ewald, an excellent officer. Arnold himself
was as active and energetic in the service of the king as he had been for-
merly in the service of the Continental Congress.

Arnold’s instructions were to take post at Portsmouth and fortify the
town as a safe haven for ships of the Royal Navy and a rallying point for
Loyalists. The British army had a history in America of taking rebel-held
territory, rallying Tories to the king, and then moving on, leaving their
collaborators unprotected and twisting in the wind. It was one reason
that they were encountering fewer Loyalists in the South than expected.
Now Clinton instructed Arnold to “make known your intention of
remaining there . . . and assemble and arm such of those people as you
shall have reason to believe are well affected to His Majesty’s govern-
ment and are inclined to join you.” Few were.

Arnold was also instructed to attack the American supply depot in
Petersburg and to go after other rebel magazines if “it may be done with-
out much risk.” Never a risk-averse soldier, Arnold began his move up
the James River to Petersburg and Richmond even before the last of his
transports arrived in Hampton Roads. His troops were ferried up the
wide river in boats borrowed from the British transports and men-of-war
or requisitioned from their owners in Portsmouth. Accompanying the



28 GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GREAT GAMBLE

flotilla were the 24-gun sloop-of-war Hope and the 12-gun Cornwallis,
which the Hessian captain Ewald referred to as a “privateer.” Waiting to
oppose them were more than a thousand Virginia militia commanded
by the Prussian Friedrich Wilhelm Ludolf Gerhard Augustin de Steuben,
known in republican America simply as Baron de Steuben.

Steuben had arrived in America two years earlier, a minor Prussian
aristocrat who had no money but did have experience as an officer in
the army of Frederick the Great, the finest army in the world at the time.
He had carried with him a letter of introduction from Benjamin
Franklin, whom he had met in Paris. Recognizing how beneficial
Steuben could be to the struggling American army, Franklin had helped
embellish the old soldier’s credentials to ensure that he would be given
a prominent role in Washington’s camp. It worked. At Valley Forge,
Steuben was assigned the task of standardizing the drill and training the
men in battlefield maneuvers. He also rewrote the American manual of
arms, creating a simpler version of the European practice. Ultimately,
the baron brought to the Continental Army a professionalism it had not
hitherto enjoyed and a discipline that showed itself on the battlefield in
the following campaign season.

When Washington tapped Nathanael Greene for command of
the southern army in the fall of 1780, he picked Steuben as Greene’s
second. That fall, Steuben and Greene traveled south together, stopping
at Mount Vernon, where they were welcomed by the wife of their
commander-in-chief.

Above all things, Steuben wanted to command troops in the field, but
that desire had been thwarted, at least temporarily. Seeing how poorly
organized the Continental troops and the militia in Virginia were—and
what little help they could offer the southern army—Greene had
decided to leave the baron in Richmond to gather men and supplies
while he himself rode south to take command of the troops in South
Carolina.

Steuben was still in Virginia organizing troops and matériel for
Greene when Arnold made his appearance, and as senior Continental
officer in Virginia, he became the de facto military commander there.
He had already urged Governor Thomas Jefferson to strengthen a small
fortification on the James River known as Hood’s Fort, about 14 miles
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downstream of the Appomattox River confluence, to prevent just the
sort of incursion Arnold was now making. Jefferson had dismissed the
suggestion, in part because he knew he would never find militia willing
to do it. Now, as Arnold’s flotilla came to anchor half a mile downstream
of Hood’s, the few pieces of artillery there—three 18-pounders, one
24-pounder, and an 8-inch howitzer—opened up on them.

The Americans “kept up a brisk fire,” killing one of Arnold’s men,
until Arnold landed 250 troops under Simcoe, at which point the Amer-
icans abandoned the fort to the advancing enemy. The British and
Jaegers spiked the cannons, took the howitzer, and plundered nearby
plantations.

Steuben continued to organize what defenses he could, sending local
militia and Continentals to oppose the British and Hessians as they
advanced up the James River, but Arnold’s troops brushed them aside.
A major and two captains of the Virginia volunteers were taken prisoner,
“their pockets filled with orders from Baron Steuben for assembling the
militia.”

In another instance, an American militia unit mistook the Queen’s
Rangers, with their green coats rather than the usual British red, for
Americans. They approached Simcoe, “who immediately reprimanded
them for not coming sooner, held conversation with them, then sent
them prisoners to General Arnold.”

On January 4, Arnold landed his men at Westover, just below the
Appomattox confluence, for the final overland push to Richmond and
Westham. The following day, after a forced march of “gg miles in the
heart of the enemy’s country,” part of it in a driving rain, Arnold reached
Richmond. He had ordered his troops to “march as open and to make
as great an appearance, as possible.”

Around three hundred American troops waited to stop them on the
high ground through which the road ran, and Arnold ordered Simcoe
and Ewald to dislodge them (each would imply in his memoirs that the
task was his alone). The Americans were “greatly superior in numbers,
but made up of militia, spectators, some with and some without arms,”
and after firing a single volley they “galloped off.”

In Richmond, Arnold found a wealth of goods, including “a large
quantity of tobacco, West India goods, wines, sailcloth etc.,” along with
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thirty or forty ships loaded with tobacco. He proposed to the merchants
remaining in the city that those who delivered their goods to His
Majesty’s fleet in the James River would be paid half value, which was
better than they would get if their merchandise were burned. Arnold,
who was at this point as much concerned with himself as with any cause,
likely envisioned some personal profit in this arrangement.

But the merchants needed permission from Governor Jefferson for
such an arrangement, and an agent was dispatched to find him. When
no word came back from Jefferson the following day, Arnold found him-
self “under the disagreeable necessity of ordering a large quantity of rum
to be stove, several warehouses of salt to be destroyed; several public
storehouses and smith’s shops with their contents were consumed by the
flames,” as well as a ropewalk and a magazine with quartermaster’s stores.
“[A] printing press and types were also purified by the flames.” The
detail and gusto with which Arnold described the destruction to Clin-
ton suggests a soldier taking an outsized pride in his work—and perhaps
also trying to justify Clinton’s faith in him.

Troops under Simcoe were dispatched to a cannon foundry and mag-
azine at Westham, about 6 miles upriver from Richmond. There, can-
nons, small arms, and manufacturing equipment were destroyed. Rather
than blow the magazine up, Simcoe’s detachment laboriously carried
barrels of powder—about 5 or 6 tons in all—down the nearby cliffs and
dumped them in the river. Finally, the various buildings housing the
foundry and magazine were put to the torch. Despite having been emp-
tied of powder, they went up in a series of spectacular explosions.

A hard rain set in as Simcoe and Arnold finished their work. Accord-
ing to Ewald (who considered Arnold “detestable” for his treason,
though Simcoe, at a later date, referred to Arnold’s “daring courage”),
the general set fire to all the magazines and workshops used in Rich-
mond’s vigorous shipbuilding industry, including all the partially built
vessels still on the blocks. Forty-two vessels were then loaded with mer-
chandise for the corps’ booty and sailed down the James River.

Ewald reflected that “the expedition greatly resembled those of the
freebooters, who sometimes at sea, sometimes ashore, ravaged and laid
waste everything. Terrible things happened on the excursion; churches
and holy places were plundered.” As an officer in the Continental Army,
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Arnold had always been an advocate of all-out warfare, but then he had
been defending his homeland against an invading army. Now, after
switching allegiance, he was waging war against his homeland—and
doing so with a vigor that would further cement his reputation as the
most reprehensible man in American history.

As Arnold plundered Richmond, Steuben and what few troops he
could round up prepared to make a stand at Manchester, across the river
on the south bank, but Arnold ignored them. Having largely destroyed
Richmond’s ability to aide Greene’s army to the south, he began to move
his troops back down toward Hampton Roads and Portsmouth, with
Steuben following tentatively behind. Arnold’s attack had been light-
ning quick. As Thomas Jefferson informed Washington, “Within less
than 48 hours from the time of their landing and 19 from our knowing
their destination they had penetrated g4 miles, done the whole injury
and retired.” The whole force, Jefferson wrote, was “commanded by the
parricide Arnold.”

British and American forces skirmished as the invaders moved back
down the James River. On January 8, Simcoe led a surprise attack with
forty-two mounted troops against two hundred American cavalry and
infantry at Charles City Courthouse, g miles from Richmond. About
twenty Americans were killed and eight taken prisoner, at a cost of one
of Simcoe’s men killed and three wounded.

On January 10, back at Westover, Arnold reembarked his men on
board the boats and ships that had carried them upriver and fell back
down toward Williamsburg. Learning that Steuben was waiting with six
to eight hundred men at “Flour de Hundreds,” the plantation on which
Hood’s Fort was located, he once again landed Simcoe with three hun-
dred men to drive them off. After a sharp exchange of fire, the Ameri-
cans fled, pursued by the British until deep night and heavy rain
intervened.

For the next week, Arnold and his troops moved slowly down the
James River, burning or confiscating anything they found that might be
of benefit to the rebels. Finally, on the night of January 19, Simcoe and
advance units of the Rangers and Jaegers crossed the Nansemond River
on flatboats and entered Portsmouth just as the sun was coming up over
Norfolk to the east. The following day, Arnold joined them with the rest
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of his men. It was time to begin building a British naval base on the

Chesapeake.

“The Divine Providence manifests itself”

Washington kept himself well informed of comings and goings in New
York. He was told when Arnold’s troops were loading on board their
transports, though his information was imperfect and he did not yet
know that Arnold was in command.

As preparations continued, Washington’s intelligence grew more
thorough and accurate. On January 2, he wrote to Thomas Jefferson to
report that the fleet had sailed. In his letter, he gave a detailed account
of the ships in the convoy and the number of troops, including “Light
Infantry and Grenadiers, with some other Corps.” Washington even
knew that Simcoe’s regiment was among those embarked. “The whole
under the command of Arnold, and still conjectured to be destined to
the Southward,” he wrote in conclusion.

Any number of points regarding the British embarkation must have
galled Washington. Arnold was in command, the destination was
unknown, and, with the French fleet still bottled up in Newport, there
was not one thing he could do about it.

Clinton wanted to make sure it stayed that way. With the winter deep-
ening and Gardiner’s Bay becoming increasingly uncomfortable, Vice-
Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot entertained notions of sending Admiral
Thomas Graves’s squadron of six ships of the line to the West Indies.
Clinton argued against this because he, like Washington, understood
that naval superiority was the key to the war. “If the advantages a supe-
riority at sea gives were to be transferred from us to the enemy,” he wrote
Arbuthnot, “I should not only lose the hope of the success, but fear for
the safety, of the forces that are and may be sent on different and dis-
tant expeditions.”

He was thinking specifically about the Chesapeake, which was loom-
ing larger in his strategic thinking as well as Germain’s. Even as Arnold’s
troops were disembarking in Virginia, Germain in England was writing
to Clinton to reiterate the importance of “a secure port in the Chesa-
peake for our ships to resort to for supplies.” Such a port would also
deprive the French of that important strategic location.
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Germain had learned that Leslie had been withdrawn from the
Chesapeake, and he wondered if Clinton could not send another
detachment in his place, which, of course, was exactly what Clinton had
just done. For five years, the war had been concentrated between New
York and Pennsylvania in the North and through the Carolinas and
Georgia in the South. Virginia, in the middle, had been largely spared,
but that was about to change.

The navy, of course, was central to British initiatives in the Chesa-
peake region, and to Clinton’s undoubted relief, Arbuthnot agreed to
keep his fleet intact. He assured Clinton that the “squadron shall remain
in Gardiners Bay as long as the season will admit.” The British navy
would continue to keep the French at bay.

The French navy, however, was no longer quite as passive as it had
been. With the death of de Ternay, the senior captain, Charles-René-
Dominique Sochet, Chevalier Destouches, took command of the fleet.
Destouches was a far more popular commander than de Ternay, in part
because he was more willing to risk his ships in action rather than let
them sit idle at anchor. Upon taking command, he had set his men to
work getting the ships ready for sea, and at the request of the Connecti-
cut state government, he sent a small vessel into Long Island Sound—
right under Arbuthnot’s nose—to protect merchant shipping around
New London.

In early January, Destouches continued to poke the British bear by
dispatching a couple of frigates to Boston to escort a small convoy of
supply vessels to Newport. With them was the transport Ile de France, which
had sailed with the Comte de Rochambeau’s fleet the previous summer
but had become separated. The frigates put to sea on January 10 and
soon found themselves beaten by violent winter storms of the sort that
periodically lash the coast of New England. They managed to make
Boston and got underway again on the fourteenth with the merchantves-
sels under their guns. Again they were hammered by gales as they clawed
their way around Cape Cod and the treacherous shoals to its south.

By January 20, Rochambeau and Destouches were growing con-
cerned for the safety of the convoy. Showing more boldness than de Ter-
nay would have done, Destouches sent two of his ships of the line to sea
in search of it, despite the storms rolling through and the British fleet
waiting and watching at Gardiner’s Bay.
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Arbuthnot was in New York, which left Thomas Graves in command
of the British squadron. With the French sallying forth and storms
threatening, Graves was not entirely sure what to do, but he, too, opted
for the bold move. During a break in the weather he sent three ships of
the line—DBedford, Culloden, and America—in pursuit of the French.

Culloden crossed the mouth of Long Island Sound and appeared off
Newport Harbor, where the French at first mistook her for one of their
own. The British man-of-war fired a gun, ran up her flag, and came
about, standing out to sea again, her captain perhaps hoping to tempt
one of the French ships to come out and fight.

As it happened, the sea would give him all the fight he needed. That
night, with the French squadron struggling to get back to Newport
and the English ships of the line cruising for them, another storm
blew up, hitting the New England coast with hurricane conditions. The
wind howled, and massive seas rolled out of the darkness to crash on
the shores of Rhode Island and New York, driving everything before
them.

In those conditions, the French and British ships had all they could
do to stay in one piece as they battled the wind and seas in the narrow
strip of water between Montauk Point (at the tip of Long Island), Block
Island, and the entrance to Narragansett Bay. Finally, to the great relief
of Rochambeau and Destouches, the two frigates with their charges,
including the Ile de France, limped into Newport Harbor and came to
anchor. They had survived three gales on the short run to Boston and
back. Around that time, the two ships of the line also made it safely back
to harbor.

With the success of the Boston mission, Destouches grew still bolder
in his willingness to deploy ships. By way of the Chevalier de La Luzerne,
the French minister to the Continental Congress, Thomas Jefferson had
requested that two frigates and a ship of the line be spared to carry arms
from Connecticut to the militia in Virginia and to cruise off the mouth
of the Chesapeake Bay so as to disrupt British communications.
Destouches now decided to honor the request. Though at first he felt
that he could spare only the two frigates, Rochambeau convinced him
to add the relatively shallow-draft, 64-gun ship of the line Eveillé to the
little squadron.
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Washington, meanwhile, had a lot on his mind. Foremost was the
Pennsylvania line of Continental troops, under the command of
Anthony Wayne, which had mutinied over the deplorable conditions
they were forced to endure and their unfair and generally nonexistent
pay. Nor had Washington forgotten about Arnold. Even as negotiations
with the Pennsylvania troops were nearing a successful conclusion, he
was writing to Rochambeau on various topics, the Chesapeake among
them. “Recent letters from Virginia give me the particulars of Arnold’s
incursion to Richmond,” Washington reported. “He burnt there some
public and private stores and buildings, a foundry and some other pub-
lic works in the vicinity” Washington added, perhaps by way of a hint,
“Virginia intersected as it is with large navigable Rivers is greatly exposed
to those kinds of predatory expeditions; nor is there any remedy against
them but a naval superiority.”

He would get his wish. On that same day, Rochambeau wrote a
breathless letter to Washington with news that seemed like a gift from
God.

“The Divine Providence manifests itself always for our cause,” he
began, and then went on to explain how the storm that had nearly
wrecked Destouches’s frigates had devastated the squadron that Graves
had sent out to capture them. The 74-gun Culloden had been driven
ashore on Long Island and was a total wreck, though her crew had got-
ten off safely. The Bedford, also a seventy-four, had ridden out the night
atanchor and would have been driven ashore as well if her crew had not
cut her masts away, saving the ship but totally disabling her. The Amer-
ica, a sixty-four, had been blown south clear to Virginia. (She returned
weeks later in need of major repair.)

As the result of the January storm, the French and British fleets were
now nearly equally matched, and Destouches was even more enthusias-
tic about sending his force to sea. Rochambeau felt that Destouches
would certainly dispatch the Eveillé and two frigates, and to Washington
he dangled the possibility of the admiral sending the entire fleet to the
Chesapeake.

Though gratified to hear of the damage to the British fleet, Washing-
ton tempered his optimism with caution, replying that he hoped “the
confirmation will have enabled Mr. Destouches to take advantage of the
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event, in a manner as advancive of his own glory as of the good of the
service. I impatiently wait further advices.” To Jefferson and Steuben, he
wrote that he and Destouches were waiting for confirmation before
sending ships to sea.

In Newport, the restless French troops began to wonder openly why
the navy did not make use of its newfound equality with the British. “Why
are we not ready to sail with troops for Virginia to destroy the English
ships and Arnold’s troops?” one officer asked his journal, claiming that
“the same ideas has occurred to everyone.”

The same ideas had, in fact, occurred to Rochambeau and
Destouches. On February g, Rochambeau went on board the admiral’s
flagship to confer with him and to ask whether he meant to send three
ships or the entire squadron. After considering all factors, Destouches
decided that the sixty-four and the two frigates would suffice.

Events were outpacing the express riders carrying letters over the bro-
ken, frozen roads between Newport and Washington’s headquarters at
New Windsor, New York, about 150 miles away. The correspondence
between Washington and Rochambeau seemed always to be out of
phase. On February %7, Washington wrote to Rochambeau with an
update on Arnold’s movements, suggesting for the first time that “If Mr
Des touches should have acquired a superiority, which would make it
prudent to act,” then Arnold’s division might be a proper object of atten-
tion. By the time Washington’s letter reached Rochambeau, the first
naval detachment of 1781 was already on its way to the Chesapeake.



CHAPTER 4 Copper Bottoms

IN 1761, ADMIRAL George Anson initiated an experiment that would
lead to one of the most significant breakthroughs in the history of
wooden shipbuilding. He fastened copper sheathing below the water-
line of a ship’s hull.

From the first ocean voyages in wooden ships thousands of years ago,
two problems had plagued mariners and shipbuilders. One was the
rapid buildup of weeds and other marine growth that clung like an
inverted forest to the bottom of a ship and cut its speed in half or worse.
The only cure by Anson’s day was careening, which involved unloading
everything from the ship’s hull and rolling the vessel on her side by
means of a block and tackle at the masthead. With the bottom thus
exposed, the growth was loosened with flaming torches and scraped off,
a process called breaming. The entire operation was hugely laborious
and had to be done with tedious frequency.

The other problem was teredos, or shipworms, which look like worms
but are actually mollusks that burrow into wood and can destroy a ship’s
bottom much the way termites can destroy a house. Teredos are a par-
ticular problem in tropical climates, though they exist in colder climates
as well. As England’s merchant marine and navy expanded their reach
around the globe, teredos became an increasingly expensive threat.

For hundreds of years, various combinations of tallow, sulfur, pitch,
and the like had been smeared on ships’ bottoms to address these issues,
but with little success. It was not uncommon to cover the bottom of a
ship with an extra, outer layer of sacrificial fir planking that could eas-
ily be replaced, a partial cure for teredos that did nothing, however, to
slow marine growth.

Then Anson tried sheathing the bottom of a frigate with rectangular
copper plates about fourteen inches wide and a couple of feet long. It

37
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was an expensive proposition, and he encountered technical problems
(such as galvanic corrosion caused by the use of dissimilar metals), but
once those were addressed the sheathing proved remarkably effective.
The copper repelled marine growth, and teredos could not bore
through it. Falconer’s Universal Dictionary of the Marine from 1780 called
copper sheathing “a very late invention. . . . [I]t seems, however, to
answer the purpose much better than the fir-planks.”

The officers who sailed the ships certainly understood the value of
this new technology. One captain wrote to the Controller of the Navy in
1779, begging, “For God’s sake, and our country’s, send out copper-
bottomed ships to relieve the foul and crippled ones.” Admiral George
Rodney’s flag captain wrote the Controller of the Navy in 1780, “It is
impossible for me to describe the advantages attending it [coppering].”
He went on to describe how, when forming a line of battle, the coppered
vessels were able to quickly take their stations. Then, with sails adjusted
to kill headway, they would wait upward of six hours for the uncoppered
ships to get in line, which, in the end, they often failed to do.

Not long after Anson’s initial experiment, the British navy began to
sheath its men-of-war with copper, as did the navies of other nations,
though the practice would not become universal until after the Ameri-
can Revolution.

By 1780, about half of the British fleet was copper sheathed. Indeed,
the reason that Admiral Thomas Graves was able to make such a quick
passage to Rhode Island, giving Chevalier de Ternay only a couple of
days of naval superiority despite the Frenchman’s head start from
Europe, was that Graves’s ships were all coppered and many of de Ter-
nay’s were not.

So advantageous was copper sheathing that naval personnel would
regularly note when a ship was so equipped. Thus, Comte de Rocham-
beau wrote to General George Washington on February 8, 1781, to say
that the “Chevalier Destouches waits only for a favorable wind to send a
Line of battle ship, a 64 copperbottomed, with two frigates to go and
warmly fall upon Arnold’s convoy in the rivers of Virginia.” Destouches
did not dare send a 74-gun ship into the shallow bay and did not want
to send an additional sixty-four, because only the Eveillé was coppered.
This squadron, Destouches was certain, would suffice to handle the
44-gun Charon, the frigates Guadeloupe and Fowey, and the smattering of
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smaller vessels in the fleet under Commodore Thomas Symonds that
had remained in support of Benedict Arnold.

Destouches’s squadron, commanded by Captain Le Gardeur de Tilly,
sailed undetected from Newport on the evening of February g with a
fresh breeze to carry it off. The squadron was in the Chesapeake before
Washington even knew they had left, but by that time, Washington was
warming to the idea of trapping Arnold between land and sea forces.
Before, he had felt that there was nothing he could do but read reports
of Arnold’s depredations in Virginia. Now, with what the Marquis de
Lafayette called “divine naval superiority,” it seemed possible to take pos-
itive action against the traitor.

On February 15, not having received Rochambeau’s letter of Febru-
ary 8, Washington wrote to Rochambeau suggesting a coordinated land
and sea attack on Arnold. He asked that Rochambeau send a thousand
men and “as many pieces of siege artillery, with the necessary apparatus,
as you will think proper to spare.” Washington hoped that Destouches
would send his entire fleet with the detachment.

Washington had no idea what level of cooperation he could expect
from the French, who had shown little willingness to stir from Newport
in more than half a year, but he was ready to gamble a major detach-
ment from his own army that Rochambeau would move and that the
French could control the waters of the Chesapeake. As Lafayette wrote
to the Chevalier de La Luzerne, “The general must be very convinced
of the importance of the expedition to weaken himself so much here.”

Indeed he was. Washington wrote to Rochambeau,

to give the enterprise all possible chance of success I have put under
marching orders a detachment of twelve hundred men which will proceed
in a few days towards the Head of Elk River there to embark and proceed
to a cooperation. I did not delay the march of this detachment, ’till I could
hear from Mr. Des touches and you, as there is not a moment to be lost,

if the expedition is to be undertaken.

On February 19, still not having heard from Rochambeau, Washing-
ton wrote again to reiterate his determination. “The destruction of the
detachmt. under the Comd. of Arnold, is of such immense importance
to the welfare of the Southern States that I have resolved to attempt it
with the detachment I now send in conjunction with the Militia.” Wash-
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ington assured Rochambeau that he would send troops even if Rocham-
beau decided not to send any French soldiers, “provided Mr. Des
touches is able to protect our operations by such a disposition of his fleet
as will give us the command of the bay.”

Atlong last, Washington was sensing the possibility of naval superior-
ity. He could not have guessed that what he was proposing in February—
sending a detachment of his army south and hoping for French naval
superiority—was essentially a dry run for the series of events that, later
in the year, would bring about American victory in the War for

Independence.

“Three french Ships of War”

On January 2o, the day that the transport Ile de France and her naval
escort fought their way through a winter gale and dropped anchor in
Newport and that the Culloden piled up on the eastern end of Long
Island, Benedict Arnold and his troops crossed the Nansemond River
to the partially fortified town of Portsmouth. They had cut a swath
through Richmond and surrounding towns, putting to the torch any-
thing that might give aid to the American army to the south. Now it was
time to begin securing the harbor town.

Portsmouth consisted of about one hundred fifty wood frame houses,
most of them occupied by merchants and seamen, though all but three
families had abandoned the town by the time Arnold arrived. The land
was flat, wooded, marshy, and considered unhealthy, but Arnold imme-
diately began work on his primary mission of raising the works around
the place.

The lay of the land, however, rendered Portsmouth more difficult to
secure than Arnold had been led to believe. The work was slow and hard
going, and, despite the help of some three hundred local “Negroes,”
probably runaway slaves, the works were far from complete by mid-
February. Arnold wrote to Sir Henry Clinton that “Repairing Barracks,
foraging, and patrolling with large Parties, has engrossed the Time of a
great part of the Troops.”

On February 14, news reached Arnold that concerned him more than
any action the Virginia militia might take. As Arnold reported to Clin-
ton, “Three french Ships of War, one of 64 Guns and Two Frigates,” had
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anchored in Lynnhaven Bay, about 20 miles east of Portsmouth. “[I]t
remains a doubt where they are from, and whether they are King’s Ships
or Merchantmen, I believe the latter, tho’ the Gentlemen of the Navy
are of the opinion they are the former, & from Rhode Island.”

The gentlemen of the navy, of course, were correct. The ships were
de Tilly’s squadron, the Eveillé and the two frigates that had sailed from
Newport on February g. The lurking presence of French men-of-war
must have given Arnold pause. Captain Johann Ewald suggested that
Arnold was in a near panic, breaking into a cold sweat as he frantically
drove the men to improve the works before the enemy could attack. But
Ewald’s letters betrayed a dislike of Arnold that probably colored his
assessments. Arnold undoubtedly ordered the men with greater urgency
to build the defenses, but it seems unlikely that he was panicked. In his
short and bloody career as a soldier, he had always shown extraordinary
physical courage.

Still, Arnold must certainly have guessed at Washington’s orders
regarding his treatment if caught. He may not have feared death in bat-
tle, but a dishonorable death at the end of a noose was something else,
which was why he kept a brace of loaded pistols in his pockets.

Back in New York, the British command was showing little sense of
united purpose or coordinated effort. Mistrust and miscommunication
between Clinton and Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot, together with
uncertainty as to what the French were up to, had thrown their strategy
into chaos. A few days before receiving Arnold’s letter regarding de
Tilly’s squadron, Clinton received word from a Newport Loyalist named
William Brenton that the French were preparing to embark thirteen
hundred men, presumably to attack Arnold in Virginia.

Brenton was well informed. On February 12, Rochambeau had pro-
posed to Destouches that the grenadiers and chasseurs, or light infantry,
be made ready to march, though there is no indication that they actu-
ally were.

Upon hearing this, Clinton wrote to Arbuthnot asking what plans the
old admiral had “to frustrate the designs and attempts of the rebels and
their French friends.” Clinton, for his part, ordered a division of men to
be ready to move in an instant to cooperate with anything Arbuthnot
might have in mind. In an acid dig at Arbuthnot’s having earlier stood
him up, Clinton added, “I should most cheerfully have gone to Gar-
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diners bay to communicate with you . . . but I am fearful it might be pos-
sible I should not be so fortunate as to meet you there.”

In response, Arbuthnot ordered transports prepared to take the divi-
sion aboard. Once the troops were embarked, the ships were to drop
down to Sandy Hook from the Hudson River anchorage so they could
get underway quickly. He also ordered “a general press both afloat and
ashore to raise seamen for the fleet” Soon press gangs were sweeping
the city for merchant seamen and civilians with seagoing experience to
fill out the ships’ crews.

On February 19, Clinton received the report of the French squadron
that Arnold had sent five days earlier. Though Clinton kept close tabs
on the French, this was his first confirmation that de Tilly had slipped
unseen from Narragansett Bay, and he did not hesitate to act. He had
already expressed a belief that control of the Chesapeake region was a
key in the war, and he had demonstrated a keen awareness that naval
superiority in the Chesapeake was the key to its control. Now the French
had that superiority. Worse, as Clinton now wrote Arnold, there was “rea-
son to suppose,” based on Brenton’s information, “that the ships seen
last Wednesday were the avant garde” from Newport, with more to
follow.

Arnold assured Clinton that he was “under no Apprehensions at pres-
ent” that Portsmouth might be overrun by the Virginia militia, and he
was certain they could hold off up to two thousand French troops as well,
“till a reinforcement can arrive from New York.” Clinton believed that
Arnold could, indeed, hold off an assault from the landward side, but
he feared that if the French controlled the water and landed troops
along the Elizabeth River, they could overrun Arnold’s position from
the rear.

The force that Clinton now gathered for embarkation to Virginia con-
sisted of British and Hessian grenadiers and light infantry along with the
4274 and 76 Regiments, twenty-two hundred men in all, soldiers whom
he called “the elite of my army.” This new force would be led by Major
General William Phillips, who, upon arrival, would assume command in
Portsmouth from Benedict Arnold. Phillips was one of the “band of
brothers” of British officers, having served with Clinton and Lord Corn-
wallis in Europe during the Seven Years’ War. His relationship with both
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men was unmarred by the animosity that had developed between Corn-
wallis and Clinton. Indeed, Cornwallis considered Phillips a close friend.

Having organized this third embarkation to the Chesapeake, Sir
Henry Clinton, commander-in-chief of the British army in North Amer-
ica, could do nothing more. The next move would be up to Washington
and Rochambeau.

Lafayette

To lead the detachment of twelve hundred men south after Arnold,
Washington selected Lafayette, who was then with Washington’s main
army in New York. On February 20, he sent the young Frenchman
detailed instructions. Lafayette was to march his men to Head of Elk, at
the northern end of the Chesapeake Bay, near the site of present-day
Elkton, Maryland, a march of some 50 miles from Philadelphia. He was
to communicate with the Continental Army’s quartermaster general and
the officer commanding the French squadron (Washington did not yet
know de Tilly’s name) to arrange water transport from Head of Elk to
the most advantageous landing place from which to mount an assault
against Arnold. He was to “open a correspondence with the Baron De
Steuben who now commands in Virginia,” letting him know that the
detachment was en route and requesting that Steuben assemble enough
militia to act in conjunction with the Continental troops.

Speed was crucial. “You are not to suffer the detachment to be
delayed for want of either provision, forage, or waggons on the route,”
Washington wrote. If Lafayette could not get those things through pur-
chase, hire, promissory notes, or donations, he had permission to use
military impressment. Commandeering from civilians was anathema to
Washington; that he gave Lafayette permission to do so in this instance
indicates how eager he was to make the plan work.

Washington also gave explicit instructions for dealing with Arnold if
the traitor should be taken prisoner:

You are to do no act whatever with Arnold that directly or by implication
may skreen him from the punishment due to his treason and desertion,
which if he should fall into your hands, you will execute in the most sum-

mary way.
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To disguise the destination of the troops, word was spread that the
division was bound for Staten Island or Bergen Neck, positions in the
cordon around New York.

By the last week of February, Lafayette’s detachment was marching
south, struggling over broken roads and through freezing, driving rain.
“It is amusing to see us traveling,” Lafayette wrote to Luzerne. “We
haven’t a sou, a horse, a cart or a wisp of hay. . . . We shall live by our wits
and march at the expense of our neighbors as far as Head of Elk.” Along
with their wits, Lafayette’s troops had a contingent of supply agents rid-
ing ahead of the column to make what arrangements they could before
the main body caught up with them.

Lafayette maintained an unbroken correspondence as he marched
south. He wrote to Steuben as ordered, relating his eagerness to join the
baron in Virginia, as neither he, Washington, nor Steuben felt “that Con-
sistent with prudence such operations May Be Undertaken By Militia
Alone.” If Arnold tried to negotiate, Lafayette wrote, nothing must be
said that might lead him to expect the rights of a prisoner of war. “His
Excellency’s Instructions which I'will Show you Are Very Positive on this
Point.”

Express riders raced between Lafayette and his commander-in-chief.
Washington warned Lafayette that the British might well send a fleet
after de Tilly once the destination of the French squadron was known,
and for that reason, it was vital that things move quickly. Washington
reiterated that Lafayette was to arrange for transports to move his men
from Head of Elk down the bay, and for “fast sailing vessels (Pilot Boats
would be best)” to communicate with the French squadron. Washing-
ton added, “As your march will be rapid to the Head of Elk, leave good
officers to bring up the tired, lazy, & drunken Soldiers.”

Through rain and over battered roads, Lafayette and his twelve hun-
dred Continentals pushed south for Morristown, then Trenton and Phil-
adelphia, then onward for Head of Elk.

On the same day Washington sent Lafayette his marching orders,
he wrote to Steuben, saying that he was “Convinced that a naval opera-
tion alone will probably be ineffectual, and that Militia would be
unequal to the reduction of Arnold in his works.” Therefore, Wash-
ington told Steuben, he was sending the Frenchman with twelve hun-
dred Continentals.
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De Tilly’s squadron had long since arrived by the time Steuben
received Washington’s letter, but the baron needed no orders from the
commander-in-chief to understand what an opportunity the presence
of the French ships represented. “On Monsr Tillys arrival in James
River,” he wrote Washington, “I began to prepare for an enterprize
against Portsmouth.”

General Thomas Nelson of the Virginia militia rowed out to Fveillé to
confer with de Tilly. The Frenchman informed Nelson that the
squadron could not remain long in the river. Nevertheless, Steuben
began to move militia units into positions around Portsmouth and
ordered more men called up. He arranged for “Seven or eight Merchant
Vessells of 8, to 20 Guns” to prepare to move men and heavy cannon
across the river. Every move was designed to tighten the noose around
Arnold.

De Tilly’s arrival gave the French control of the Chesapeake, but they
soon found there was not much they could do with it. Washington, with
his growing appreciation for naval tactics, had foreseen this problem.
He had warned Rochambeau, “There are a variety of positions where
Arnold by putting his vessels under protection of land batteries, may
defy a naval attack . . . ,” and that was exactly what happened. Arnold
moved the Charon and the frigates and other ships far up the Elizabeth
River, beyond the reach of de Tilly’s squadron, and he anchored the
larger ships broadside to the river so as to threaten any approaching
ships with raking fire.

De Tilly did not give up easily. He sought out local pilots to help him
work his ships upriver to attack the British, and although no pilot would
attempt this with the sixty-four, they were willing to try it with the two
smaller frigates. After the ships worked their way through the muddy,
winding channels, however, one of them, the Surveillante, ran aground.
Even after pumping her stores of fresh water overboard and removing
her guns, her crew needed twenty-four hours to free her from the grip
of the mud.

Realizing he could do nothing to Arnold’s fleet, de Tilly shifted his
squadron to Lynnhaven Bay, at the Chesapeake Bay entrance, where the
ships anchored with British ensigns flying, hoping to lure unsuspecting
enemy vessels into a trap. This ruse de guerre worked well, and de Tilly
snatched up a number of privateers and smaller vessels standing in past
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Cape Henry, the southern tip of the Chesapeake. While lying in wait,
the Frenchmen also caught sight of a British man-of-war and a smaller
vessel outside the cape. The squadron got underway, and the fast,
copper-sheathed Eveillé quickly overhauled the English ship, which sur-
rendered after firing a single shot. The ship proved to be the Romulus,
a 5o-gun ship of the line, though she was mounting only forty-four guns
at the time. She had on board a large sum of money, the payroll for
Arnold’s troops.

After lying nearly a week in the Chesapeake and taking a number of
prizes, de Tilly felt that he was pressing his luck by remaining where he
was. If Arbuthnot’s fleet should arrive, his squadron would be over-
whelmed. So, with the French flag flying over the British at Romulus’s
gaff, the squadron and its flock of prizes made its way north.

“On the 24", during a very strong wind, we perceived four large ves-
sels pretty near to shore,” wrote a French officer in Newport. It was de
Tilly returning with his prizes, just fifteen days after leaving. Lafayette,
meanwhile, had been marching three days and was barely halfway to
Head of Elk. It was one more demonstration of the advantages of naval
operations along America’s coast.

While de Tilly was carrying on his largely unsuccessful mission to Vir-
ginia, letters continued to flow between Washington and Rochambeau.
Miscommunications mounted as the situation changed faster than let-
ters could move between New Windsor and Newport, leading Rocham-
beau to complain that the post “marches but very slowly.”

Washington’s suggestion that Destouches send the entire squadron
arrived after de Tilly had sailed. Had it arrived earlier, Rochambeau
assured Washington, the admiral might well have decided to send the
whole fleet, and Rochambeau would gladly have provided the thousand
men Washington requested. Unfortunately, in that time, Arbuthnot had
managed to remast the Bedford, and the America, which had been blown
south to Virginia in the January storm, had since clawed her way back
to Gardiner’s Bay. With those ships returned to service and Eveillé gone,
the British once again controlled the seas off Newport.

The return of de Tilly and the Eveillé, however, scrambled the strate-
gic picture yet again. With the sixty-four back and the Romulus added to
the French fleet, Destouches’s force was nearly equal to Arbuthnot’s. In
a secret letter to Rochambeau, Destouches pointed out that Romulus
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drew less water than Fveillé and thus would be better able to get up the
Elizabeth River and attack Arnold’s fleet. The admiral immediately set
to work returning the prize to her full armament of fifty guns.

Further inspiring this renewed effort were letters and prisoners cap-
tured aboard transports taken by de Tilly. The letters revealed a plan by
the British to repopulate Portsmouth with the Tory families who had
fled, thus strengthening the British hold on the Chesapeake. The pris-
oners taken aboard the transports had been the vanguard of that effort.

“The Letters, found on board the Vessels taken by Mr. De Tilly, have
decided Mr. Destouches to follow at full the plan given by your Excel-
lency,” Rochambeau wrote to Washington, “and to risk every thing to
hinder Arnold from establishing himself at Portsmouth in Virginia.” This
time, Destouches would lead his entire fleet to the Chesapeake. Rather
than the 1,000 men Washington had requested, Rochambeau would
send 1,120, including all the elite grenadiers and chasseurs. For artillery,
he would send four 4-pounder and four 12-pounder guns. The navy
would be able to supply 24-pounders if necessary, but Rochambeau “pre-
sumed that against earthen intrenchments, the 12 pounders will be
Sufficient.”

When Arnold had arrived in Virginia two months earlier, he had
faced only local militia with no naval support. Now, that militia was
numerically superior to his army and had him boxed in at Portsmouth.
Twelve hundred Continental troops were hurrying overland to join the
attack, and eleven hundred well-trained and well-equipped French
troops would be sailing to the Chesapeake, their transports escorted by
eight ships of the line. The net, it seemed, had encircled Arnold and
needed only to be drawn tight.



CHAPTER 5 Head of Elk

GEORGE WASHINGTON NEVER had a chance to be disappointed by Cap-
tain Le Gardeur de Tilly’s failure in the Chesapeake. The same letter
from Comte de Rochambeau that carried news of the squadron’s return
also included the very welcome news of the decision to send the full fleet
and French troops after Benedict Arnold.

Rochambeau’s letter, long and detailed, reflected the lift the French
forces were receiving from the prospect of action. He told Washington
that his troops would be ready to embark in twenty-four hours, though
the fleet would take longer. Chevalier Destouches was still struggling to
get his ships ready for sea after the neglect they had suffered under
Chevalier de Ternay, and it would be another eight days before they
could get underway. Rochambeau intended to ask “the States of Boston
[sic] and Rhode-island to send me . . . 2000, militia to stay here all the
time this expedition may last,” to protect Newport from British attack.
He hoped Washington would “approve of my making use of your name
in my demand.”

Upon receiving Rochambeau’s letter on March 1, Washington imme-
diately sent word to the Marquis de Lafayette that the French intended
“to operate in Chesapeak Bay with their whole fleet and a detachment
of 1100 french troops grenadiers and Chasseurs included.” Rochambeau
had asked Washington to send an aide-de-camp to Baron de Steuben,
the commanding officer in Virginia, to assemble the militia and have
everything in readiness for the fleet’s arrival. Washington was sure that
such arrangements had already been made, “but to gratify the Count
[Rochambeau]” he asked Lafayette to send Colonel Jean-Baptiste Gou-
vion, an engineer with Lafayette’s detachment, to confer with Steuben.

Washington had earlier requested that Destouches send armed ves-
sels to Head of EIk to escort Lafayette’s transports down the Chesapeake
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Bay, a distance of some 200 miles. Rochambeau informed Washington
that Destouches would try, but “he says that he cannot answer for it by
reason of the Length 1st. of the way by Land, 2d. of the Navigation thro’
all the Length of the Bay.” Washington told Lafayette that Destouches
“seems to make a difficulty, which I do not comprehend about protect-
ing the passage of your detachment down the bay.” It was, in Washing-
ton’s opinion, “entirely without foundation,” and he had no doubt that,
once in the bay, the French fleet would find no difficulty with the matter.

To reduce the likelihood that Lafayette’s continued march south
would raise British suspicions of the French fleet’s return, Washington
put out word that the division was heading to the aid of General
Nathanael Greene in the Carolinas. At the same time, he ordered part
of the formerly mutinous Pennsylvania line under the command of
Anthony Wayne and Arthur St. Clair to move south and join Lafayette.

On March 1, Lafayette was in Philadelphia preparing for the final
push to Head of Elk. Despite the “Depth of the Mud, and the Extreme
Badness of the Roads,” his division had made a rapid march south. He
knew nothing of Rochambeau’s new initiative, however, as Washington
was writing the letter outlining the new French plans that very day (the
letter apparently never reached him).

The marquis had, however, heard rumors that de Tilly had left the
Chesapeake, removing half of the offensive pincer against Arnold. “My
expectations are not Great,” he wrote to Washington, “and I think we
Have But few chances for us.” He assured the commander-in-chief that
he would continue to press on as rapidly as possible and would only turn
back if he heard from Gouvion (whom he had sent to Steuben even
before Washington asked) that de Tilly had definitely returned to Rhode
Island.

By March g, Lafayette and his men were at Head of Elk, arriving three
days earlier than his most optimistic estimate. He still did not know
Rochambeau’s plans, though he had received a letter from his comman-
der—written before Washington knew the full extent of the French
expedition—telling him that Destouches intended to send Romulus and
a couple of frigates back to Portsmouth.

That was enough for Lafayette. With renewed enthusiasm, he began
to fire off letters to the principal actors in Virginia. Under the mistaken
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belief that Steuben had gone south to join Greene, he wrote to “The
Commanding Officer in Virginia,” whoever that might be, that “The Sail-
ing of Mr. de Telly’s squadron must have disappointed your expecta-
tions, and of course relaxed the preparations against Portsmouth.” He
then informed the officer (who was in fact Steuben) of the second
squadron that would be sent to trap Arnold. He requested that as many
militia as possible be collected. He also requested that the commanding
officer “collect as much artillery, ammunition &c. as will be within your
reach,” as well as horses, boats, and pilots. Once again, he made it clear
that no communication was to be held with Arnold “that may any way
give him the least claim to the advantages of a prisoner of war.”

And that was about all Lafayette could do, because, much to his dis-
appointment, he found few of the boats and ships he had requested wait-
ing for him at Head of EIk. “This delay may prove fatal to the
Expedition,” he wrote to Baltimore businessman and brigadier general
Mordecai Gist, asking him to use his “whole Influence and your Most
Strenuous Exertions to send immediately to this place Every Vessel fit
for the Navigation of the Bay” He repeated the plea in letters sent off
in every direction, and then he embarked on what was for him the most
difficult activity of all: he waited.

Approximately 200 miles away by water from Head of Elk, Steuben
was not waiting for anything. He had begun preparations for Arnold’s
capture as soon as de Tilly arrived in the bay, and he had continued even
after de Tilly announced his departure. “I have it therefore in my Power
to afford the necessary assistance to the affair now in agitation,” he wrote
to Washington, “much sooner than could be expected.” He had col-
lected over fifteen hundred militia, four 18-pounder cannon and mor-
tars with 800 shells, mounted troops, riflemen, ships and boats, “and
indeed every other article that may be necessary, if Working Day, & Night
will procure them.”

The baron had spent a good portion of his time in Virginia making
requests—many said demands—of the government, and the new oper-
ations only increased that activity. He wrote to Governor Thomas Jeffer-
son in French, their common language, asking that at least forty
thousand rations for Lafayette’s men to be sent to Williamsburg by
March 7 and that at least the same amount be sent to the Virginia mili-
tia in Suffolk under the command of Peter Muhlenberg. He called for
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ships to be collected at Hood’s Fort, 40 miles up the James River from
Portsmouth, by March 6, and for carriages for the guns, vessels for trans-
porting them, and all necessary supplies to be ready by March 7.

By the second week in March, even before the arrival of Lafayette’s
troops or the French army, Arnold was well hemmed in, surrounded by
upward of two thousand militia with only one road out of Portsmouth.
Steuben even had the order of battle worked out. He wrote to Washing-
ton, “You need not, my Dear General be under any apprehension that
Arnold will escape by Land. Let the retreat by James River be cut off &
I will answer for delivering him over to the Marquis.”

Cutting off a retreat by way of the James River was, of course, the busi-
ness of the French navy, upon which all else depended. It is hardly sur-
prising, then, that everyone was eagerly looking out for the French ships.
Even as he was organizing his troops and supplies, Steuben began to dis-
patch boats to intercept them, though in fact the fleet had not yet left
Newport. Instead of the French, Steuben’s people discovered that the
British had “a number of Cruisers out up the Bay as well as down to the
Capes on a Continual look out.” Arnold and his naval commander, Com-
modore Thomas Symonds, wanted no more surprises like the one de
Tilly had given them.

“[A] sufficient force to clear the Chesapeake Bay”

By early March, Benedict Arnold was sounding less sanguine about the
security of his position. Sir Henry Clinton had informed him that the
sixty-four and the two frigates might only be the first of a fleet from New-
port. If a French fleet did sail from Rhode Island, Clinton wrote to
Arnold that he could “rest assured every attention will be paid to your
situation, and that our movements will be regulated by theirs.”

Such an assurance may not have been too comforting. Arnold had
intended to launch another foray up the James River under the com-
mand of Lieutenant Colonel Dundas, but in light of the rebel threat he
countermanded that order. Instead, Dundas was sent against American
troops at Williamsburg and Norfolk, where he skirmished with little
result. For the first time since his arrival in Virginia, Arnold was not con-
centrating on offensive action. Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe recalled,
“There being indications that a serious attack upon Portsmouth was in
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agitation, Gen. Arnold was very active in putting it into a respectable
state of defense.”

Arnold invited his senior officers to meet for a discussion of the man-
ner in which they would defend themselves against the rebels. He
believed that the Americans had “upwards of three Thousand Men”
within 12 miles of Portsmouth and were ready to attack. “I have every
reason to believe that they have collected this Force to cooperate with
the French Ships and Troops which they hourly expect from Rhode
Island,” he wrote to Clinton.

Given their circumstances, there was nothing for Arnold and his men
to do but dig in and hope that Clinton would send support before they
were overwhelmed by the French and Americans. “We are however all
in high Spirits,” he wrote to Clinton, “not doubting but that our Wants
and critical Situation will be properly attended to.”

Both Clinton and Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot were well aware of French
preparations. Word reached them that Rochambeau was embarking
men and removing ordnance from batteries in preparation for a move
against the Chesapeake. By early March, they were aware of Lafayette’s
division moving south to link up with Steuben and the Virginia militia.

Like Destouches, Arbuthnot was racing to get his fleet ready for sea.
Culloden was a total loss, though all her crew had been saved, which was
no doubt an enormous relief. Of all the things a ship needed to oper-
ate, seamen were the most difficult to obtain.

Culloden had gone ashore 18 miles from Gardiner’s Bay, “in an unin-
habited country, a few Indians,” as Arbuthnot described it. Most of the
guns and stores from the ship had been saved before the hull had bro-
ken up. Arbuthnot next set his men to salvaging the wreck for masts and
yards to rerig the dismasted Bedford. Gales continued to lash the Long
Island coast as the crews struggled to save the massive spars.

Once freed from the wreck, the masts and bowsprit were towed to
Gardiner’s Bay, where the g8-gun London had been prepared to assist in
stepping them aboard Bedford. The huge and ponderous spars arrived
on March g and were in place by the next day—an impressive accom-
plishment. But considerably more work remained, including construct-
ing the huge tops, or platforms, on which marines were stationed in
battle to snipe at the enemy’s deck, before Bedford was ready to take her
place in the fleet.
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While seamen struggled to ready the men-of-war for sea, Arbuthnot
and Clinton continued to wrangle about how best to relieve Arnold.
Arbuthnot was in poor health. Around the time de Tilly’s squadron had
first been reported, he had written to Lord Sandwich, First Lord of the
Admiralty, asking to be recalled. “I have lost almost totally the sight of
one eye,” he complained, “and the other is but a feeble helpmate.” Fur-
ther, he added, “I have lately been seized with very odd fits, resembling
apoplexy, because almost instantly I faint, remain senseless and speech-
less sometimes four hours.” Upon recovering, he would have no mem-
ory of fainting, but he remained sick for two or three days.

Alifetime at sea had taken its toll. Arbuthnot had been shipboard for
the past nine months almost without break, and he had spent the pre-
vious fifty-four years in the naval service. The current crisis called for a
younger and more vigorous officer, but for the time being it was all on
the shoulders of Marriot Arbuthnot.

In early March, the troops intended for Virginia under the command
of Major General William Phillips were embarked, and the transports
dropped down to Sandy Hook, ready to sail to Arnold’s relief. Clinton
was waiting to learn Arbuthnot’s intentions, but Arbuthnot was not very
forthcoming. “I flatter myself, though you do not mention it,” Clinton
wrote to the admiral at the end of February, “that you have already
detached a sufficient force to clear the Chesapeake Bay.” In fact, Arbuth-
not had not yet sent any ships south, nor had he bothered to tell the
commander-in-chief what he had in mind.

Finally, as the French prepared to sail, Arbuthnot sent a series of
seemingly contradictory letters to Clinton outlining his plans. Initially,
he proposed to meet the transports at Sandy Hook and escort them with
his fleet to the Chesapeake without waiting to see what the French would
do. This idea did not sit well with Clinton. If Arbuthnot headed south
with his fleet and the French did not sail, then the numerous supply
ships and transports Clinton was expecting from England would be vul-
nerable to capture with no British naval force to defend them. On the
other hand, if Arbuthnot sailed with Phillips’s troops in company and
met the French fleet at sea, the transports would interfere with Arbuth-
not’s ability to fight.

Soon after, Arbuthnot wrote to say once more that he would “pro-
ceed instantly with the squadron off Sandy Hook.” But, in another let-
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ter, he said he would send a frigate to reconnoiter Newport and “regu-
late [his] measures by what was discovered there.” Then he sent orders
to one of his frigate captains instructing him “to take the Orpheus and
Savage under your command” and escort Phillips’s transports to the
Chesapeake.

Clinton certainly did not want Phillips’s division sailing south with no
idea where the French navy was or who controlled the sea lanes. As he
told Lord Cornwallis, “to send them under two frigates only, before the
Chesapeake is our own, is to sacrifice the troops and their convoy.” Ulti-
mately, however, there was nothing that either Clinton or Arbuthnot—
or, for that matter, Washington, Lafayette, Steuben, or Arnold—could
do but wait for the French to make their move.

By March g, the British fleet was ready for sea, and Arbuthnot began
to move his ships out of Gardiner’s Bay in preparation to sail. He sent
two frigates across the mouth of Long Island Sound to see what was hap-
pening in Newport. The next day, the frigates came racing back with the
news that the French fleet was gone.

The French Move

Rochambeau and Destouches were as eager as any American officer to
launch an expedition against Arnold. They appreciated the significance
of such a victory, even if it involved only the capture of Arnold’s small,
fifteen-hundred-man force. And they were embarrassed by the failure
of the Expédition Particuliére to accomplish anything in the eight
months it had been on American soil. Their eagerness was shared by the
rest of the French officer corps. As Captain Louis-Alexandre Berthier
later recalled, “Everyone was vying with everyone else to take part in this
expedition.”

Although Rochambeau had made it clear to Washington that the
French were organizing the expedition as quickly as they could, Wash-
ington decided to go to Newport to help move things along. He wrote
to Lafayette on March 1, “I set out in the morning for Rhode Island
where I hope to arrive before the fleet sails to level all difficulties and
be in the way to improve circumstances.” What difficulties he may have
foreseen is unclear, but the pomp his presence would occasion in New-
port was more likely to slow things up than to hasten them.
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Washington arrived at Newport on March 6, having been ferried from
the mainland in Destouches’s barge (there being no bridge to Rhode
Island at the time). Already a great hero to the French, the American
commander-in-chief had recently been made a marshal of France after
it was pointed out in the French court that only the king or a marshal
could be considered senior to Rochambeau in command of the French
troops in America. “I mark, as a fortunate day,” wrote the commissary
Claude Blanchard of Washington’s arrival, “that in which I have been
able to behold a man so truly great.”

Washington was escorted directly aboard Destouches’s flagship, the
Duc de Bourgogne, where all the general officers had assembled. This may
well have been the first time Washington ever set foot on a ship of the
line. The guns of the fleet roared out the honor due a man of Washing-
ton’s stature. An American eyewitness, Daniel Updike, later recalled,
“The firing from the French ships that lined the harbor was tremendous;
it was one continued roar and looked as though the very bay were on
fire.” According to Updike, Washington wore the Marshal of France
insignia on his uniform.

Having met with the generals on board the flagship, Washington and
Rochambeau repaired ashore to receive honors from the rest of the
army. Many of the officers were French nobles, accustomed to the pomp
of Versailles, and they were not about to take half measures in greeting
the American commander-in-chief. The guns of the batteries boomed
out their salutes. The troops in their brilliant white uniforms, all five
thousand, mustered under arms, “forming a great parade and lining his
route on both sides of the street from the quay to his lodgings.”

As Washington proceeded along the great line of soldiers, each gen-
eral stood at the head of his division to salute him. Rochambeau and his
staff hurried ahead to take their places at the front of the Bourbonnais
Regiment, the senior regiment in the Expédition Particuliere. The reac-
tion of Berthier was typical of the French officers. He wrote in his jour-
nal, “The nobility of his bearing and his countenance, which bore the
stamp of all his virtues, inspired everyone with the devotion and respect
due his character.”

That afternoon, Washington dined with Rochambeau, and later he
was escorted through the town of Newport, which was illuminated in his
honor. A local Tory who chose not to illuminate his house had his win-
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dows broken by stone-throwing patriots until he relented and showed
Washington the proper respect. Townspeople carried torches to light
Washington’s way to the quarters of the Baron de Vioménil, Rocham-
beau’s second in command, where he had supper.

Washington spent the following week in Newport, féted in the homes
of the town’s leading citizens, including, ironically, Metcalf Bowler.
Bowler, a leader of the revolutionary movement in Rhode Island, had
become a British informer to protect himself and his property, but his
treachery would remain hidden until the 1920s, when his secret corre-
spondence was found during a cataloguing of Sir Henry Clinton’s
papers.

The party ended the day following Washington’s arrival for more than
a thousand French troops, including de Vioménil, whom Rochambeau
chose to lead the attack on Arnold. The fleet was at last ready to put to
sea, and the men who had been chosen for the expedition boarded their
assigned ships. But now it was the wind that proved an obstacle, blow-
ing from the wrong quarter and holding the ships wind-bound in har-
bor. It was not unheard of for ships to spend days or weeks awaiting a
fair wind, but luckily for the French, the breeze came around to “a light
norther” the following day, fair to waft the ships south to the open ocean.

Around five o’clock on the afternoon of March 8, the ships of
Destouches’s squadron won their anchors and stood out to sea. There
were eight ships of the line if the ro-gun Romulus were counted as such,
though the French sometimes considered her a heavy frigate. The flag-
ship was the 8o-gun Duc de Bourgogne, followed in size by the seventy-
fours Conquérant and Neptune and the sixty-fours Jason, Ardent, Provence,
and FEveillé, the latter making her second foray to the Chesapeake.

Two frigates accompanied the fleet. One was the g2-gun Hermione,
famous as the ship that had carried Lafayette back from France twelve
months earlier after the marquis had convinced the king to send mili-
tary aid to America. The other was the Fantasque, armed en flute—that
is, with guns missing so her gunports were empty, like the holes of a
flute. Fantasque was used as a supply ship, though she still mounted
twenty-two guns on her lower deck. In all, the French squadron
mounted 588 heavy guns. Only a portion of the fleet, however, was
coppered.
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While standing out of the harbor, Fantasque managed to run aground.
Boats were sent to tow her off, and after a few hours she was freed with
no damage to her bottom.

From the fortified high ground at the harbor entrance, George Wash-
ington watched the fleet put to sea. One can imagine the mixed emo-
tions he must have felt, watching the eight big men-of-war standing
south, bearing away on a mission to trap Benedict Arnold. Here was the
fleet on which all his hope of victory against the British rested—and
which had already disappointed him again and again.

He must have wondered if this time, perhaps, things would be
different.



CHAPTER 6 The Battle of Cape Henry

CHEVALIER DESTOUCHES’S FLEET made its way south into fluky winds
that backed from north to southwest, driving the ships eastward of
their destination. Laboriously, they worked their way toward Cape
Henry, marking the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay. Their progress was
further hampered by an absence of copper sheathing on a number of
the ships, which created great disparities in speed throughout the
squadron.

On March 11, three days out of Newport, the fleet was well offshore
and still 7o leagues, or 210 miles, from Cape Henry, having completed
scarcely half the passage. A few hours after midnight on March 12,
wrapped in darkness and fog, the ships were suddenly headed, the wind
swinging around their bows. Captain Berthier wrote that “part of the
squadron was caught in irons with sails aback [i.e., with the wind hitting
the wrong side of the sails, pressing them back against the masts], and
at daybreak the Duc de Bourgogne, the Neptune, the Eveillé, and the Sur-
veillante found themselves isolated from the rest of the squadron.” (Sev-
eral participants mentioned the frigate Surveillante in their letters and
journals, though she is not listed as one of the ships that sailed with the
squadron. She might have joined the fleet at sea.)

A ship “caught in irons” loses steerageway with its bow pointing
directly into the wind and is temporarily unable to move. In high winds,
the ship might easily be dismasted, but in this case, the wind was light
and the danger was from a different quarter. The scattering of the ships
exposed them to the possibility of being picked off by a superior Eng-
lish force. “This separation was alarming,” wrote Claude Blanchard, who
was on board the flagship, “for thus each of our divisions was very infe-
rior to the English.” In fleet tactics, there was safety in numbers.

The rest of the fleet was nowhere in sight in the thickening fog.
Destouches tacked his flagship and the three vessels still in company
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with her back and forth, firing volleys as a signal to the others, but it did
no good. The wind had swung into the southwest and was building, so
the admiral shaped a course for the Chesapeake in hope of meeting the
remainder of his fleet there. His biggest unknown was also his biggest
worry—where was Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot?

The British Fleet

The British fleet had already cleared Gardiner’s Bay, Long Island, on
March 10 when the frigates sent to reconnoiter Newport returned with
news that the French fleet was out. Arbuthnot immediately set out in
pursuit, certain from the intelligence he had received that they were
bound for the Chesapeake. He believed that the Marquis de Lafayette
was marching south at the head of twenty-five hundred men and that
Baron de Steuben had assembled six thousand militia under his com-
mand, enough to capture Benedict Arnold and then threaten Lord
Cornwallis from the north while Nathanael Greene’s forces closed in
from the south. British ships were sorely needed in the Chesapeake.

Arbuthnot’s fleet, all copper-bottomed, made good time, though the
hurried manner in which the ships had been readied for sea had con-
sequences. “The Bedford was rather in confusion,” Arbuthnot reported,
“and soon after sprung [broke] her maintopmast.” A broken topmast
was routine, but it was still a big problem. The topgallant mast and sail
had to be sent down to the deck, then the topmast itself—over a hun-
dred feet long and several feet in diameter—had to be lowered down
and a new one sent up, then everything rerigged as before.

Such problems aside, Arbuthnot enjoyed significant advantages over
Destouches. Not only were his ships coppered, they were more power-
ful, starting with the London, a three-decker of ninety-eight guns, far big-
ger than anything in the French fleet. The flagship Royal Oak was a
seventy-four, as were Robust and Bedford, compared with just two French
seventy-fours. The Europe, America, and Prudent were sixty-fours, and the
Adamant was a fifty, like Romulus. Arbuthnot also had three frigates,
including the 44-gun Roebuck, the g2-gun Iris, and the 22-gun Medea. In
all, the British fleet mounted 660 guns to the French fleet’s ;88—a big
advantage in any last-ship-standing battle of attrition like those that char-
acterized naval actions of the time.
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By March 12, as Destouches was struggling to reunite his fleet,
Arbuthnot was just south of Delaware Bay. There, he crossed paths with
a British merchant ship nine weeks out of Cork, bound for New York.
The captain of the merchantman told Arbuthnot that the day before he
had seen a French fleet “consisting of ten sail of large ships” about 75
miles south of their present location. The merchantman had been
chased by one of the ships but had managed to get away.

Soon after, a brisk wind sprung up from the north northeast, driving
the ships south toward the Chesapeake. Arbuthnot’s sense of urgency
had been further heightened by the merchantman’s news. He did not
expect to beat the French to Virginia, but he hoped to arrive close
enough on their heels to prevent them from landing troops or maneu-
vering to trap Arnold. He knew that Destouches would not attempt
either action with a superior enemy fleet in the offing. In fact, however,
the British had managed to overtake and pass the French and, without
knowing it, were now closer to the Chesapeake than the enemy fleet.

The British were 60 miles from Cape Henry when the wind tapered
and veered into the south, temporarily preventing further progress
toward their destination. The same wind that had driven Arbuthnot
south had also helped the French fleet, so that Arbuthnot’s complete
squadron and the two halves of Destouches’s force were all within 60
miles of one another, though they remained unaware of this in fog and
occasional heavy weather.

On March 14, at eight bells in the morning watch (8:00 a.m.), Cape
Henry was spotted from the deck of the Duc de Bourgogne, a little too
close for comfort. The flagship put about to stand to sea with its three
companions. As they worked their way offshore, the frigate Surveillante
signaled sails on the horizon. The flagship’s drummers beat to quarters,
and sailors scrambled over the decks to clear for action. Gun tackles
were cast off, sand was spread on the decks, fires in the galley were
doused. Gunners prepared their cartridges, and surgeons laid out their
instruments. The bulkheads that walled off the officers’ cabins were
struck, opening the decks from one end of the ship to the other. While
the crew prepared for battle, however, the signal officer raised the recog-
nition signal aloft, and to the relief of everyone on board, it was
answered correctly. The distant vessels were the second half of the
French fleet, which had become separated. Soon all eight ships of the
line were reunited “to the great satisfaction of all.”
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The wind out of the south kept strengthening, driving both the
French and the British north of the capes. For days, the ponderous ships
of the line tacked against the contrary wind, making little headway.
Destouches dispatched the more weatherly Surveillante to close with
Cape Henry and keep a lookout for the British fleet, as each side strug-
gled to beat the other into the sheltered waters of the Chesapeake Bay.
Both fleets were in the same area of the sea, making for the same desti-
nation, and neither knew that the other was there.

“[A] more pleasing prospect”

The morning of March 16 began foggy with the wind blowing from the
north northeast, but the breeze dropped and shifted into the west south-
west as the sun rose. Visibility was a mile or two as the men-of-war in
Destouches’s fleet sailed on port tack, meaning that the wind was blow-
ing over the port, or left, sides of the vessels. In the nautical parlance of
the day, they were sailing “with their larboard tacks aboard,” larboard
being then the more common term for a ship’s left side.

The French squadron, according to its logbooks, was on a northeast-
erly heading in light air when a frigate suddenly appeared to the south,
which was now to windward, about a mile off. “At first the Admiral gave
the signal to chase her,” the official report recorded. The copper-
bottomed Eveillé and the frigate Surveillante, which had rejoined the fleet,
were sent after the stranger, “but soon afterward several vessels loomed
out of the fog.” The French and British fleets had found one another.

The French fleet was several miles to the north and downwind of the
British, sailing in a loose formation. Destouches “signaled the squadron
to form in line of battle on the port tack.” The heavy ships began to
wheel into line, with the Conguérantleading the way and the flagship Duc
de Bourgogne in the middle, the customary position for the admiral in
command. Once again, the drummers beat to quarters and the ships
cleared for action. This time, however, there was no doubting the iden-
tity of the ships emerging from the mist.

Destouches did not particularly want this fight. According to Berthier,
he “neither avoided nor sought battle. He thought only of upholding
the honor of the King’s arms.” Arbuthnot’s arrival convinced Destouches
that his mission could no longer be accomplished. “He realized the
impossibility of disembarking troops under fire,” the official report read,
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“even from his warships, while opposed by a superior squadron.” And if
he could no longer assist in trapping Arnold, Destouches saw no bene-
fit in engaging the more powerful British fleet.

But neither could he withdraw and “give the boastful English any
opportunity for claiming that he had been chased away by a fleet of com-
parable strength to his own.” Instead, he maneuvered his ships to seek
the most advantageous position, while allowing Arbuthnot to decide
whether there would be a fight. Having only recently been elevated from
senior captain after de Ternay’s death, Destouches was not an experi-
enced fleet commander. The possibility that he could beat the British
so thoroughly as to drive them off does not seem to have occurred to
him.

Arbuthnot, for his part, entertained no doubt that engaging the
enemy was the advantageous thing to do. “[I]t favoured our operations,”
he wrote to the Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of the Admiralty, “to bring
them to action.” The most he had hoped for upon leaving Long Island
was to arrive in the Chesapeake before the French troops could disem-
bark. He had been playing catch-up, and it must have been a great relief
to find Destouches still on open water.

Unfortunately for Arbuthnot, the wind soon hauled around again,
this time into the northeast, giving the French the favored windward
position. Arbuthnot’s fleet fell off on port tack, sailing line ahead, that
is, with one ship directly astern of another. Robust was in the lead, with
the flagship, Royal Oak, like Duc de Bourgogne, in her proper place in the
middle of the line, and the three frigates out to windward.

No sailing vessel can sail directly into the wind. To get to windward,
or to “weather;,” any ship must sail a zigzag pattern upwind, called tack-
ing. Modern boats can sail within 45 degrees of the wind, but ponder-
ous eighteenth-century men-of-war could do little better than %o
degrees, often losing to leeway what little windward progress their
courses might otherwise have conferred. Thus, the downwind ships
might not be able to get up to the enemy, and if they tried they would
likely be shot to pieces trying to tack in the face of the enemy’s broad-
sides. The fleet that held the windward position, known as the “weather
gauge,” had the choice of whether and when to sail downwind and

engage.
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By eight o’clock on the morning of March 16, the weather gauge
belonged to Destouches. Arbuthnot began to work his ships to wind-
ward as best he could, trying to sail higher on the wind than the French
in order to reel them in to the range of his big guns. Destouches, how-
ever, chose not to close with the British. Instead, for the next hour, the
two fleets maintained an easterly heading, sailing in two roughly paral-
lel lines a mile or more apart, with their larboard tacks aboard and their
rows of black guns leering at each other through a thickening haze. As
the visibility deteriorated, Arbuthnot sent one of his nimble frigates to
weather to maintain contact with the French feet.

At nine o’clock, Destouches made the signal for his fleet to tack, and
one by one the big ships turned into the wind, their sails flogging in the
growing breeze and showering the decks with moisture that had con-
densed on the canvas. With a squeal of bosun’s pipes and the slap of
bare feet on wooden decks, the sailors hauled away on braces and the
ships swung through the wind from port tack to starboard, standing off
toward the northwest.

Arbuthnot maintained his port tack for another half hour, perhaps
hoping for a wind shift that would give him the weather gauge, then he
too made the signal for the fleet to tack in succession. Once again, the
two fleets were sailing in roughly parallel lines, the distance between
them closing. The coppered bottoms of the British ships allowed them
to sail higher—closer to the direction from which the wind was blow-
ing—than the French ships with their growth-encrusted bottoms could
sail.

As the two fleets settled on their new courses, Destouches discovered
another reason to postpone battle. In tacking, both the Eveillé and the
Ardent had broken a topsail yard, the long, horizontal spar supporting
the topsail, the second highest sail on a mast and the most crucial sail
for maneuvering. Each ship had three topsails, one on each mast, the
fore, main, and mizzen. The broken yards on the two French ships must
have been critical fore or main topsail yards, as Destouches felt the need
to maneuver “so as to allow the Eveillé and Ardent time to repair their
topsail-yards.”

This was no easy task. Like the topmasts, the topsail yards of a ship of
the line were huge and unwieldy, upwards of 8o feet long and 20 inches
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Arbuthnot holds his course until, looking astern, he can see that he
has crossed the outbound track of the French fleet. Then he tacks to
pursue his enemy, sure of the windward position. As the British fleet
overhauls the French, however, Destouches chooses the perfect
moment to turn his fleet to a westerly heading so the two lines of
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For nearly an hour the two fleets sail before the wind with the lead
ships heavily engaged. The ships toward the back of the British line
don’t engage until the very end, however, and then only at a distance.
Finally Destouches runs off to the east, and Arbuthnot’s fleet is too
shattered to follow. The British make for the Chesapeake and secure
the bay, thus winning a tactical victory.
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in diameter in the center. Along with the massive topsail that was lashed
along its length, each of these behemoths was rigged with lifts, braces,
halyards, studdingsail booms, footropes, flemish horses, reef tackle, and
various other pieces of gear. Itis a testament to the size and expertise of
an eighteenth-century man-of-war’s crew that they could get those huge
spars and their attendant sails and rigging down, repaired or replaced,
rerigged, and set again in a few hours or less.

Destouches continued his northwesterly course, his ships in their line
of battle, as the wind and seas continued to build. To his south, the
British were following a roughly parallel track, but sailing higher and
faster, closing the gap. Around half past ten, “finding that the present
tack was carrying his ships too close to the reefs along the northern coast
of Virginia,” Destouches ordered the fleet to wear around, back onto
port tack. The French settled once again onto an easterly course as the
two damaged vessels struggled to get things squared away aloft.

Arbuthnot, meanwhile, chose to continue northwest on a starboard
tack, despite the nearness of the Virginia shoreline, passing to leeward
of Destouches on the opposite tack. “The enemy was taking full advan-
tage of their greater speed,” Berthier recounted, “and, encouraged by
their superior strength, continued to come on to windward, setting all
their sails and running on the starboard tack.”

The British fleet was faster and handier, and by noon, Arbuthnot,
looking astern, could see that he had crossed the wake of the French
squadron and achieved the weather gauge. “[T]he enemy,” he wrote,
“having their larboard tacks, and we standing on contrary one to fetch
their wake, being so far advanced to weather of them, I made the signal
to tack.”

Now the English ships swung through the wind, yards groaning and
canvas booming as the sails filled on the port tack. When they settled
onto the new course, Arbuthnot’s line of battle was directly astern of
Destouches’s and a few points to windward, and he quickly began to
overhaul the French fleet.

“Nothing could bear a more pleasing prospect than my situation,”
Arbuthnot wrote. Destouches could no longer avoid a fight, and Arbuth-
not enjoyed superior firepower. There were, however, a couple of points
of concern. The British line had become too spread out, so Arbuthnot
ordered the signal to be made for Robust, in the lead, to shorten sail. In
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addition, the weather continued to deteriorate. Visibility was poor in a
spitting rain, with the wind rising and a big sea running.

Holding the weather gauge meant that Arbuthnot could bring
Destouches to battle, but in the rising wind and sea he did not want to
be upwind of the French when the fighting began. A sailing ship heels
to leeward in a blow, and the farther a man-of-war heeled, the more dif-
ficult it became to elevate the guns high enough to hit the enemy. In
high winds and big seas, a ship’s lower gunports could not even be
opened for fear of flooding.

Arbuthnot later reported that he “hailed Captain Cosby [captain of
Robust] to inform him I meant to engage them to leeward, as the weather
was very disagreeable, hazy, and a large sea.” Before Arbuthnot could
make his move, however, Destouches made his. With the British over-
taking the end of his line, the French admiral realized that it was time
to turn and fight. Just before one o’clock, Destouches’s fleet wore
around onto the starboard tack, turning 180 degrees to sail straight at
the oncoming English and a little to leeward so as “to give his ships a
better chance to use their lower batteries in the heavy sea then running.”

Now the two fleets were converging quickly. It was too late for Arbuth-
not to claim the leeward position, so he decided instead to keep his fleet
on their current heading and pass the French to windward, each ship
firing broadsides as the fleet moved down the line. But before he could
make that signal, Cosby in Robust reacted to Destouches’s maneuver on
his own accord. He turned to intercept Conquérant, the lead ship of the
French line, as she passed to leeward, wearing around so that Rebust and
Conquérant were both on starboard tack, sailing side by side. “At one
o’clock,” Berthier wrote, “the lead ship of the French came within range
of the lead ship of the English, and several moments later both sides
opened fire.” The maneuvering was over, and the battle had begun.

Fleet Action

When Cosby wore Robust around to engage Conquérant, Arbuthnot was
forced to order the rest of the fleet to follow suit, “which obliged me to
form under the fire of the enemy’s line.” As the two seventy-fours ham-
mered away at one another, Destouches’s ships fell off, away from the
wind. Arbuthnot’s order for his fleet to wear ship was not only unex-
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pected by the British captains but had to be done under the barrage of
the French broadsides, and “the van was by this means soon put into
confusion.” This gave the next ships in the French line, the sixty-fours
Jason and Ardent, the chance to rake British ships as they passed.

Arbuthnot, aboard Royal Oak, charged down into the fray and took a
terrific beating for it. The French flagship Duc de Bourgogne, aided by
Ardent and Neptune, concentrated her fire on the British flagship as she
ranged alongside. The foresail aboard Royal Oak “was so torn with shot
that it hung to the yard by four cloths and the earrings only.” The flag-
ship’s rigging was shredded, and the “maintopsail halliards, braces, ties,
also the foretopsail and fore braces and bowlines” were all shot away so
that for a brief period the ship was adrift and out of control.

With Royal Oak momentarily knocked out, Destouches’s flagship and
two others, likely Ardent and Neptune, charged ahead to engage the three
lead ships of the British line, the Europe, Prudent, and Robust. Europe and
Prudent had already taken a severe beating from the lead French ships
as they passed, and they were drifting out of control while their officers
and men struggled to sort out the damage and get their ships underway
again.

That left Robust, and Duc de Bourgogne and her consorts ran up along-
side the seventy-four and poured fire into her. “[N]othing can exceed
the gallant behaviour of Captain Cosby and his ship’s company in gen-
eral,” Arbuthnot wrote, but gallantry was not enough against heavy
broadsides. Royal Oak, now once again under control, came to Robust’s
aid, drawing the French off, but not before the French gunners had
“entirely cut up his masts, sails, and rigging.” Robust drifted out of the
line, turning stern to the passing French ships and receiving in her vul-
nerable stern “the fire from the French vanguard and, in addition, two
broadsides from Neptune, which passed within pistol range.”

Claude Blanchard, aboard Duc de Bourgogne, was likely writing of Royal
Oak when he later recalled, “One of their ships was so disabled that it
fell to the leeward and made a signal of distress; it had encountered our
ship and two others at the same time.” Blanchard speculated that Nep-
tune “might have captured it or compelled it to run ashore” if she had
wished. The 64-gun Prudent was similarly knocked out of action.

For nearly an hour, the two fleets kept up their running battle, sail-
ing with the wind astern, the lead ships nearly side by side as they
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exchanged broadsides. The air was filled with choking gray smoke that
swirled away in the growing wind. Flashes of gunfire punctuated the
smoke and haze, and the flat, heavy, nearly continuous roar of the huge
guns—18-, 24-, and g2-pounders—blanketed the ships and the sea. Sails
jerked and flapped like wounded men as they were torn by flying metal.
Thick lines and heavy blocks crashed to the decks below. Round shot
smashed gaping holes though oak planks and frames and sent showers
of deadly splinters through the close-packed men on deck.

While the lead ships of both fleets fought it out, the rear guard of the
British line failed to engage. Possibly by oversight, Arbuthnot had kept
the signal for line of battle flying and had never signaled for close action,
which would have directed his ships to engage as best they could. This
failure made him the target of considerable criticism in the aftermath
of the fight. His captains, at least those at the end of the line, might have
shown more zeal and initiative, but the Royal Navy valued strict adher-
ence to command over initiative; there could be career-ending penal-
ties for initiative, but not for scrupulous obedience. In these same waters
half a year later, the situation would repeat itself. Once again, confusion
over the line-of-battle signal and the signal for close action would result
in a failure of the British rear guard to engage. In this future instance,
however, the consequence of that confusion would be the loss of the war.

The ships at the head of the fleet, both British and French, bore the
brunt of the fighting. Blanchard wrote that Conquérant, at the head of
the French line, “had, for its part, to sustain the attack of three of the
enemy’s ships, and fought hand to hand with the ship of three decks.”
Her decks were a bloodbath, “the boatswains, the captain at arms and
seven steersmen among the dead.” Her wheel and tiller were shot away,
and her rudder had been damaged. Unable to steer, she drifted out of
the line and was subjected to the broadsides of each passing ship. Lon-
don, with her three decks of heavy guns, threatened to crush the French
seventy-four under her broadsides before Neptune came to her aid.

Realizing that he could not bring the last of the British ships into the
fight if he continued to run downwind, Destouches swung his fleet to
the east, coming up on a port tack, each ship firing at the van, or the
lead, of the British fleet as it passed. Robust was completely disabled and
drifted off downwind until Arbuthnot dispatched a frigate to take her

in tow.
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As the French fleet moved off to the east, the British afterguard finally
engaged, firing at long range and doing little damage. Romulus found
herself some distance from the rest of the French fleet, and “the Eng-
lish three-decker London appeared to cut her off” from the French rear
guard. With less than half of London’s firepower, Romulus was no match
for the ship of the line. Undaunted, Romulus “delivered her a timely
broadside that broke her [London’s] principal topsail-yard.” The
smashed main topsail yard, hanging like a broken wing, “obliged her to
bear away and retire from the line, while keeping up a withering fire to
little avail.”

Arbuthnot continued to pursue Destouches’s fleet, but not for long.
His own fleet was in no shape to continue the action. “After a very short
show of pursuing the enemy, who was now pretty far advanced ahead,”
he wrote to Sandwich, “I returned to the assistance of the Robust, Pru-
dent and Europe. The two former it was necessary to cause to be towed.”
Those battered ships and the loss of Londor’s main topsail yard, Arbuth-
not wrote, “put it out of my power to pursue the enemy far.”

The French fleet was in considerably better shape as they stood off to
the eastward on a port tack before falling off to the southeast.
Destouches ordered the ships “to close up the battle line on the port
tack, without regard to the ship’s regular position in line.” All the fleet
fell in line save for Congquérant, which was still without use of her rudder
and largely unmanageable. Night was falling and the British had the
weather gauge, and though the enemy had four ships disabled to
Destouches’s one, the French admiral chose not to resume the fight.

From the site of the battle, Cape Henry bore west by south, around
40 miles away, an easy downwind run in the northeast winds of March
16. Why Destouches, with his less-damaged fleet, did not make for the
Chesapeake is unclear, except that the French commander had been
convinced since first sighting Arbuthnot that his mission was over and
there was no point in going on. As the sun sank into a gray, heaving
ocean, the French fleet “sailed to the south under shortened sail, with
all our lamps lighted.”

The following day, the weather had cleared and the British were
nowhere in sight. Destouches ordered the fleet hove to and the captains
to repair on board the flagship. Each captain reported the condition of
his ship, and all save Conquérant were found to be fit to resume battle.
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But they did not. “A council of war was held,” Berthier wrote, “and
despite our slight advantage M. Destouches decided to proceed to New-
port to repair his squadron.”

By any reasonable analysis, the Battle of Cape Henry was a victory for
the French. Destouches had outmaneuvered Arbuthnot in nearly every
instance, most notably with his near perfect timing in turning to fight,
snatching the leeward position just as the British were coming up on his
rear guard. Arbuthnot’s squadron was copper bottomed and more pow-
erful, but they had had four ships knocked out of action, some quite
severely, compared with only one of Destouches’s fleet. Two British ships
of the line would be absent from the Battle of the Capes six months later
in part because they were still undergoing repairs from the Battle of
Cape Henry. And yet, Destouches was the one who sailed home.

His decision lay partly with his understanding of orders. He was to
bottle up Arnold and his fleet and land French troops, neither of which
he now deemed possible. His instructions did not involve seeking out
and destroying Arbuthnot’s fleet. The French military philosophy of the
day also played a part in his thinking. The French considered it a prin-
ciple of war that much should be risked in defending a position, but lit-
tle should be risked in attacking one.

Admiral de Barras, who would soon relieve Destouches, wrote of
Destouches’s decision to return to Newport, “M. des Touches, whose
object was purely offensive, could and should, when the enemy opposed
him with superior forces, renounce a project which could no longer suc-
ceed unless, contrary to all probability, it ended not only in beating but
in destroying entirely that superior squadron.”

Had he resumed the fight, Destouches might well have entirely
destroyed Arbuthnot’s fleet. But he had done enough to bring honor
to king and country, and so the next day, in continued good weather,
the fleet repaired their damaged rigging and shaped a course for Rhode
Island. Ultimately, Destouches would receive less criticism from his supe-
riors and fellow officers for abandoning the attack on Arnold than
Arbuthnot would for staving it off.



CHAPTER 7 “An attempt to conquer Virginia”

“WE ARRIVED HERE on the 18%,” Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot wrote from
Lynnhaven Bay, Virginia, “in time, I am bold to say, to save both Mr
Arnold’s forces here and also Lord Cornwallis.” Arbuthnot was clearly
pleased with the outcome of what would be the last significant action in
his largely undistinguished career.

Others felt differently. Reactions ranged from outright criticism to
the king’s damning of Arbuthnot’s accomplishment with faint praise.
George IIl wrote to the Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of the Admiralty, “I
was much hurt that the action had ended without any other advantage
in our favour but the retreat of the French squadron. . . . [But] though
it has not proved decisive as a naval engagement, yet it has saved the
troops under the command of Arnold.”

Brigadier General Benedict Arnold had no idea what was taking place
at sea. Since the arrival of Captain de Tilly’s fleet a month before, he
had been driving his men to strengthen the defenses around Ports-
mouth in preparation for an anticipated attack. On the morning of the
day Arbuthnot arrived in the bay, he “gave orders for every person to
work on the lines, and the town people, who should refuse, to quit it.”

The following day he received news of “a squadron with French
colours being at anchor, on the 19™, at Lynnhaven bay.” Sir Henry Clin-
ton, however, had earlier warned Arnold that if “a fleet should appear
under French colours, do not be alarmed, as I shall advise the admiral
to send it in that manner, to deceive the enemy.” Thus, Arnold knew that
the ships could be either British under false colors or French under true
colors, and he sent Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe to find out which it was.

Simcoe took a mounted patrol overland to Lynnhaven Bay, a distance
of some 20 miles, where “he had the pleasure to find it was Admiral
Arbuthnot’s fleet.” Arbuthnot had even had the good fortune to capture
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a ship deceived by his false colors, just as de Tilly had done three weeks
earlier.

That same day, Arbuthnot sent a note to Arnold informing the gen-
eral that he would “put to sea immediately” to bring Chevalier
Destouches’s squadron to action again, but he did nothing of the sort.
Rather, he moved his fleet into the James River to oversee the disem-
barking of the reinforcements at Portsmouth when they arrived.

“The troops under Phillips,” Clinton had written to Cornwallis before
Arbuthnot sailed for Virginia, “have been embarked for some Time, and
are now at the Hook waiting for the Admiral or a Message from him.”
That message arrived in New York soon after the Battle of Cape Henry,
and on March 20, Major General Phillips’s transports, escorted by the
frigates Orpheus and Savage, weighed anchor from Sandy Hook and set
sail for the South.

The addition of Phillips’s two thousand men to the fifteen hundred
under Arnold would make Virginia a rapidly evolving center of the
British war effort, though not by any choice or plan of Clinton’s. Clin-
ton, like Cornwallis and George Germain, was a proponent of the south-
ern strategy, which involved taking the Carolinas and stabilizing them
under the king’s rule, then moving north from that secure base. The
only reasons Clinton could see to send troops to Virginia were to cut off
the pipeline of rebel supplies and to pin down American troops that
could otherwise march to the aid of Nathanael Greene’s army in the Car-
olinas. “I will frankly own,” Clinton wrote, “that I ever disapproved of an
attempt to conquer Virginia before the Carolinas were absolutely
restored.”

By the spring of 1781, however, the Carolinas were far from restored.
British troops found something akin to local support in each new area
they occupied, but that support evaporated once they moved on. The
hard truth was that the British lacked sufficient force to take and hold
the Carolinas and maintain the king’s peace throughout the region. Had
every British and German soldier in America been in the Carolinas, it
still might not have been enough.

It was equally pointless, however, to take an area and then move on.
Time and again, the British army had told Loyalists who declared their
allegiance to the king that troops would remain to protect them, but
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time and again, the army had then shifted to another area and left the
Loyalists in the hands of the rebels. There was, in fact, no good solution.

Clinton wanted to stick to the plan. He did not want to involve him-
self in Virginia until the Carolinas were stabilized, and he had no inten-
tion of leaving a large force in Portsmouth. His instructions to Phillips,
before the major general left New York for Virginia, read, “It is proba-
ble, whenever the objects of this expedition are fulfilled, and that you
have strengthened the present works . . . that you may return to this
place.” He was to bring with him Arnold and most of the troops, leaving
only one or two regiments to garrison Portsmouth or whatever alterna-
tive harbor they ultimately decided to fortify.

Germain did not share this view. At the conclusion of the Battle of
Cape Henry, Arbuthnot sent a vessel express to London with a report to
the American secretary of his “victory.” (Admirals and generals were
always eager to see that their version of events was the first to reach the
king and ministry.) Germain wrote to Clinton upon hearing “the very
agreeable and important intelligence of [Arbuthnot’s] having defeated
the French admiral’s project of carrying his squadron and a detachment
of French troops to attack General Arnold.” Reading between the lines
of Arbuthnot’s account, Germain could see that the victory was far from
complete. “I greatly regret that all the French ships escaped,” he wrote.

That said, Germain addressed the question of Virginia, failing entirely
to appreciate Clinton’s position:

Conceiving, therefore, as highly as I do of the importance of the south-
ern provinces, and of the vast advantages which must attend the prosecu-
tion of the war upon the present plan of extending our conquests from
south to north, it was a great mortification to me to find by your instruc-
tions to Major-General Phillips that it appeared to be your intention that
only a part of the troops he carried with him should remain in the

Chesapeak.

Germain “thought it proper to ask the advice of His Majesty’s other
servants,” who, not surprisingly, agreed with him, and their proposals
were laid before the king. The king had commanded Germain to
remind Clinton that “the recovery of the southern provinces and the
prosecution of the war by pushing our conquests from south to north is
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to be considered as the chief and principal object for the employment
of all the forces under your command.”

Clinton did not disagree with any of that. He simply felt that there
was no point in putting large numbers of troops into Virginia while the
Carolinas remained as rebellious as ever. And he also had to consider
what the Americans and French were up to. General Washington’s army
was still the main rebel force, and it was still threatening New York.
Destouches’s return to Newport had reunited all of Comte de Rocham-
beau’s troops in Rhode Island, just a day’s sail from Sandy Hook.

Germain assured Clinton that it was not the king’s intention to
“restrain you from availing yourself of any favourable event or change
of circumstance which may happen at any other time in the northern
provinces . . . ,” a not-so-tacit reminder that he was expected to operate
on offense, not defense. The South, however, was to be the strategic
focus. And that, Germain told Clinton, would most certainly include
Virginia.

Best-Laid Plans

On March 8, the day Destouches’s squadron left Newport, the Marquis
de Lafayette had been at Head of EIk five days, wind-bound and fretting.
The day before, he had sent Washington a list of his woes: “Contrary
Winds, Heavy Rains, disappointments of vessels, And Every Inconve-
nience to which we Had No Remedy Have Been from the day of My
Arrival Combined Against our Embarkation.”

High among his concerns were the motives of his countrymen,
Rochambeau and Baron de Vioménil, in coming to Virginia. “Comte de
Rochambeau thinks His troops Equal to the Business, and wishes that
they Alone May display their zeal, and shed their Blood, for an expedi-
tion which All America Has so Much at Heart,” he wrote to Washington.
The marquis felt that de Vioménil, too, would “want to do Every thing
Alone,” and that this would be detrimental to the honor of American
arms. More than anything, Lafayette feared being stuck at Head of Elk
while the Jacques-come-lately got the glory of taking Arnold.

By the second week of March, Lafayette had assembled enough ves-
sels to move his troops down the Elk River and into the upper Chesa-
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peake, if not comfortably. For escort, he had one vessel of twelve guns
and another aboard which he had mounted some field pieces. Two more
armed ships would meet them in Baltimore and escort them as far as
Annapolis.

Lafayette himself preceded the fleet south in a boat with thirty sol-
diers and some swivel guns for protection. He intended to reach
Annapolis ahead of his men, where he hoped to gain intelligence of
enemy movements and decide the next move. Convinced that the
French admiral would not of his own accord send a frigate to escort the
Continentals down the bay, Lafayette planned to seek out the French
fleet and make the request in person. Summoning proper nautical jar-
gon, he informed Washington that “in order to add Weight to My appli-
cation I Have Clapp’d on Board My Boat the only Son of the Minister
of the french Navy,” the Comte de Charlus, who was traveling with him.

As Lafayette was making his way through the upper reaches of the
Chesapeake Bay, Baron de Steuben arrived at Williamsburg to be closer
to the action and to eagerly await the arrival of the French fleet. From
this vantage point on the north shore of the James River, some g5 miles
upriver from Portsmouth, he continued to fire off letters complaining
of his lack of everything from militia to boats. Governor Jefferson, tir-
ing of Steuben’s insinuation that he was not doing all he could, wrote
to the baron, underlining the words for emphasis, “We can only be

answerable for the orders we give, and not for their execution. If they

are disobeyed from obstinacy of spirit or want of coercion in the laws it

is not our fault.” He ended the letter with, “I have the honor to be with
very great respect Sir your most obedt. humble servt.” Florid even by
eighteenth-century standards, the salutation was likely dipped in irony.

On March 14, the day that the Duc de Bourgogne spied Cape Henry
close aboard, Lafayette arrived at Yorktown. He had managed to safely
transport his division from Head of Elk to Annapolis, but “The Number
of Small frigats and Privateers that Are in the Bay” made it impossible
to move his troops any farther by water. Instead, he left them at Annapo-
lis and took a boat to Yorktown, “and very Luckily Escaped the dangers
that were in the Way.” There to greet him was Steuben.

Steuben had worked furiously to prepare for an assault on
Portsmouth, particularly as he had expected Lafayette and his men to
arrive eight days earlier. Since then, the militia had been waiting with
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little to do, and idleness was never healthy for militia. Steuben was wor-
ried. “[I]tis to be feared,” he wrote Washington, “that if the blow is not
soon struck the Militia will get tired & leave us.”

Steuben worried, too, about “the amazing tranquility of the Enemy.”
Arnold had to be aware of the troops arrayed against him, nearly five
thousand militia at that point, and the baron wondered why the British
did not try to break out and escape. He could only attribute it to “their
expecting some Assistance unknown to us.”

Steuben had been mulling the plan of operation for some time, and
now the two discussed how to proceed. Lafayette still wanted to mask
the plan of attacking Arnold by spreading word that his detachment was
heading for the Carolinas, but Steuben warned against this. Lafayette’s
true destination was already well known, and if the militia became con-
vinced that the Continentals would not be there to lead the attack on
Portsmouth, Steuben was certain they would all desert. He wanted
Lafayette to take command immediately, but Lafayette “thought it More
polite not to do it” until his men arrived from Annapolis or the attack
began. Preparations for land operations were in place, and Arnold was
trapped. Lafayette felt that they had enough men for the fight even with-
out Rochambeau’s interlopers. All they needed was the French fleet.

On March 16, while the Battle of Cape Henry was taking place 50
miles away, Lafayette wrote to Jefferson, “To My Great disappointment
we Have not yet Seen the french fleet, But they Must Be Hourly
Expected.” A few days later, he traveled from Yorktown to General Peter
Muhlenberg’s camp at Suffolk. Muhlenberg was a former clergyman
who had commanded the Virginia line of Continental troops at the bat-
tles of Brandywine, Germantown, and Monmouth. He had since
returned to his native Virginia to head the defenses there, primarily mili-
tia. He was junior in rank to Steuben, but the two men enjoyed a good
professional relationship. From Suffolk, Lafayette and a small force
reconnoitered Arnold’s works at Portsmouth, even skirmishing with
British troops. But still no fleet had appeared.

Finally, on March 20, word filtered in of a fleet in the bay. Colonel
Everard Meade wrote to Steuben, “From the information we have just
received from the Bay The French Fleet got into Lynhaven the night
before last. The appearance has worked a great change in the minds of
the Tories in Princess Ann—they now want to engage on our side.” It
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was Arbuthnot’s fleet, of course, but flying the French flag per Clinton’s
orders, and no one ashore was certain who they were.

“We are full of anxiety here,” John Walker wrote to Steuben from
Williamsburg, “in consequence of having a certainty at the arrival of a
Fleet in our Bay, without being able to ascertain whether it is friendly or
hostile.”

As the days passed, the truth of the matter came out. “Nothing
Could Equal My Surprise in Hearing from Mjr. McPherson the fleet
Announced By a former letter was Certainly Belonging to the Ennemy,”
Lafayette wrote to Washington with even more than his usual amount
of capitalization. Whether the French fleet had been beaten, gone some-
place else, or were still on their way, the plan to trap Arnold was finished.
“Upon this Intelligence the Militia were Removed to their former posi-
tion and I requested Baron de Steubens to take such measures as would
put out of the Ennemy’s Reach the Several Articles that Had Been
prepared.”

It was a bitter disappointment for Steuben and Lafayette, who had
put enormous effort into trapping Arnold and had organized what
would certainly have been a major American victory, and for whom the
capture of the traitor would have been a personal triumph. Instead, all
they could do was ensure that the newly reinforced Arnold would not
capture the state’s military stores. Lafayette sent word to his men in
Annapolis to prepare themselves for the march back to New York.

No one, of course, felt the disappointment more keenly than Wash-
ington. For weeks after Destouches sailed, he had waited for some word
from Virginia. On March 29, he wrote to Rochambeau that he had
heard nothing since a letter sent from Lafayette on March 15, in which
the marquis informed him that the fleet had not yet arrived. Washing-
ton did not know that Destouches’s fleet had returned to Newport on
March 26 and that even as he was writing to Rochambeau, a detailed
account of the Battle of Cape Henry was on its way to him.

On reading the account, Washington wrote to Destouches express-
ing his thanks for the effort and his regret for “A circumstance in which
the Winds and Weather had more influence than valour or skill. Had it
depended upon the latter, I should have had perfect confidence.” The
language was graceful and diplomatic but also inaccurate. A lack of cop-
per sheathing was more to blame than the wind for Destouches’s failure
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to beat the British fleet to the Chesapeake, and the weather had played
no part in Destouches’s failure to capitalize on the thrashing he had
given Arbuthnot.

Though Washington kept his frustration to himself, he was disap-
pointed on many levels. Arnold’s treason had cut him deeply, and he
wanted the man hanged both for personal reasons and as an example
of what became of traitors. He wanted to strike a blow against the British
after so many months of inactivity, during which enthusiasm for the Glo-
rious Cause had been fading. He wanted to make use of America’s
French ally to advance this endless war toward a propitious conclusion.
And he wanted to exploit the sea power that had so long been denied
him.

To view the event with the great advantage of hindsight, however, it
is clear that if Arnold had been defeated, Phillips would not have gone
to the Chesapeake. Clinton was awaiting word that the bay was secure
before sending Phillips off. Had neither Phillips nor Arnold been in Vir-
ginia, Cornwallis certainly would not have moved his army there in the
summer of 1781. The capture of Arnold and his small force would have
been a satisfying victory but not nearly significant enough to change the
course of the war. The loss of the army ultimately assembled under Corn-
wallis would be a different matter.

As so often happened during the Revolution, an apparent American
loss would, in the end, prove to be a major gain. The events that played
out around the attempt to capture Arnold would play out again half a
year later, almost exactly the same way but with very different results.
Piece by piece, a puzzle was coming together in the Virginia tidewater
region, and its completion would bring about America’s victory in the
War for Independence.

And even as Washington waited for word of the expedition against
Arnold, the balance of power and the entire strategic situation in the
South was blown apart at a place called Guilford Courthouse.
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PART TWO

GREENE AND
CORNWALLIS:
LOOKING NORTH
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CHAPTER 8 The Beginning of the End

THE TWO ARMIES, American and British, were battered, exhausted,
threadbare, and starving when they met on March 15, 1781—the day
before Chevalier Destouches and Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot
would fight the Battle of Cape Henry—for what would be the last major
set-piece land battle of the American Revolution.

The British march began at four o’clock that morning. The troops
advanced in two columns, east along the New Garden Road, through
country described as “a Wilderness, with a few cleared fields interspersed
here and there.” Their destination was the town of Guilford, North Car-
olina, a cluster of buildings surrounding the Guilford Courthouse.

The army, which numbered fewer than two thousand officers and
men, included the §g74 Regiment; the 237 Regiment, or Royal Welsh
Fusiliers; and the 715, a Scottish regiment known as Fraser’s High-
landers, jauntily uniformed with “green plaid pants, close fitting red
vests and high caps.” The force also included royal artillery, a Brigade of
Guards, and cavalry. There were German troops as well: a Hessian
infantry regiment called the Regiment of Von Bose and a battalion of
Jaegers, troops trained in woodland tactics, wearing their distinctive
green uniforms with red trim. These troops were hardened profession-
als, some of the finest in the world, but even soldiers like these could be
pushed only so far, and they were near the end of their endurance.

The commander of the British force was forty-four-year-old Lord
Charles Cornwallis. Cornwallis’s pedigree was as good as they came. His
father had been the fifth Baron of Eye and the first Earl and Viscount
Brome, and his mother was the daughter of the second Viscount
Townsend. Like most of his peers, Cornwallis had been educated at
Eton. At age seventeen, he had purchased his first commission as an
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ensign in the 1% Regiment of Foot Guard and sought further training at
a military academy in Italy.

In 1758, with the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War, Cornwallis had
finally had the chance to put his training to use on the battlefields of
Germany. In later years, British officers who had served in Germany
would feel a kinship with each other and a slight superiority over
those who had not. Cornwallis was a member in good standing of that
band of brothers, having won honors at the bloody Battle of Minden
and in other fighting during the war. In 1766, he had become colonel
of the 44 Regiment, which now, fifteen years later, he again led into
battle.

Cornwallis possessed every attribute that an officer in the eighteenth-
century British army needed to achieve high command: wealth, connec-
tions, and genuine skill, the last being useful but perhaps least
important. The Cornwallis family certainly had wealth, the result of hun-
dreds of years as peers of the realm and a number of fortuitous mar-
riages. Charles Cornwallis’s connections in court were impeccable. He
had served as aide-de-camp to King George III, lord of the bedchamber,
and later constable of the Tower of London.

In the 1760s, following the death of his father, Charles had become
Lord Cornwallis and had been seated in the House of Lords. Known as
a liberal even within the liberal Whig party to which he belonged, he
had opposed the harsh measures imposed on the American colonies,
including the Townsend Acts implemented by Charles Townsend, to
whom Cornwallis was related through his mother. Ironically, Cornwallis
had been a staunch opponent of nearly every government policy that
led to the American Revolution.

When war finally came, however, Cornwallis did not hesitate to join
the fighting. Though he harbored sympathy for American grievances,
that sympathy did not extend to condoning open rebellion. In 1776, he
had joined Sir Henry Clinton in the first siege of Charleston, South Car-
olina. When that attempt failed, he had come under the command of
Lord William Howe and had taken a lead role in the Battle of Long
Island, which nearly ended the Revolution a month after the signing of
the Declaration of Independence. Since then, Cornwallis had taken part
in nearly every major action in the northern theater, including the bat-
tles of Brandywine, Germantown, and Monmouth.
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In 1778, Cornwallis had sailed for England to be at the side of his
beloved Jemima, to whom he had been married for ten years. Jemima’s
health had never been robust, and she died a few months after Corn-
wallis’s return home.

In July of 1779, a heartbroken Lord Cornwallis arrived back in Amer-
ica to rejoin the fight. In October of that year, a failed attempt by Amer-
ican and French troops to recapture Savannah, Georgia, revealed the
weakness of patriot forces in the South. Clinton, who was by then com-
mander-in-chief of His Majesty’s armed forces in America, decided to
try another assault on Charleston. This time, in May 1780, the British
were successful.

After the fall of the city, Clinton returned to New York with four thou-
sand of the men he had taken to Charleston, leaving the rest under
Cornwallis’s command to carry the new southern strategy to its conclu-
sion. The war in the South had begun in earnest.

The Battle of New Garden

About noon on March 15, Cornwallis’s lines drew within sight of the
enemy arrayed before Guilford Courthouse. “Immediately between the
head of the Column, and the Enemy’s Line, was a considerable Planta-
tion,” Cornwallis later wrote, “one large Field of which, was on our left
of the Road, and two others, with a Wood of about two hundred yards
broad between them, on our right of it.” Stretched out from left to right
before him was a long line of American troops, its center hunkered
down behind split rail fences and the flanks extending into the woods
to the north and south. On a small hill near the middle of the road sat
two American 6-pounder field pieces.

The cavalry, the Brigade of Guards, and the Jaegers comprised the
advance units of the British line. “As the front of the British column
approached the open ground facing the American position,” wrote
Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, “the enemy’s six pounders
opened up.”

Tarleton was the commander of the British light cavalry, twenty-six
years old, redheaded and stocky. He was either a talented and active offi-
cer or a brutal murderer, depending upon one’s point of view. The
Americans called him “Bloody Tarleton” and accused him of numerous
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war crimes, including killing men who had surrendered. The alleged
bayoneting of captives became known as “Tarleton’s Quarter.” But Corn-
wallis relied on him and never failed to praise him in his reports, even
when Tarleton was beaten.

Tarleton was certainly an able, ambitious, and motivated leader. But
for all his considerable skill as a cavalry officer, he and his men had often
been roughly handled by their American counterparts, most recently
earlier that morning.

Opposing Tarleton earlier in the day had been thirty-five-year-old
Lieutenant Colonel Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, a scion of the
Virginia aristocracy and the future father of Civil War general Robert
E. Lee. Lee commanded a regiment known as Lee’s Legion, which con-
sisted of cavalry, infantry, and a contingent of tough frontier riflemen
under the command of Colonel William Campbell.

As the two armies maneuvered within 20 miles of each other and bat-
tle grew increasingly imminent, Lee sent out a patrol to keep an eye on
Cornwallis’s movements. Hearing from his scouts that a large body of
cavalry, and perhaps Cornwallis’s entire army, was on the move, Lee
ordered his troops “to arms at four in the morning, and to take break-
fast with all practicable haste.” Lee and his weary men mounted up and
headed off through the predawn darkness to investigate the British
movement, with infantry and rifle companies ordered to follow behind.

The American horse soldiers had covered only 2 miles when they met
their own advance party riding in just ahead of advancing British cav-
alry. It was unclear to Lee whether the British cavalry was a patrol or the
vanguard of the entire army, but, in either event, he hoped to lure them
closer to the American army and the infantry currently marching toward
them. He ordered “the column to retire by troops, taking the proper
distance for open evolution.” The rearmost horsemen spun around and
galloped off, followed by the next rank and then the next, each rank fol-
lowing at a somewhat slower pace to avoid bunching up.

Tarleton, seeing this retreat, felt he could convert the Americans’
orderly retirement into a frightened rout. He ordered his troopers
ahead with the kind of impetuousness that sometimes won him acco-
lades and sometimes precipitated disaster. As the British closed with the
rear of the American line, they found the horse soldiers not fleeing at
all, but rather “still in a walk,” letting the ground open up between them-
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selves and the next rank ahead. Lee was with the last rank, “attentively
watching the British progress.”

The British troops pushed hard against the American rear but could
not induce Lee’s cavalry to run or even quicken their pace. Tarleton’s
men drew pistols and fired on the Americans, then charged again.

Lee chose that moment to spring his trap. He ordered his horsemen
to wheel around, and “the dragoons came instantly to the right about,
and, in close columns, rushed upon the foe.”

The Americans pounded down the narrow lane, which was lined by
high fences on either side. The American horses were greatly superior
to the British, the Continental cavalry having access to fine mounts from
all over the South while the British had to take whatever they could get,
and Lee felt “he should trample his enemy under foot, if he dared to
meet the shock.”

Tarleton admitted that “the fire of the Americans was heavy, and the
charge of their cavalry spirited.” Lee’s troops crashed into Tarleton’s.
The leading British riders were dismounted and their horses knocked
to the ground, but the narrowness of the road prevented any but the
front ranks from coming to grips. Tarleton sounded the retreat, and the
British cavalry—those not killed, wounded, or captured—whirled about
and charged back toward the head of the marching British column.

Tarleton led his men directly back toward the British camp, but Lee,
who knew the area well from weeks of patrolling, took his men by
another route in hopes of cutting Tarleton off from the main body of
Cornwallis’s army. The sky had lightened and the sun was just peeking
above the trees when the American mounted troops broke onto open
ground around the New Garden Meeting House and ran right into the
light infantry of Cornwallis’s Brigade of Guards, who were advancing in
support of Tarleton. The flash of sunlight on British muskets “fright-
ened Lee’s horse so as to compel him to throw himself off.” Lee grabbed
another horse, pulled himself into the saddle, and ordered a retreat.

As the cavalry charged off, the American infantry and rifle compa-
nies that had been following behind “came running up with trailed
arms, and opened a well-aimed fire upon the guards.” For a short time,
this small, fierce fight, a precursor of bigger things to come, continued
between the Guards and the American light infantry and riflemen.
Cornwallis, no doubt hearing the sounds of sharp fighting and seeing
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smoke rising in the early light, sent the 23 Regiment, the Royal Welsh
Fusiliers, in support of his troops. Sergeant Roger Lamb of the 2g
recalled later that “Lee . . . behaved himself with the most undaunted
bravery and maintained himself against the most formidable opposition,
until the 2374 Regiment advancing to the support of Tarleton, compelled
him to give way.”

Lee now had no doubt that Cornwallis’s entire army was close behind
the 234, and he knew it was time to retire. Tarleton said that Lee
“retreated with precipitation,” though Lee himself characterized it as an
orderly withdrawal, with the cavalry covering the retreat of the foot sol-
diers. Just as Lee did not want to stick around knowing Cornwallis’s main
body was coming up, Tarleton did not care to chase Lee into the arms
of the American army, so he did not pursue.

The British lost “between twenty and thirty of the guards, dragoons
and yagers . . . killed or wounded.” Among the wounded was Tarleton,
who took a musket ball through the hand, though the wound does not
seem to have slowed him in the least. American losses are unknown but
were certainly much less than the British. Nonetheless, Cornwallis would
later report that Tarleton “attacked with his usual good conduct and
spirit, and defeated” the Americans.

Both sides understood that the Battle of New Garden was merely a
prologue to much bigger things to come. “An engagement was now
become inevitable,” Tarleton recalled, while Lee wrote that “the long
avoided, now wished-for, hour was at hand.”

This was the moment that month upon dreary month of crippling
marches, bloody skirmishes, and desperate retreats had been building
toward. And though neither side knew it, the outcome of that day would
add one more link, a crucial link, to the chain of events that would

decide the fate of the American continent.



CHAPTER 9 The American Command

Lorp CORNWALLIS BELIEVED that the American troop strength he was
facing at Guilford Courthouse amounted to “g or 10,000 men,” or so he
wrote to George Germain. This seems to have been the generally
accepted estimate on the British side, with the “Journal of the Von Bose
Regiment” reporting that the Americans were “standing drawn up in
perfect battle order, 9,000 men strong, behind the defenses and brush-
wood.” The British and Germans, with around nineteen hundred offi-
cers and men, marched into battle under the impression that they were
outnumbered five to one.

In fact, Cornwallis’s estimate was more than double the true number
of roughly 4,440 men in the American lines. Though the odds were bet-
ter than Cornwallis believed, the Americans still enjoyed a two-to-one
advantage.

But troop numbers were only part of the story. According to Lieu-
tenant Colonel Henry Lee, the only veteran troops facing Cornwallis
were the first regiment of Maryland, the Delaware Regiment of the Con-
tinental line, two Virginia regiments, and Lee’s Legion. In total, these
amounted to around fifteen hundred combat-hardened men. Of the
rest, most were militia who had never been in battle, never fired a mus-
ket at an enemy, nor ever tried to hold their ground in the face of a bay-
onet charge.

The American army was under the command of thirty-eight-year-old
General Nathanael Greene. Greene was one of those rare few soldiers
who, with virtually no training but with an inherent genius for military
command, became, in the course of the American Revolution, as bril-
liant an officer as any of the professionals in the British army. Nothing
in Greene’s background suggested a military future. He had been born
near Warwick, Rhode Island, into a family of Quakers who discouraged
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formal education. As a result, Greene’s schooling was limited, but he
continued to educate himself throughout his lifetime, reading and col-
lecting books with great enthusiasm.

In 1770, Greene, who had been trained in blacksmithing, moved to
Coventry, Rhode Island, to manage a family-owned forge. He was active
in Rhode Island politics and served in the colony’s general assembly. As
the rift between England and the American colonies grew irreparable,
Greene helped organize a local militia, dubbed the Kentish Guards, with
whom he drilled despite a permanent limp. He also began to immerse
himself in the study of military theory. His growing patriotic fervor and
his marriage to a non-Quaker in 1774 precipitated a gradual parting
from his pacifist upbringing.

Soon after the fighting began, Greene was made a major general in
command of Rhode Island’s forces in recognition of his early leader-
ship. When various colonial militias became the Continental Army
under control of Congress, Greene’s rank was lowered to brigadier gen-
eral, a demotion that would have caused many in the officer corps to
resign, but he accepted it with equanimity (he would end the war as a
major general). General George Washington recognized Greene’s
native ability; before long, the young Rhode Islander was one of
Washington’s most trusted officers. Greene, in turn, worshiped his
commander-in-chief.

Like Cornwallis, whom he now faced, Greene had served as a general
officer in most of the major campaigns of the northern theater, fighting
at New York, Trenton, Princeton, Brandywine, Germantown, and count-
less smaller skirmishes. In 1778, he had agreed to assume the thankless
position of quartermaster general, charged with supplying the army’s
many needs but given no resources to do so. Despite the Sisyphean
nature of the assignment, he did an outstanding job, eventually resign-
ing when his struggles with Congress wore him down.

When the British took Charleston in May 1780, General Benjamin Lin-
coln was captured, and Congress faced the need to choose a new com-
mander of the southern army, particularly as the British seemed to be
shifting their attention in that direction. Washington favored Greene for
the post, but Congress was still enthralled by the nominal hero of the Bat-
tle of Saratoga, Horatio Gates. On June 13, 1780, ignoring Washington’s
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suggestion, Congress resolved unanimously that “Major General Gates
immediately repair to and take command in the southern department.”

Gates arrived in North Carolina on July 25 and took leadership of the
ragged fourteen hundred Continental troops, whom he dubbed the
“Grand Army.” With his ranks swelled by militia, Gates marched into
South Carolina, where, on August 16, he led his army into a disastrous
fight with Cornwallis at the Battle of Camden. Around nine hundred
Americans were Kkilled or wounded, and another thousand were
captured.

As the southern militia fell back in panic and Cornwallis’s troops over-
ran American lines, Gates and some of his officers fled the field. Not
content just to leave the ongoing fight, they kept riding until they arrived
that evening at Charlotte, North Carolina, some 60 miles north. From
there, Gates continued another 120 miles to Hillsborough, ostensibly to
rally troops. This headlong flight from the scene of action put the coup
de grace on a reputation already badly wounded by the series of mis-
takes that had led to the disaster at Camden. Alexander Hamilton
expressed the views of many when he wrote,

Was there ever an instance of a General running away as Gates has done
from his whole army, and was there ever so precipitous a flight? One hun-
dred and eighty miles in three days and a half. It does admirable credit to
the activity of a man at his time of life. But it disgraces the General and
the soldiers.

Despite the devastating defeat at Camden and Gates’s subsequent
behavior, it was not until October that mounting criticism of the gen-
eral convinced Congress to suspend him from command until a court
of inquiry could look into his conduct. Congress then turned to Wash-
ington to suggest a new leader in the South, and Washington tapped
Greene for the post. William Moultrie, the brigadier general from South
Carolina, recalled that Greene’s appointment “gave great satisfaction
to every one” and that his experience and qualities “rendered him a
proper officer to collect and organize an army that was broken up and
dispersed.”

Five years of war had transformed Greene from an inexperienced
Quaker militia officer to a veteran field commander, and five years with
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the ragged Continental Army and his experience as quartermaster gen-
eral had taught him what genuine deprivation could look like. But even
he was unprepared for what greeted him when he arrived on Decem-
ber 2 to take up his new command.

Five days after arriving in Charlotte, Greene wrote to Washington with
an account of the state of his army, “if it deserves the name of one,” as
he putit. “Nothing can be more wretched and distressing than the con-
dition of the troops, starving with cold and hunger, without tents and
camp equipage. Those of the Virginia line are literally naked, and a
great part totally unfit for duty.” Conditions must indeed have been
extreme to so move a man who had lived through the winter encamp-
ments at Valley Forge and Morristown.

Greene may have found himself short of clothing, food, and equip-
ment, much of it lost at Camden, but he had a good supply of excellent
officers, including Henry Lee, Otho Williams, William Washington, and,
foremost, Daniel Morgan.

Morgan was a rough backwoods fighter and a former teamster turned
leader of Virginia riflemen. During the French and Indian War, he had
hired out as a wagoner to the British army, during which service he
received five hundred lashes for fighting with an officer. This punish-
ment would have been a death sentence for a lesser man, but Morgan
survived the flogging, though he did not forgive or forget the affront he
had suffered.

Unlike Gates, Morgan had been a genuine hero of Saratoga, as well
as the attack on Quebec under Benedict Arnold, during which Morgan
had been taken prisoner. Like Arnold, Morgan was no politician and
found himself repeatedly passed over for command. Unlike Arnold, he
successfully resigned his commission and left the army until he was per-
suaded, after the debacle at Camden, to return. His leadership would
be a major factor in reversing American fortunes in the South.

The Road to Guilford Courthouse

Soon after taking command, Greene made two important and contro-
versial decisions. Realizing he could not remain in the Charlotte area,
which had long been stripped of the resources needed to support an
army, the new commander marched his men southeast to the Pee Dee
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River, straddling the border between North and South Carolina, to what
he called a “camp of repose.” There he hoped he might begin “improv-
ing the discipline and spirits” of the weary, battered troops. Prior to that
move, Greene’s army had stood between Cornwallis and any attempt he
might make to invade North Carolina. Now the British path was clear
for a march north.

The second and perhaps more important decision was to split the
army in two, sending a corps of light infantry, militia, and Lieutenant
Colonel William Washington’s dragoons, about six hundred men in
total, into the backcountry west of Charlotte where they were to link up
with other militia units. This was contrary to the standard military prac-
tice of the time, which held that forces should never be divided in the
face of an enemy. The purpose of this risky move was to “give protection
to that part of the country and spirit up the people, to annoy the enemy
in that quarter,” and to snatch up valuable provisions before Cornwallis
could get his hands on them. Greene put Daniel Morgan in command
of this flying column.

Greene felt certain that Cornwallis would not move north with Mor-
gan in his rear, but rather would split his own force in the hope of
destroying Morgan before undertaking any other operations. And he
was right. In early January 1781, Cornwallis dispatched Banastre Tarleton
with around eleven hundred men, slightly more than Morgan’s force,
to destroy or drive off that part of Greene’s army. The two leaders, Mor-
gan and Tarleton, played cat and mouse through the cold, rain-soaked
countryside. Finally, on January 16, Morgan, who had just crossed into
South Carolina, decided to make a stand at a place called Hannah’s Cow-
pens, 55 miles west and a little south of Charlotte.

British officers often dismissed the fighting qualities of American
troops, and Tarleton was particularly contemptuous of his enemy. That
contempt was not entirely without basis, particularly as it related to mili-
tia, who made up a big part of the American force and who were noto-
riously unreliable. Moultrie had correctly observed that militia, in line
of battle, rarely “could be brought to stand and reserve their fire until
the enemy came near enough. The charge of the bayonet they never
could stand.”

But Moultrie also understood that militia “are brave men, and will
fightif you let them come to action in their own way.” The Battles of Lex-
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ington and Bunker Hill had demonstrated that sort of bravery, which
Morgan now used to best advantage. Preparing the lines to meet Tar-
leton’s attack, he put his militia in front, behind a screen of riflemen,
and asked only that they get off two good volleys, aiming primarily at the
officers, before falling back to the next line of regular troops. Even this
was asking a lot, and most of the militia got off no more than one shot.
But rather than giving in to a panicked rout, the part-time soldiers gave
a decent volley and retired in good order.

Advancing beyond the positions abandoned by the retreating militia,
Tarleton’s men ran smack into the line of Continental troops, who were
not about to yield as easily as the citizen-soldiers had. A stubborn fight
ensued, with both sides refusing to give ground. Tarleton then moved
up the 71, whom he had held in reserve, and also ordered the cavalry
to make a flanking attack. As Tarleton later recalled, the “continentals
and backwoodsmen gave ground: the British rushed forwards: An order
was dispatched to the cavalry to charge: A unexpected fire at this
instance from the Americans, who came about as they were retreating,
stopped the British, and threw them into confusion.”

The Americans, who were falling back but not running in panic,
turned and delivered a volley to the surprise of their enemy. Just as the
British ranks were falling apart, William Washington’s cavalry charged
out from behind a small hill and hit the frightened men on the flank.
An “unaccountable panic extended itself along the whole line,” Tarleton
recalled. The Battle of Cowpens was over. The British, soundly beaten,
lost one hundred dead and more than eight hundred captured, a sig-
nificant portion of Cornwallis’s command. Tarleton himself escaped.

Cornwallis admitted that it was “impossible to forsee all the conse-
quences that this unexpected, & extraordinary event may produce.”
Despite the blow, however, the British force remained greatly superior
to Greene’s haggard troops. Morgan began to fall back into North Car-
olina with Cornwallis and the remnants of Tarleton’s command on his
heels.

It had long been Cornwallis’s intention to move into North Carolina.
Now, disgusted with a lack of local Loyalist support despite the victory
at Camden and with Morgan on the loose, he headed north in pursuit
of the troops that had so mauled Tarleton. To facilitate his quick march,
Cornwallis “employed a halt of two day in collecting some Flour, and in
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destroying superfluous Baggage, and all my Waggons, except those
loaded with Hospital Stores, salt and Ammunition.” This deprived the
men of considerable quantities of stores, along with “a great deal of
Officer’s Baggage, and of all prospect in future of Rum.” Despite the
loss, Cornwallis reported “there was the most general and chearfull
acquiescence.”

By the beginning of February, Morgan had rejoined Greene at Guil-
ford Courthouse, 100 miles northeast of Charlotte on the northern out-
skirts of present-day Greensboro. Greene was ready to stand and fight,
but his officers did not agree. The returns of the army indicated that it
consisted of “1426 Infantry Men, many of whom are badly armed and
distressed for the Want of Clothing.” With Cornwallis at their heels, the
southern army raced north for the Dan River, pushing hard through bit-
ter cold and driving rain, often shoeless, leaving bloody tracks in their
wake. The British kept up a relentless pursuit, hoping to get between
the outnumbered Americans and the Dan River and force them to fight.
On February 13, Greene crossed the Dan a day ahead of Cornwallis.

With no boats to take them across the river and little desire to march
north in search of a fordable place, the British pursued no further. Corn-
wallis’s men were scarcely better off than Greene’s, short of supplies and
battered from exposure. The “Journal of the Von Bose Regiment”
recorded on February 12: “The Corps had now a great number of sick
and exhausted men owing to the frequent wettings and the forced
marches and also the lack of provisions.”

Cornwallis, despite his wealth and title, shared his men’s suffering.
“In this campaign,” wrote Sergeant Roger Lamb of the Royal Welsh
Fusiliers, “Lord Cornwallis fared like a common soldier.” Cornwallis ate
what his troops ate, which consisted of whatever they could find: turnips,
Indian corn, occasionally lean beef. “In all this hardship his lordship
participated, nor did he indulge himself even in the distinction of a tent;
but in all things partook our sufferings, and seemed much more to feel
for us than for himself.” The troops loved and respected Cornwallis for
this. Now, with the Americans inaccessible on the other side of the Dan
River, Cornwallis headed east to Hillsborough, where he hoped to raise
additional troops among the Loyalist population.

He met with little success. Greene, on the other hand, was finally
experiencing a change of fortune as men began to pour into his camp.
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Virginia sent more than seven hundred Continental troops to join his
army and 1,693 militia who had pledged to serve for six weeks. North
Carolina sent two brigades of militia numbering 1,060 men. Greene
wrote that his “force was much more respectable than it had been,” but
he also knew the militia would not stay forever, nor could he long pro-
vide for them “in the field in this exhausted country.” Both he and Corn-
wallis were eager for battle, and now Greene could choose the time and
place. On March 14, he recrossed the Dan, marched 20 miles south, and

took up his position at Guilford Courthouse.

“We waited the approach of the Enemy”

Greene had more troops than Cornwallis, but he no longer had Daniel
Morgan. On January 24, Morgan had submitted his resignation. A
chronic “ciatick pain” in the hip had become so debilitating that he
could not go on. Morgan explained to Greene that the disorder “has
ceazed me more violently, which gives me great pain when I ride, and
at times when I am walking or standing am oblig? to set down in the
place it takes me, as quick as if I were shot.”

Despite the pain, Morgan had continued to lead his troops as Corn-
wallis chased them northeast from Cowpens through 200 miles of near
wilderness, over rivers and roads choked with winter mud, until they
were able to link up with Greene. Only then did Morgan leave for his
home in Virginia. The former teamster, around forty-five years old, had
been overtaken not by years but by mileage.

Though Greene was deprived of Morgan’s presence, he did enjoy the
continued benefit of Morgan’s wisdom. On February 20, Morgan wrote
to Greene from Virginia with advice on how to deploy troops based on
his experience at Cowpens. Morgan suggested that any veteran soldiers
among the militia be put in the ranks of the regulars, with riflemen on
the flanks. “[P]ut the remainder of the Militia in the centre with some
picked troops in their rear with orders to shoot down the first man that
runs,” Morgan advised, adding that “if anything will succeed a disposi-
tion of this kind will.”

In deploying his troops at Guilford Courthouse, Greene borrowed
freely from Morgan’s tactics at Cowpens but also employed much of his
own thinking. Like Morgan, Greene arrayed his men in three lines to
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make things successively hotter for the enemy as they advanced. Mor-
gan’s first line had consisted of seasoned riflemen, but Greene’s was
made up of two brigades of North Carolina militia, one to the north of
the New Garden Road under the command of General Thomas Eaton,
and the other, commanded by General John Butler, to the south of the
road. All told, the North Carolina militia amounted to more than a thou-
sand men, but they were militia, many of them newly recruited at that,
making them the most unreliable troops Greene had.

Despite that weakness, the first line of Greene’s defense enjoyed a few
advantages. Most of the North Carolina militia were arrayed behind a
zigzag split rail fence that ran north to south across the field; any such
protection, no matter how feeble, greatly improved the ability of
untrained soldiers to stand and fight. From behind the fence, the North
Carolina men looked out over an open field to the narrow defile where
the New Garden Road disappeared around a curve, oo yards of open
ground that Cornwallis’s men would have to cross under fire just to get
into the fight.

The left and right flanks of the first line seemed to terminate in the
woods at the edge of the field and be otherwise unsupported, but that
was not the case. Positioned in the woods to the north and south of the
first line were some of Greene’s most seasoned and trusted troops. On
the right flank, to the north, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel
Washington, were dragoons of the 1%t and "4 Regiments; a detachment
of light infantry that included Captain Robert Kirkwood’s Delaware Con-
tinentals, some of the hardest-fighting troops in the Continental Army;
and a regiment of riflemen under Colonel Charles Lynch. On the left
flank, in the woods to the south, were Light Horse Harry Lee and his
legion, along with Colonel William Campbell’s riflemen, who had
fought that morning at New Garden, and another detachment of light
infantry. These troops, which Greene called a “Corps of observation,”
were positioned to watch the enemy’s movements and to move in quickly
in support of their own lines or to exploit a weakness in the enemy’s.

On the New Garden Road itself, in the middle of the two battalions
of militia, were stationed two 6-pounder cannons under the command
of Captain Anthony Singleton of Virginia. Singleton’s orders were to
move his artillery with the flow of the battle and to avoid being isolated
and captured.
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From where the first line was arrayed, the land rose gently to the high
ground at Guilford Courthouse. It was not open country, however, but
rather hilly ground broken by gullies and thick woods. “The greater part
of the County is a Wilderness,” Greene wrote, “with a few cleared fields
interspersed here and there.” The area in front of the first line consisted
of those cleared fields, but right behind them were thick woods of oak
and other hardwoods and tangled underbrush. Those woods extended
for about a mile before yielding to open fields surrounding Guilford
Courthouse. It was difficult terrain for fighting, but it favored Greene,
whose men were less accustomed to slugging it out in open country.

The second American line was positioned about goo yards behind
the first, on top of a slight rise in the thick of the woods. This line, too,
consisted of militia—in this case, two brigades from Virginia com-
manded by Generals Edward Stevens and Robert Lawson. Stevens had
seen his men routed in panic at Camden, and he was not going to let
that happen again. As he later wrote to Henry Lee, “I posted in my rear
a number of riflemen, behind trees, as you know we were formed in a
skirt of woods. I informed my men that they were placed there to shoot
the first man who might run,” and then, in case that message was too
harsh, added, “and at the same time they would serve to cover their
retreat in case of necessity.”

The second line did not have the same support on the flanks that the
first line enjoyed. It was Greene’s intention that the corps of observation
should fall back with the first line and join the second, forming flanks
even as the need for them developed.

Greene’s third line, 300 to 500 yards behind the second, was not
really a line at all but rather a crescent-shaped formation around the top
of the high ground near Guilford Courthouse. Rather than straddling
the road, this line was all to the north of it. Like the first line, the third
was in an open field with the woods at its back and two 6-pounders posi-
tioned at the center of the crescent. Unlike the first line, the third was
made up of Greene’s best troops, “two Brigades, one of Virginia and one
of Maryland continental Troops, commanded by General [Isaac] Huger
and Col° [Otho] Williams.” This was the anchor of the entire formation,
the line to which, ideally, the first two lines would fall back in orderly
withdrawal, pulling the enemy along to be crushed.
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With his troops in place, Greene rode along the lines, giving final
orders and trying to bolster the men’s spirits. Henry Lee added his own
brand of encouragement, riding the length of the front line and exhort-
ing them to stand firm, and, in reference to the Battle of New Garden,
to “not be afraid of the British; for he had whipped them three times
that morning and would do it again.”

Greene’s message to the North Carolina militia was a little more prac-
tical. Taking another page from Morgan’s playbook at Cowpens, he
assured the men that if they would only stand their ground long enough
to give the British two volleys, “they should obtain his free permission
to retire from the field.”

With that, Greene rode back to the third line, back to his fellow Con-
tinental troops, and as he later reported, “In this position we waited the
approach of the Enemy.”



Craprer 1 0 The Battle of Guilford Courthouse

THE NOON HOUR of March 15 was “calm, and illuminated with a cloud-
less sun; the season rather cold than cool . . .,” when Lord Cornwallis’s
column, with the general in the lead, emerged from the defile on the
New Garden Road and came face to face with Nathanael Greene’s line
of North Carolina militia. The militia stood poised behind a rail fence,
300 yards away across an open field.

The second American line, hunkered down in the band of woods
between the first line and Guilford Courthouse, was invisible to Corn-
wallis. The third line may have been visible more than a thousand yards
away on the raised, open ground by the village.

As Cornwallis called a halt to his army’s advance, Virginia captain
Anthony Singleton opened up with his two 6-pounders. Cornwallis
called up the Royal Artillery under the command of Lieutenant John
McLeod to “bring forward the Guns and cannonade their Center.”
Three British 6-pounders opened up on the American lines, and the
artillery prelude to the Battle of Guilford Courthouse was underway.

Cornwallis was not sure what he was up against. “The Prisoners taken
by Lieut Colonel Tarleton, having been several days with the advance
Corps, could give me no account of the Enemy’s Order or position,”
Cornwallis wrote, “and the Country people were extremely inaccurate
in their description of the Ground.” As the American and British guns
boomed away at each other, the general consulted with guides attached
to his column and studied as much of the enemy lines as he was able
to see.

The guides informed Cornwallis that the woods to which the Ameri-
can line was anchored were “impracticable for cannon,” but from what
he could see the woods on the American left wing, south of the New Gar-
den Road, were less dense. Though Cornwallis’s men would be hitting
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the entire length of the American line, he resolved to throw the bulk of
his force against the enemy’s left. He began to arrange his troops for
battle.

The west end of the field, where the British formed up, was bordered
by woods, and the troops found some shelter there from Singleton’s
guns as they formed their line of battle. On his far right, south of the
road, Cornwallis positioned the Hessians of the Von Bose Regiment, and
next to them the 71%, Fraser’s Highlanders. Behind them, in reserve,
was the 15t Battalion of Guards. In command of this right wing was Gen-
eral Alexander Leslie, whom Sir Henry Clinton had sent to Virginia the
previous October to fortify Portsmouth.

On the left flank, to the north of the road, Cornwallis placed his old
regiment, the g4 Next to them was the 234 Regiment, the Royal Welsh
Fusiliers, while the Jaegers and the Light Infantry of the Guards were
deployed behind them in the woods near the guns. This left wing was
commanded by Lieutenant Colonel James Webster. Brigadier General
Charles O’Hara commanded a reserve force comprising the 274 Battal-
ion of Guards and a company of grenadiers, some three hundred men
in all. This force was deployed behind the Jaegers and light infantry,
while Tarleton’s cavalry held its position on the road, ready to move up
where they could be most effective.

For about half an hour, as Cornwallis prepared his attack, the British
and American artillery fired away. The guns were neither large nor
numerous, but they managed to do some damage. Tarleton recorded
that “Lieutenant O’Hara, a spirited young officer, was unfortunately
killed, whilst directing the three pounders before the line was ready to
move.”

On the American side, some reports suggested that all of Singleton’s
horses were Kkilled in the exchange. Major St. George Tucker of the Vir-
ginia militia described it as “a most tremendous fire,” though it is
unlikely that citizen-soldier Tucker had ever experienced a genuinely
tremendous cannonade. He added, “Major Hubbard, of Colonel Mum-
ford’s regiment, had the skirt of his surtout [overcoat] shot away by a
Cannon ball, and his horse slightly wounded by the same. There were
not, however, above ten men killed and wounded during the whole

cannonade.”
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Around one o’clock, with the smoke from the artillery still hanging
in the afternoon air, Cornwallis sent his troops forward. Here was the
opportunity toward which Cornwallis and his men had suffered and
struggled for so long, the moment when they could advance under arms
for a decisive battle against Greene’s entire army, and they advanced like
the professionals they were. “The order and coolness of that part of Web-
ster’s brigade, which advanced across the open ground, exposed to the
enemy’s fire,” wrote Tarleton of the left wing’s movement, “cannot be
sufficiently extolled.”

The British and Germans advanced across the open field, trudging
through wet, muddy, uneven ground toward the split rail fence and the
muskets of nearly a thousand American troops. The North Carolina mili-
tia had been in position for hours, waiting for the British army to appear,
watching the artillery duel, watching the British form their line of bat-
tle, and now watching the enemy’s relentless advance, and the wait had
worked on their nerves. When the British were about 150 yards away,
still too far for effective musket fire, the North Carolinians opened up
on them. The long-range volley had some effect, but not enough to
deter Cornwallis’s veterans, and they continued their advance without
wavering.

South of the road, Leslie could see that the American left was far
longer than his right and threatened to flank him, so he brought up
the 1%t Battalion of Guards, whom he had been holding in reserve, to
take up the line to the right of the Von Bose Regiment. Now all of
Leslie’s men were committed, strung out in one long line opposite the
Americans.

As Leslie’s troops advanced toward the split rail fence, Lieutenant
Colonel Henry Lee’s men, including his cavalry and Colonel William
Campbell’s riflemen, watched them unseen from the woods on the
flanks of the American left wing. Lee’s men “raked by their fire the right
of the British wing, entirely uncovered . . .,” and the British began to
take casualties as they approached the fence. Lee and many of his offi-
cers saw a prime opportunity as they watched the British right flank
march toward them. If they could slam into the flank with cavalry and
infantry, they could rout the British even before they hit the first of
Greene’s three lines. But that was not going to happen. Fifty yards from
where the line of North Carolina militia were carrying on their sporadic
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fire, the British lines stopped and fired their first volley, then charged
with their bayonets, so mortally terrifying to untrained militia.

To the north of the road, Webster’s left wing was also advancing. Web-
ster had ridden to the front of the troops and led the way with a shout
as the red line rolled forward. Sergeant Roger Lamb of the Royal Welsh
Fusiliers recalled that “the movement was made, in excellent order, in
a smart run, with arms charged.” As the British advanced, Singleton with-
drew his guns, knowing that the North Carolina militia would be gone
after two volleys.

With the Fusiliers toward the center and the g3 on the left, the left
wing moved forward, and like Leslie’s men on the right advanced in
good order to within 40 or 50 yards, through a sporadic but deadly fire,
before firing their first volley. Before them was the long American line,
“arms presented, and resting on a rail fence, the common partitions in
America. They were taking aim with the nicest precision,” Lamb later
recalled.

For a moment, the British line wavered in the face of those American
muskets. Sensing a do-or-die moment, Colonel Webster charged to the
front of the line and shouted

with more than even his usual commanding voice (which was well known
to his Brigade,) “Come on my brave Fuzileers.” This operated like an inspir-
ing voice, they rushed forward amidst the enemy’s fire; dreadful was the

havoc on both sides.

The havoc may have been dreadful, but it was short-lived. In the face
of the long scarlet line advancing with steel bayonets, the line of North
Carolina militia folded. “To our infinite distress and mortification,”
wrote Lee, “the North Carolina militia took to flight.” Generals John But-
ler and Thomas Eaton struggled to keep their men in position, but it
was hopeless. Panic swept them away.

Greene had asked very little of the North Carolinians, and, for the
most part, that is what he got. Many of the militia fled while the enemy
was still 150 yards away. According to Greene’s own account, they ran
“without firing at all; some fired once, and some twice, and none more,
except a part of a Battalion of General Eaton’s Brigade.” Many of the
men threw away their knapsacks, canteens, and even their muskets as
they ran.
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The center of Greene’s first line had folded at the sight of the 20-inch
steel bayonets advancing on them, but on the flanks, the corps of obser-
vation held. These were some of Greene’s best and most tested men,
and they had the added advantage of being in the woods, which made
it impossible for the British to launch a coordinated bayonet charge.

On the British right, Leslie’s troops were taking a beating from Camp-
bell’s riflemen and Lee’s Legion, which were close on their flank. Leslie
wheeled the Von Bose Regiment and the 1%t Battalion of Guards until
they were facing Lee’s men, then pressed his attack forward. An evolu-
tion of that kind, realigning two regiments under heavy fire, could be
executed only by seasoned and professional soldiers, and it was yet
another example of the disparity in training and discipline between
Cornwallis’s troops and Greene'’s.

Now it was Lee who was in trouble. Rather than forming the left flank
of the first line, Lee and Campbell’s men had been cut off by the “base
desertion” (as Lee called it) of the North Carolina militia and were left
fighting on their own. The Americans gave ground grudgingly, falling
back toward the second line, as the battle began to devolve into a hand-
ful of small and bloody fights.

As the 1%t Battalion of Guards and the Von Bose Regiment advanced,
they had passed right by a portion of Lee’s corps of observation, allow-
ing the Americans to circle around behind until the British found them-
selves “warmly engaged, in front, rank and rear.” The “Journal of the
Von Bose Regiment” recorded that “the regiments became somewhat
more separated, the v. Bose Regiment was attacked not only in the front
but also in the rear, which necessitated the rear rank wheeling round to
the right and firing backwards.” A less disciplined regiment would have
collapsed under such pressure on three sides.

To the north, Webster’s left wing of the British line was in much the
same situation as the right, with Captain Robert Kirkwood’s Delaware
Continentals, the riflemen under Colonel Charles Lynch, and Lieu-
tenant Colonel William Washington’s cavalry inflicting casualties from
their flank with enfilading fire. Like Leslie, Webster realigned his men
and brought up the Jaegers and Light Infantry of the Guards, who had
been held in reserve. Cornwallis would later report, “[O]n finding that
the left of the ggrd was exposed to a heavy fire from the right Wing of
the Enemy, he [Webster] changed his front to the Left, & being sup-
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ported by the Jagers & Light Infantry of the Guards, attacked &
routed it.”

Despite Cornwallis’s claim, the American left wing was not routed,
but rather, like Lee’s men to the south, fought stubbornly and made the
British pay a high price for their slow advance. While the left and right
flanks of the British line were locked in their battles with the tough
American troops of the corps of observation, the center of Cornwallis’s
line pressed on, and the fight surged east toward Guilford Courthouse.

The Second Line

The Royal Artillery rolled forward down the New Garden Road toward
the next front, hard on the heels of the fleeing North Carolina militia.
South of them, the Highlanders of the 715 continued their advance,
clambering over and knocking down the rail fence that had briefly
shielded the North Carolina men. North of the road, the 2" Regiment,
the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, also advanced quickly over ground briefly held
by the militia.

Webster’s realignment of the 3¢ to go after Kirkwood’s Delaware
Continentals, Lynch’s riflemen, and William Washington’s troops on the
American right had left a gap in the British line, and this was filled by
the grenadiers and the 274 Battalion of Guards, who had been held in
reserve. These were the last of Cornwallis’s reserves; now every man in
his army was committed.

Following behind these troops was Tarleton’s cavalry. Cornwallis had
given the hotheaded Tarleton orders to “keep his Cavalry compact, and
not to charge without positive orders, except to protect any of the Corps
from the most evident danger of being defeated.”

Just beyond the rail fence where the North Carolina militia had stood,
there commenced a skirt of woods like a barrier between the open fields
that the British had just crossed and the open ground around Guilford
Courthouse. The center of the British line now plunged into those
woods in pursuit of the fleeing enemy and ran into the Virginia militia,
Nathanael Greene’s second line.

Unlike the North Carolina men, the Virginians held their ground.
They did, of course, have several advantages that the first line had not
enjoyed. Rather than sheltering behind the dubious protection of a rail
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fence, they were hunkered behind trees. Samuel Houston, a soldier in
the Rockbridge County, Virginia, militia recalled, “our brigade major
came, ordering [us] to take trees as we pleased. The men chose their
trees, but with difficulty, many crowding to one, some far behind others.”

As the British line moved through the woods, their perfect order nat-
urally began to break down, and they could not present the Virginia mili-
tia with the frightening spectacle of an unbroken line of bayonets. Nor
was that weapon particularly effective in such terrain. As Cornwallis
wrote, “The excessive thickness of the woods rendered our bayonets of
little use.”

Then, too, the militiamen of General Stevens’s brigade, posted south
of the New Garden Road, had the added incentive of knowing that rifle-
men had been positioned behind them, ready to shoot down anyone
who ran. Encouraged by all those factors, the second line put up a much
more spirited and deadly resistance than the first. Unlike the North Car-
olina militia, Greene wrote, the Virginians “stood their ground for a con-
siderable time, and fought with great resolution.”

The fight was no longer a single, cohesive battle, but rather a series
of sharp encounters in the thick woods. Lamb, advancing with the Royal
Welsh Fusiliers, found as he hit the second line that “the conflict became
still more fierce.” Bullets buzzed past his head as he stopped to replen-
ish his ammunition from the cartridge box of a fellow redcoat who had
been shot down. Lamb had apparently become separated from his reg-
iment. When he looked up, he saw a company of Guards advancing on
the Americans who were shooting at him, but Lamb was unable to join
the company, “as several American parties lay between me and it.”

Suddenly, into this confused, broken fight rode Lord Cornwallis on
adragoon’s horse, his own having been shot out from under him. Appar-
ently failing to realize that this was no single battle front, but rather a
cluster of skirmishes, he was charging right toward a band of Americans
when Lamb managed to grab the horse’s bridle and stop him, explain-
ing that “if his lordship had pursued the same direction, he would in a
few moments have been surrounded by the enemy, and, perhaps, cut to
pieces or captured.” Lamb accompanied Cornwallis back to the 2374 Reg-
iment, which was “drawn up in the skirt of the woods.”

It is unclear how long this brutal fighting lasted. Greene would write
that the “Virginia Militia gave the Enemy a warm reception and kept up
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a heavy fire for along time.” Some troops recalled firing a dozen or more
rounds.

Not all the Virginia militia, however, stood so boldly against the
British advance. Tucker, on the American right, wrote to his wife that
while they were advancing, they found that the enemy had turned their
flank and were now in their rear. It was the same situation that the Von
Bose Regiment had found themselves in earlier. While the Germans had
wheeled part of their line around to meet the new threat, the inexperi-
enced Americans were unable to do the same. “This threw the militia
into such confusion,” Tucker wrote, “that Holcombe’s regiment and ours
instantly broke off without firing a single gun and dispersed like a flock
of sheep frightened by dogs.”

The Virginia militia, Tucker observed, came in for a great deal of
praise after the battle. While some were entitled to it, he felt that “oth-
ers ought to blush that they were undeservedly included in the number
of those who were supposed to have behaved well.”

Tucker managed to rally some of his men to make a stand. At one
point, they came across a British officer who lay dying. One of Tucker’s
men “gave him a dram as he was expiring and bade him die like a brave
man.”

On the British right, the Von Bose Regiment and the 15t Battalion of
Guards continued to fight their isolated battle with Lee’s Legion and
Campbell’s riflemen, along with a few companies of North Carolina mili-
tia who had joined them. On the left, William Washington’s cavalry,
Lynch’s riflemen, and Kirkwood’s Delaware Continentals were doing as
Greene had intended, falling slowly back to join the second line and
then, as the fighting continued to move east, linking with the third line.
They were pressed hard throughout by Webster with the g5, the
Jaegers, and the Light Infantry.

Slowly, Greene’s second line of Virginia militia, ably led by Generals
Edward Stevens and Robert Lawson, fell back toward the third line by
Guilford Courthouse. Lawson’s brigade broke first, in what was likely
neither an orderly retreat nor a general rout, but rather one pocket after
another of militia falling back and melting away or joining the Conti-
nentals in the third line.

Stevens’s line held a bit longer before it, too, began to dissolve, a
movement no doubt accelerated when Stevens took a bullet in the thigh
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and his men were deprived of his command. Like Lawson’s line,
Stevens’s brigade likely broke up piecemeal, the fighting having
devolved into a number of small skirmishes. Many of Stevens’s men fol-
lowed the edge of the woods around to the courthouse, where they
watched the remainder of the battle.

Cornwallis wrote that the thick woods allowed “the broken enemy to
make frequent stands, with an irregular fire, which occasioned some
loss.” In Cornwallis’s manner of understatement, “some loss” can be con-
strued to mean “significant casualties.” In fact, nearly a quarter of the
men of the 297 and the 715t were killed, wounded, or missing after run-
ning up against Stevens and Lawson’s lines.

Because the American retreat was uneven, so was the British advance.
Tarleton recalled, “Some corps meeting with less opposition and embar-
rassment than others, arrived sooner in presence of the continentals
[the third line] who received them with resolution and firmness.”

Perhaps the first of the British troops to break from the skirt of woods
onto the open ground around Guilford Courthouse were the 334, the
Jaegers, and the Light Infantry under Webster’s command, but they were
too far ahead of the rest of the British line for safety. With “more ardour
than prudence,” according to Lee, Webster led his men down into a
ravine and up the other side and onto the open ground west of the
courthouse. Here, Kirkwood and Lynch’s men had linked up with the
regulars of the third line, and they were done falling back. What’s more,
Webster was unsupported, as the British units to his right were still strug-
gling in the skirt of woods.

Climbing out of the ravine, Webster’s men found themselves con-
fronting the right wing of Greene’s third line, including Virginia regu-
lars and the 1%t Maryland Regiment, though in that broken, scrubby
ground it is unlikely that Webster was able to see the enemy line in its
entirety. The Americans let the redcoats approach before they delivered
a disciplined and devastating fire. Lieutenant Colonel Howard of the 13
Maryland wrote, “When Webster advanced upon our third line, his left
and centre engaged, and were worsted by Kirkwood and Lynch, while
his right attacked the first Maryland regiment.”

The Marylanders charged Webster’s men with the bayonet, a taste of
British medicine, and Webster’s advance was flung back. His men
recrossed the ravine and retreated to the high ground on the opposite
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slope, where they could wait for the rest of Cornwallis’s line to advance.
It was perhaps during this assault that Webster received a wound in his
knee that would ultimately prove fatal.

More British troops began to reach the eastern edge of the skirt of
woods, not as a coordinated line but in isolated units. They had driven
back two lines of militia, but now they were facing a line of seasoned reg-
ulars, including some of the men who had whipped them at Cowpens
two months before. What’s more, the British had been locked in desper-
ate fighting for an hour at least, while the Continentals were fresh. As
Tarleton put it, “At this period the event of the action was doubtful, and
victory alternately presided over each army.”



cuarrer 1 A Pyrrhic Victory

SHORTLY AFTER THE failure of Lieutenant Colonel James Webster’s
attack from the British left against Nathanael Greene’s third line, the
2nd Battalion of Guards, numbering about two hundred fifty men,
emerged from the woods to press the British advance. These soldiers
had moved into the middle of the British line to fill the gap that had
opened there, and, having been held in reserve at the start of the bat-
tle, they were still relatively fresh.

The 24 faced a formidable-looking line across the open ground, with
two regiments of Virginia regulars on the American right and the 1%t and
2nd Maryland regiments on the American left. Captain Robert Kirk-
wood’s tough Delaware Continentals, having fallen back all the way from
the first line, had joined the third, and Lieutenant Colonel William
Washington’s cavalry, which had fallen back with Kirkwood, had taken
a position south of the New Garden Road on high ground overlooking
the field of battle. In the center of the line were two 6-pounders, and to
the American left, by the 2nd Maryland, were Captain Anthony Single-
ton’s two guns that had opened the fight.

Without hesitation, the 27¢ Battalion advanced across goo yards of
open ground toward the 2" Maryland and Singleton’s guns. “Glowing
with impatience to signalize themselves,” Lord Cornwallis wrote, “they
instantly attacked and defeated them, taking two six pounders.” The left
flank, as it happened, was the weakest section of the American third line.
The 2nd Maryland soldiers were regulars, but they were new and as
untried in battle as the North Carolina militia. Like the North Carolini-
ans, the 274 Maryland gave a “premature, confused and scattering fire,”
then turned and ran.

Their blood up from having driven off the Marylanders with so little
effort or cost, the 2nd Battalion continued their pursuit headlong into

110
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the brush and woods. But their quick advance did not last long. Watch-
ing the action unseen was William Washington, who now led his cavalry
forward to meet the onrushing redcoats. Suddenly, the 2nd Battalion’s
easy victory turned into a bloody fight against mounted troops. A dra-
goon fighting with Washington later recalled, “Leaping a ravine, the
swords of the horsemen were upon the heads of the enemy, who were
rejoicing in victory and safety; and before they suspected danger, mul-
titudes lay dead.”

Also hidden from the 2nd Battalion of Guards’ view by woods and
brush was the 1%t Maryland, the veteran regiment that had just driven
off Webster’s advance. Now the Marylanders turned on the Guards, hit-
ting them on their left flank with a vicious bayonet charge. This fight,
the battle’s first real combat on open ground, quickly turned into a
bloody affair, the fighting hand to hand. William Washington drove his
horsemen right through the Guards, then wheeled and turned back,
slashing again through the ranks. The Marylanders pressed their charge
home and, as Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton put it, “retook the
cannon and repulsed the guards with great slaughter.”

As the British lines advanced, Lieutenant John McLeod’s artillery had
followed. Now the guns were positioned on a rise overlooking the fight,
where Cornwallis had also positioned himself. The general had been
riding toward the lines to observe close-up the progress of the battle.

One recounting, perhaps apocryphal, holds that William Washing-
ton, seeing Cornwallis approach the lines with several aides-de-camp,
led his cavalry in a charge to capture the British commander. In the mid-
dle of the charge, Washington’s hat fell from his head, and he dis-
mounted to retrieve it. At that moment, a ball struck the officer at the
head of the column, who then lost control of his horse. The horse
turned and raced back the way it had come, and the rest of the cavalry-
men, thinking this was an ordered retreat, followed behind, thus saving
Cornwallis from capture.

True or not, Cornwallis managed to get a sense for how things were
going, and he was not pleased. Like Tarleton, the general understood
that the outcome of the battle was an open question. The hard advance
of the American cavalry and the Marylanders and the slaughter of the
2nd Battalion of Guards were turning the fight in Greene’s favor.
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Cornwallis ordered the artillery to pour grapeshot into the enemy
and stop the American advance. According to Cornwallis, William Wash-
ington’s cavalry was driven off “by a well-directed fire from two three
pounders, just brought up by Lieut Macleod . . . ,” and the Guards, badly
beaten, stumbled back toward the British lines to regroup.

It has become a standard anecdote in the Battle of Guilford Court-
house storyline that Cornwallis ordered McLeod to fire directly into the
mass of fighting men, British and American, knowing that the grapeshot
would kill indiscriminately. Certainly Lieutenant Colonel Henry Lee
believed this to be the case, writing in his memoir that “Cornwallis, see-
ing the vigorous advance . . . determined to arrest their progress, though
every ball leveled at them must pass through the flying guards.” But Lee
was not on that part of the field, and, though Cornwallis undoubtedly
used his artillery to fling the Americans back, the evidence that he fired
deliberately into his own men is scant and inconclusive.

Just as William Washington’s horsemen and the 15t Maryland were
being driven back by Cornwallis’s guns, the grenadiers and the 715 Reg-
iment struggled out of the woods. A series of deep ravines had impeded
their progress, but now they broke onto the open ground to the right
of the 2nd Battalion of Guards. At nearly the same time, the 234, the
Royal Welsh Fusiliers, emerged from the woods and formed to the
Guards’ left.

Meanwhile, Webster had continued to observe the battle from the
high slope to which he had led his men after being driven back. Seeing
the 27d Maryland turn and run from the Guards, he chose that moment
to lead his men back over the ravine and fall on the Virginia regiments
on the American right.

Brigadier General Charles O’Hara, who had been leading the 24 Bat-
talion of Guards and had been wounded in the Americans’ counterat-
tack, now rallied the remainder of the Guards and led them forward
with the other regiments. Behind them, Tarleton’s cavalry advanced for
their first chance to come to grips with the enemy since the Battle of
New Garden nearly twelve hours earlier. After their broken and dis-
jointed attack through the woods, the British were now essentially re-
formed into a line of battle as they advanced upon the Continentals over
open ground.
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Greene could see clearly now how things would turn out. Some of his
best troops, Lee’s Legion and Colonel William Campbell’s riflemen,
were still engaged in a private battle far to the southwest. The left of his
line, the 274 Maryland, had scattered, and attempts to rally them had
failed. The enemy had turned the left flank “and got into the rear of the
Virginia Brigade and appeared to be gaining our right, which would
have encircled the whole of the Continental Troops.”

It had always been Greene’s understanding that he could not risk the
loss of his entire army, the only significant American force left in the
South, and he was not going to do so now. He peeled off one of the Vir-
ginia regiments under the command of Colonel John Green and
ordered them to fall back toward the Guilford Courthouse and prepare
to cover the army’s retreat. Green was “much dissatisfied with the gen-
eral’s selection of his regiment for this service,” since they had not yet
participated in the battle. That it was deemed a great honor to be
selected for that duty did little to mollify him.

As it happened, there was little fight left. The North Carolina militia
had dissolved, Lee and his men were fighting off to the southwest, and
with Green’s regiment and the 1% Maryland gone, the Americans were
badly outnumbered by their re-formed enemy. There was nothing for
Nathanael Greene to do but pull his troops back to where Green’s Vir-
ginians could cover their retreat.

“[A] well-contested action”

Cornwallis later informed George Germain, Secretary of State for the
American Colonies, that the 23™ Regiment and Tarleton’s cavalry
advanced and “the enemy were soon put to flight,” leaving behind their
four cannon and two ammunition wagons. At the same time, Cornwal-
lis reported, Webster and “the g3 Regiment and Light Infantry of the
Guards, after overcoming many difficulties, completely routed the
Corps, which was opposed to them.”

The general’s report was accurate, but only to a point. Nearly all the
Americans’ horses had been killed, and Greene did not want to order
the guns and wagons drawn off by hand at the risk of those men being
captured or killed. But Cornwallis’s implication that Greene’s army had
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been driven off in a panicked rout was misleading. Most of the militia
had already abandoned the field, and the regulars who were left in the
third line made an orderly, fighting retreat. Greene wrote, “General
Huger [in command of the Virginia regulars] was the last that was
engaged and gave the enemy a check. We retreated in good order to the
Reedy Fork River.” Even Tarleton wrote that the Americans “were retreat-
ing in good order.”

Cornwallis ordered the 23, the 71%t, and part of Tarleton’s cavalry
to pursue the retreating Americans, but the pursuit was desultory at best.
Lee wrote that the British “followed our army with the show of falling
upon it; but the British general soon recalled them, and General
Greene, undisturbed, was left to pursue his retreat.”

Cornwallis was in no position to push Greene’s army. As the general
explained to Germain, the American cavalry “had suffered but little; our
troops were excessively fatigued.” British wounded were spread all over
the battlefield and needed attending. And Cornwallis had other con-
cerns as well.

Off to the southwest, he could still hear the guns of Lee’s Legion and
Campbell’s riflemen engaged with the Von Bose Regiment and the 1%
Battalion of Guards. For the full duration of the battle, as the rest of the
British had pushed through three lines of American troops, those units
had fought it out in broken, wooded country. That fight had continued
to move east as both sides attempted to link with the flanks of their
respective armies.

Eventually, as the fighting there began to wane, the 1% Battalion of
Guards broke off and made to link with the British right flank. Seeing
this, Lee sent his cavalry, which had been kept in the rear to cover an
American retreat, back to “close with the left of the Continental line,
and there to act until it should receive further orders.” With the cavalry
gone to bolster Greene’s third line, only Campbell’s riflemen and the
Light Infantry of Lee’s Legion were left to engage the Von Bose Regi-
ment. Still, the Americans pressed the Germans hard, driving them back
over the rough ground.

As the Von Bose fell back, Lee detached the infantry of his legion to
join the cavalry on the American left. They again encountered the 1%
Battalion of Guards on the high ground where General Robert Lawson’s
Virginia militia had stood earlier, and again the two regiments clashed,
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with Lee’s men pushing the Guards back toward the Von Bose Regiment
before continuing on toward Guilford Courthouse. By the time they
arrived there, Greene’s army had already retreated from the field.

The fighting that Cornwallis heard was Campbell’s riflemen still
engaged with the Von Bose Regiment. “[T]he Remainder of the Cav-
alry,” Cornwallis wrote, “was detached with Lieu! - Colonel Tarleton to
our right, where a heavy fire still continued.”

Tarleton and his horsemen charged off toward the sound of fighting,
where the last act of the battle was playing out. When they arrived, “the
guards and the Hessians were directed to fire a volley at the largest party
of the militia.” That done, Tarleton and his men charged the riflemen,
sabers drawn, through the cover of the smoke. With Lee’s cavalry gone,
the Americans had no defense against the mounted troops. As one of
Campbell’s men, Samuel Houston, recalled, “their light horse came on
us, and not being defended by our own light horse . . . we were obliged
to run, and many were sore chased and some cut down.” Campbell’s
men, the last of the Americans to be engaged, retreated east with the
rest of Greene’s army.

“Thus ended,” Tarleton wrote, “a general, and in the main, a well-
contested action, which had lasted upwards of two hours.”

“[A] signal Victory”

Greene marched his men east. Three miles from the battlefield, they
crossed the Reedy Fork River and halted there long enough to collect
most of their stragglers. Night came on, and with it a driving rain and
bitter cold. The defeated Americans continued to their former camp at
the Speedwell Iron Works, about 10 miles from the battlefield, and there
they stopped.

Cornwallis was left in possession of the field, the traditional mark of
victory, a victory he was quick to claim. “My Lord,” he wrote to Germain,
“I have the satisfaction to inform Your Lordship, that His Majesty’s
Troops under my command, obtained a signal Victory on the 15" Inst
over the Rebel Army.”

As night came on, the British troops found what cover they could.
They had no tents to shelter them from the torrential rain. They had
very little food. The wounded and dead were scattered over the broad
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expanse of the battlefield. Major Charles Stedman, Commissary of the
British army, wrote,

The night . . . was remarkable for its darkness, accompanied by rain, which
fell in torrents. . . . The cries of the wounded and dying who remained on
the field of action during the night exceeded all description. Such a com-
plicated scene of horror and distress, it is hoped, for the sake of human-

ity, rarely occurs, even in a military life.

In short, it did not feel much like a victory.

Cornwallis had gg men killed, 413 wounded, and 26 missing, for a
total of 532 troops put out of action, more than a quarter of his force.
Greene’s army had suffered 79 killed and 185 wounded. There were also
996 Americans missing, but that number is deceptive. Whereas Corn-
wallis’s missing were likely dead and lost on the field or deserted,
Greene’s missing were mostly militia who had gone home, in Greene’s
words, “leaving us in great numbers, to return home to kiss their wives
and sweet hearts.” Greene’s missing could be called upon again; Corn-
wallis’s could not.

The American forces suffered fewer than half as many casualties as
the British, and there were several reasons why. The Americans were
generally fighting from cover, while the British, who were advancing
toward their lines, had to expose themselves to enemy fire. The Ameri-
cans had a number of riflemen in their ranks whose accurate weapons
could inflict damage at distances considerably longer than a musket
shot. Also, as Lee would later point out, the Americans “were acquainted
with wood and tree fighting; he [the British soldier] ignorant of both.
And lastly, we were trained to aim and fire low, he was not so trained.”
While neither side was in a good position to sustain casualties, the loss
was much worse for Cornwallis, for whom replacements had to come
from New York, the West Indies, or Europe.

In The Parallel Lives, Plutarch quotes King Pyrrhus as saying after two
costly victories in Italy, “If we are victorious in one more battle with the
Romans, we shall be utterly ruined.” What Cornwallis had won was just
such a Pyrrhic victory, and there would be repercussions in England as
reports filtered back in the months to come. The colorful Whig leader
Charles James Fox, an outspoken supporter of the American cause who
often wore buff and blue (the American regimental colors) and rarely
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missed a chance to accuse King George III and Lord North of warmon-
gering, is said to have thundered in the House of Commons, “Another
such victory would ruin the British Army!”

As night and rain fell, the British army suffered on the ground they
had taken. For the ostensibly defeated Americans, however, things
looked better than they had in some time. Though Greene’s men were
suffering the same physical discomforts as the British, their morale was
notably higher. “Our army is in good spirits,” Greene wrote to Joseph
Reed, the president of the Pennsylvania Council and Washington’s for-
mer aide-de-camp. He went on to say that, for months, he had been torn
with anxiety over the fate of his army, “until since the defeat of the 15%;
but now I am perfectly easy, being perswaded it is out of the enemies
power to do us any great injury.”

Despite his optimistic outlook, Greene did not entirely dismiss the
possibility of Cornwallis renewing the attack. He allowed his men to rest,
but at the same time, he prepared for a second fight with the British.
The troops, Greene reported, were “wishing for an opportunity of
engaging the enemy.”

Still, the army could not remain long where they were. The sparsely
populated area around Guilford Courthouse had never been abundant
with supplies, and after having supported two armies totaling around
seven thousand men, it was more barren still. “We have little to eat,”
Greene wrote, “less to drink, and lodge in the woods in the midst of
smoke.”

Cornwallis found his store of supplies untenable. The countryside
was, in his words, “so totally destitute of subsistence, that forage is not
nearer than nine miles, and the soldiers have been two days without
bread.” Seventy of his men were too badly wounded to move. In the after-
math of the battle, Cornwallis had attended to the American wounded
as well as his own. Now he would leave his own severely wounded at the
New Garden Meeting House under flag of truce to be cared for by the
Americans.

Three days after the battle, Cornwallis once again put his army in
motion. He was not looking to renew his fight with Greene, but rather
for a place where supplies might be found more easily. Before leaving
Guilford, he issued a proclamation announcing the “compleat victory
obtained over the Rebel forces” and promising that anyone currently
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fighting on the American side, “murderers excepted,” who surrendered
himself and his arms before April 20 would be allowed to return to his
home on parole. This was likely a pro forma gesture. After more than a
year in the southern theater, Cornwallis could not have entertained high
expectations of American cooperation.

On March 18, the day that Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot was
anchoring in Lynnhaven Bay, Cornwallis moved his army south to Bell’s
Mill on the Deep River, a place where “the greatest number of our
friends were supposed to reside.” Once again, the general found that
loyalty to the king did not necessarily translate into a desire to fight for
him. “Many of the Inhabitants rode into Camp,” he wrote to Clinton,
“shook me by the hand, said they were glad to see us, and to hear that
we had beat Greene, and then rode home again.” Despite the area’s rep-
utation as a seat of Loyalist sentiment, Cornwallis could not get a hun-
dred men to join him, even as short-term militia.

The British army remained a few days in Bell’s Mill, where they were
able to collect some flour and meal but not much else. Cornwallis knew
that his army was spent, a third of them sick or wounded and unable to
march, “the remainder without Shoes, and worn down with fatigue.” He
knew that he had to pause somewhere to allow his men to rest and refit
and that that place had to have a strong Loyalist population and ample
supplies, which was a tall order. Soon after reaching Bell’s Mill, Corn-
wallis continued south to the town of Cross Creek, near present-day
Fayetteville, which he believed would fit his needs.

Greene had not thought that Cornwallis would abandon North Car-
olina “without being soundly beaten,” or so he wrote to General George
Washington three days after the Battle of Guilford Courthouse. When
Cornwallis began his march toward Bell’s Mill, however, Greene came
to realize just how badly the British had been mauled, and he saw an
opportunity to finish Cornwallis once and for all.

Greene hoped to strike out after Cornwallis as soon as the British
began to move, but a lack of ammunition and provisions held him in
camp. Unable to mobilize his entire army, Greene sent his veterans,
Lee’s Legion and Campbell’s riflemen, along with William Washington’s
cavalry, to harass Cornwallis’s army. Lee later recalled Greene telling
him that “Lord Cornwallis don’t wish to fight us, but you may depend
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upon it, he will not refuse to fight if we push him.” Lee’s instructions
were to “push their rear all you can.” Meanwhile, Greene would march
his army hard, with the intention of cutting off the British before they
could stop and make a stand. Now Greene was chasing Cornwallis. The
military situation of the past four months had been inverted.

The American horse troops and light infantry caught up with Corn-
wallis’s rear guard, consisting of the Jaegers, the Guards’ light infantry,
and Tarleton’s cavalry, as the British were moving by easy march from
Bell’s Mill to a place called Ramsey’s Mill. The Americans were able to
annoy the enemy (“the Americans insulted the yagers in their encamp-
ment” is how Tarleton worded it) but were unable to bring on a full-scale
battle; nor did they wish to, with Greene’s main army still trying to
catch up.

The British paused at Ramsey’s Mill to build a bridge over the Deep
River. On March 2%, Cornwallis moved his army across the bridge and
continued on to Cross Creek, where, as usual, he hoped to find supplies
and Loyalist support. Greene arrived at Ramsey’s Mill the next day to
find that he had barely missed the chance to bring Cornwallis to battle.

Though Greene was now the aggressor, he was wrestling with many
of the same issues that hounded Cornwallis plus some specifically his
own. Provisions were no more available to him than to the British. The
country between Ramsey’s Mill and Cross Creek was, in Lee’s words, “so
barren and thinly settled as to forbid any hope of obtaining the requi-
site supplies,” and anything that was there would be snatched up by
Cornwallis, who had a day’s march on Greene. What’s more, the time
for those militiamen still with the army would soon be out, and once
again Greene’s numbers would be inferior to Cornwallis’s.

Greene was undecided what to do next, not least because he did not
know what Cornwallis intended. He feared that Cornwallis would con-
tinue on to Wilmington, then in British hands, and once there would
be in so strong a position that Greene could not hope to defeat him.

The day after missing Cornwallis at Ramsey’s Mill, Greene made his
decision. He wrote to George Washington, informing the commander-
in-chief that he was “determined to carry the War immediately into
South Carolina.” There he would link up with American forces still in
that state and attack the remaining British posts. Cornwallis would be
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forced either to leave his troops in South Carolina to their fate or to fol-
low Greene and abandon North Carolina, neither a terribly good
option.

With that decision reached, Greene wrote to General Thomas Sumter
to begin gathering the South Carolina militia while he himself prepared
to march south, leaving North Carolina and Charles, Lord Cornwallis
behind.



Crarrer 12 Reinforcing the Chesapeake

EVEN BEFORE VICE-ADMIRAL Marriot Arbuthnot had sailed from Gar-
diner’s Bay in pursuit of Chevalier Destouches and the French fleet, two
thousand men under the command of Major General William Phillips
had boarded transports and were anchored off Sandy Hook, awaiting
their chance to go south and link up with Benedict Arnold.

Sir Henry Clinton had long had his eye on the Chesapeake. “The very
numerous important advantages, military, political, and commercial,
which were likely to result to Great Britain from the possession of this
very valuable district are too obvious to require detail,” he wrote. Taking
and holding Virginia, he thought, would require “a reinforcement of
6000 men and security against a superior fleet and a foreign army.” Until
those things could be provided, and to help facilitate them, he hoped
to “secure a small naval post in the Chesapeake, to cover the King’s cruis-
ers and to supply a fit rendezvous for more serious operations.”

In Clinton’s mind, the immediate object was simply to lay the ground-
work for future operations. Until the Carolinas were secured, until he
received a major reinforcement from England, and until the Royal Navy
held absolute control of the seas between New York and Virginia, he had
no interest in sustained operations in the Chesapeake. The elite troops
under Arnold and Phillips were to return to New York once the imme-
diate job was done.

Clinton’s orders to Phillips instructed the major general to join
Arnold and take command of the combined forces. The “principal
object” of Phillips’s mission, as Phillips understood it, was to see that
Arnold’s troops and the posts he had established were secure. Having
done so, he was to continue acting in support of Cornwallis by destroy-
ing military stores and magazines and cutting off supplies that might
otherwise flow south to Greene.
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Arnold had, under Clinton’s orders, begun to fortify Portsmouth as
a base for naval operations, although Arbuthnot, who was actually in
charge of naval operations, had never indicated whether Portsmouth
would be suitable for that purpose. “If the Admiral, disapproving of
Portsmouth, and requiring a fortified station for large ships in the
Chesapeak, should propose York Town or Old Point Comfort,” Clinton
wrote in his orders to Phillips, “you are at liberty to take possession
thereof,” as long as doing so would not put his troops at risk. Indeed,
Clinton had earlier written, “With regard to a station for the King’s ships
I know of no place so proper as Yorktown.” Arbuthnot was not seriously
consulted in any of this. (Old Point Comfort, site of the present-day Fort
Monroe Military Reservation, is about 18 miles southeast of Yorktown as
the crow flies and juts south into the James River mouth from the north
shore, facing Norfolk and Portsmouth across the waters of Hampton
Roads.)

The fleet that carried Phillips and the men under his command
weighed anchor and departed Sandy Hook, New Jersey, on March 2o,
as soon as Clinton received word of the outcome of the Battle of Cape
Henry. After an easy passage, during which they were fortunate not to
meet Destouches’s returning squadron, the ships arrived at Portsmouth
on March g1, anchoring among Arbuthnot’s fleet. On the first of April,
the men began to disembark.

Phillips was an efficient and well-liked commander. Captain Johann
Ewald “recognized in him the skillful and industrious officer . . .
though the discipline he imposed caused considerable grumbling
among “the lazy and worthless element of the men. . . . In short,” Ewald
concluded, Phillips “was a man just as a man should be.”

Phillips’s first order of business, he thought, was to see to the defense
of Portsmouth, and he began to strengthen those parts of the works that
seemed inadequate. But he did not find Portsmouth a particularly good
choice for a post. A week after arriving there, he wrote to Clinton, “I
think the present situation not calculated for a post of force, or for one
for a small number of troops.” It would be better, Phillips thought, to
fortify three points along the Elizabeth River, which could more effi-
ciently protect ships anchored within their arcs of fire and offer mutual
supportin the event of an assault. But until he received word to the con-
trary from New York, his orders as he understood them were to continue
strengthening Portsmouth.
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Clinton, however, was surprised and displeased to learn, upon read-
ing Phillips’s report, that Phillips considered establishing a base at
Portsmouth his prime objective. That had not been Clinton’s intention
at all. His orders had, in fact, instructed Phillips that “the principal
object of your expedition is the security of [Arnold], the troops at pres-
ent under his orders, and the posts he occupies on Elizabeth River.”
What he actually meant, Clinton explained, was that the security of the
troops and bases had been a priority while Arnold had been threatened
by the Marquis de Lafayette and the French fleet (though he had not
allowed Phillips to sail until the French fleet had been neutralized),
which was no longer the case.

The true primary object of Phillips’s mission to Virginia, Clinton now
emphasized, was an “operation in favor of Lord Cornwallis.” Establish-
ing a naval base was secondary. Clinton did not care if that base was at
Portsmouth or any other spot, as long as it was “a station to protect the
King’s ships, which is capable of being maintained by a garrison of about
five or six hundred men.” It was yet another in a long list of instances in
which Clinton’s vague and ambiguous orders were misinterpreted—
much to his dismay.

Part of the difficulty in establishing a strategy for supporting Corn-
wallis was that no one actually knew what Cornwallis was up to. Upon
leaving Lord Charles in South Carolina ten months earlier, Clinton had
agreed to let him correspond directly with George Germain in England.
This odd abdication of responsibility produced predictable results. Clin-
ton and Cornwallis were both writing to Germain, and Germain was
directing each of them from London, but neither general had much
idea what the other was up to.

Cornwallis sent Germain a detailed report of the Battle of Guilford
Courthouse just days after the action, but he did not write Clinton of
the affair until almost a month later—ten days after Phillips, unbe-
knownst to Cornwallis, had landed at Portsmouth. Thus, by the first
week in April, Phillips and Cornwallis were within 200 miles of one
another, with Clinton intending that their armies should cooperate, but
Cornwallis did not know that Phillips was there and Phillips did not
know what Cornwallis was doing. “It is unlucky for us,” Phillips wrote to
Clinton, “that we know so little of Lord Cornwallis, in favor of whom,
and his operations we are directed by your Excellency to direct our
utmost attention.”
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Phillips was a sufficiently experienced campaigner to realize from the
reports trickling in that Cornwallis’s victory at Guilford Courthouse
might not have been quite so uniformly successful as his lordship sug-
gested. He wrote to Clinton that he was certain Cornwallis’s victory was
complete, but that “he may have bought it dear, and that his Lordship
remained a little crippled after the Action.” But still no word from Corn-
wallis was forthcoming.

The Next Move

Two weeks after the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, with Greene no
longer hounding his retreat, Cornwallis continued by easy marches to
Cross Creek, taking care to pass through only those settlements that
were “described to me as most friendly.” Once again, he hoped that his
new destination would prove at least adequately rich in supplies and
would be populated by people sympathetic to the Crown.

Even if resources were not to be found in Cross Creek, the general
believed that they might be shipped 150 miles up the Cape Fear River
from Wilmington, which had been occupied specifically to serve as a
supply base for the operations in North Carolina. As far back as Febru-
ary, Cornwallis had written to Major James Craig, the commanding offi-
cer there, instructing him to establish water communications with the
North Carolina interior for resupply purposes.

Arriving at Cross Creek, Cornwallis found a letter from Craig explain-
ing why he could not, in fact, send supplies from Wilmington. The dis-
tance, Craig explained, was too far, the river too narrow, the banks too
high, and “the Inhabitants on each side, almost universally hostile.”

Writing some years later, Banastre Tarleton pointed out that these
issues should have been discovered before the British army entered
North Carolina, since even the most fortunate campaigns could be
ruined “by blindly trusting to a communication that cannot be opened.”
Now, despite having once again been told of an abundance of supplies
ahead, Cornwallis found himself in a part of the country where “it was
impossible to procure any considerable quantity of provisions.”

At least the inhabitants of Cross Creek “retained great zeal for the
interest of the royal army,” according to Tarleton. But zeal alone could
not feed Cornwallis’s men, nor did Cornwallis feel that Cross Creek’s
enthusiasm was all it might be. Given that the army could not remain
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there, Tarleton felt they should march 100 miles southwest back to Cam-
den, South Carolina, since Camden was an important crossroads for con-
trol of the Carolina backcountry and since the troops left there under
Lord Francis Rawdon were spread out and vulnerable to Greene’s army.
What’s more, one of the objects of the campaign from its inception a
year earlier had been to secure the ground won in battle.

Tarleton’s arguments were sound. Whether he mentioned them to
Cornwallis is unclear, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Cornwallis had no
intention of returning to South Carolina. Instead, he followed the Cape
Fear River south to the relative safety and comfort of Wilmington, North
Carolina.

Several wounded officers died during the march to Wilmington,
among them Lieutenant Colonel James Webster, perhaps Cornwallis’s
finest officer, who had been wounded leading his men in the first assault
on Nathanael Greene’s third line of veteran troops at Guilford Court-
house. Webster, Tarleton recalled, “united all the virtues of civil life to
the gallantry and professional knowledge of a soldier.”

On April 7, as Phillips and Arnold to the north were waiting out the
weather to launch an attack on Williamsburg, Cornwallis’s battered army
arrived in camp near Wilmington. A few days later, Cornwallis finally
wrote to Clinton, his commander-in-chief, in New York, giving him a per-
functory overview of the past half year of campaigning. Clinton had
been under the impression that Cornwallis had three thousand men
under his command, and he would be surprised to learn from this
report that the true number was less than half that.

By the time he received Cornwallis’s letter, Clinton had heard some-
thing of the battle of Guilford Courthouse from the American press, but
if he was looking for a thorough report from his subordinate general,
he was disappointed. Cornwallis said merely that “our military opera-
tions were uniformly successful” and promised to enclose copies of his
reports to Germain in his next dispatch. What Cornwallis claimed to
want from Clinton was direction, a thing he had conspicuously
neglected to seek over the previous ten months. “I am very anxious to
receive your Excellency’s command,” he wrote, “being yet totally in the
dark, as to the intended operations of the Summer.”

Three options were open to Cornwallis. One was to lead his army
back into the Carolinas in pursuit of Greene. Cornwallis was concerned
that the troops under Rawdon would be taken apart piecemeal by the
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Americans. He sent several warnings by express to Rawdon from Cross
Creek, but all were intercepted. As it happened, several of Rawdon’s out-
posts were in fact picked off by American troops and partisans, though
Greene himself was defeated by the brilliant Rawdon at Hobkirk’s Hill
while trying to take Camden.

Cornwallis’s other options were to move his men by sea back to
Charleston or to move north into Virginia. Despite his pro forma turn
to Clinton for leadership, Cornwallis already had a pretty good idea
which of the three he preferred, and he said so in the very next line: “I
cannot help expressing my wishes, that the Chesapeak may become the
Seat of War, even (if necessary) at the expense of abandoning New York.”

After half a year of chasing Greene around the Carolinas, Cornwallis
was done. Time and again, he had been told that one pocket of Ameri-
cans or another was solidly loyal to the Crown, only to find that not to
be the case at all, and the Loyalists he did meet were largely unwilling
to do anything in support of their professed convictions. Nor did Corn-
wallis believe he could reach Camden in time to aide Rawdon against
Greene. Among the dangers he enumerated were “the great rivers I
should have to pass, the exhausted state of the Country, the numerous
Militia, the almost universal spirit of revolt which prevails in South Car-
olina and the strength of Greene’s Army.”

He could see no advantage in returning to Charleston. That left
Virginia.

On April 22, Cornwallis received an express from Charleston, carried
aboard a small vessel, informing him that a frigate with dispatches from
Clinton was at Charleston and would make its way to Wilmington once
it could cross the bar. The express also notified Cornwallis for the first
time that Phillips had been dispatched to Virginia “with a considerable
force, with instructions to co-operate with this Army.”

For Cornwallis, word that his old friend Phillips was in Virginia with
a substantial force of men who, unlike his own troops, were not worn to
the bone by half a year of forced marching must have seemed like a gift
from God. In the first line of the letter Cornwallis wrote the next day to
Phillips, he said, “My situation here is very distressing,” and he went on
to enumerate the many perils that awaited him in the Carolinas and his
absolute inability to do any further good in that theater.

Phillips’s presence further strengthened Cornwallis’s resolve to
march north and begin serious operations in Virginia. His affection for
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Phillips showed clearly when he wrote, “Now, my dear friend, what is our
plan? Without one we cannot succeed, and I assure you I am quite tired
of marching around the country in quest of adventures.” Cornwallis went
on to suggest again, as he had to Clinton, that the British should aban-
don New York and focus on Virginia.

Cornwallis understood that Greene was still a threat in the Carolinas,
but he was done chasing the Rhode Islander and his elusive army.
Instead, Cornwallis wished for Greene to chase him, and he informed
Phillips that he would immediately begin a march north “in hopes to
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withdraw Greene . . .” and presumably bring the Americans to battle
once more. But Cornwallis’s heart was not in that plan. His eyes were on
Virginia, as he had already made clear in his correspondence with Clin-
ton, and he told Phillips that if Greene could not be lured north,
“I should be much tempted to form a junction with you.”

In fact, Cornwallis was more than just tempted, he was decided. He
sent Phillips a cipher by which they could carry on a secret correspon-
dence and told him, on the one hand, not to “expose your Army to any
danger of being ruined,” while at the same time to “make every Move-
ment in your power to facilitate our Meeting which must be somewhere
near Petersburgh.”

Why the small vessel from Charleston could carry word of Clinton’s
dispatches to Cornwallis but not the dispatches themselves is unclear;
indeed, Clinton would raise that very question years later. Perhaps there
was fear of the smaller vessel falling prey to an American privateer. In
any event, there was little in Clinton’s letters by way of specific orders,
just the rather vague “it is my wish that you should continue to conduct
operations as they advance northerly,” whatever that meant, and a
request that Cornwallis not ask for any more troops than Clinton could
possibly spare.

Although Cornwallis knew that Clinton’s dispatches were in
Charleston and would be sent on to Wilmington, he decided he could
wait no longer. The day after receiving the express, Cornwallis wrote a
letter to Germain explaining in detail his decision to march north. Vir-
ginia was the key to the South, he wrote: “I take the liberty of giving it
as my opinion, that a serious attempt upon Virginia would be the most
solid plan, because successful operations might not only be attended
with important consequences there, but would tend to the security of
South Carolina, and ultimately to the submission of North Carolina.”
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Cornwallis’s thoughts made a certain amount of sense, but they also
reflected the desperation shared by most of the British leadership to try
something new, because what they had done so far wasn’t working. He
did not convey to Germain what was perhaps the most compelling rea-
son to march for Virginia, which was simply that he did not have enough
men left to be effective against Greene in the Carolinas.

He also wrote to Clinton that day, telling the commander-in-chief that
he was enclosing copies of all his letters and reports to Germain, that
Clinton could read those to find out what was going on, and that he,
Cornwallis, had “nothing to add to it for your Excellency’s satisfaction.”
The enclosed reports to Germain would be Clinton’s first detailed notice
of the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, more than a month after the event.

Cornwallis also wrote, “I have reflected very seriously on the subject
of my attempt to march into Virginia,” and enclosed a copy of his letter
to Phillips by way of informing Clinton of his intentions. In his letter to
Phillips, Cornwallis concluded with “I am, dear Phillips Most faithfully
y's....” To Clinton, he wrote, “I have the honour to be, &c. ...

He did inform Clinton that it was “very disagreeable to me to decide
upon measures so very important, and of such consequence to the gen-
eral conduct of the war, without an opportunity of procuring your Excel-
lency’s directions or approbation.” This was certainly Cornwallis at his
most disingenuous. If he had been desperate for word from Clinton, he
had only to await the dispatches being routed from Charleston.

The feuding between the two generals would continue long after the
Treaty of Paris ended the American War for Independence, and in later
years, Clinton would claim that he had explicitly ordered Cornwallis not
to go to Virginia. Itis true that Clinton considered the security of North
and South Carolina to be of the utmost importance, but it is also true
that Clinton was no more able to give an unambiguous order to Corn-
wallis than he was to stir himself to decisive action.

To his request for direction on how the summer campaign should
proceed, Cornwallis received nothing but equivocation. Clinton’s reply
pointed out that Cornwallis’s next move must depend on “your Lord-
ship’s success in Carolina, the certainty and numbers of the expected
reinforcement from Europe, and, likewise, on your Lordship’s sending
back to me the corps I had spared to you.”
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Clinton did go so far as to express concerns about major operations
in the Chesapeake going forward before “those to the southward of it
are totally atan end . . . ,” and he reminded Cornwallis of the thoughts
he had expressed the previous November with regard to operations in
Virginia. But the essence of his reply was that, absent further informa-
tion regarding the state of things in the southern theater, “it must obvi-
ously be impossible for me to determine finally upon a plan of
operations for the campaign.”

Not that Clinton’s reply mattered much. Cornwallis had come to
believe that the entire southern strategy would never work until Virginia
was subdued and the American pipeline of supplies and communica-
tions from the North shut off. By the time Cornwallis received instruc-
tions, such as they were, from his commander-in-chief, he and his army

were marching on the road that would lead them to Yorktown.



“['T]he Enemy have turned so
CHAPTER I 3 much of their attention to the
Southern States”

By LATE MARCH, Baron de Steuben was thoroughly disgusted—
disgusted by the lack of cooperation he had been receiving from the
government of Virginia; disgusted by the failure of the seemingly per-
fect trap he, the Marquis de Lafayette, and General Peter Muhlenberg
had constructed to catch Benedict Arnold and his troops; and disgusted
by the failure of the French fleet to fulfill their role in that trap. He was
ready to be done with Virginia, even if it meant also being done with his
independent command. He wanted to head south and join Nathanael
Greene, taking an army with him if possible.

What’s more, Virginia was about done with the baron. His constant
badgering of Governor Thomas Jefferson and other state officials for
men and supplies had finally driven them over the edge. As Greene
informed General George Washington, “Baron Stuben will join this
Army, he having so offended the Legislature of Virginia cannot be as
useful there as he has been.”

“As soon as we were assured that our Expedition against the
Portsmouth had failed,” the baron wrote to Muhlenberg—who com-
manded the militia units defending Virginia and was reporting to
Steuben as ranking Continental officer in the state—*I proposed to Gov-
ernment to carry the whole of our force immediately to Carolina and
fall on Cornwallis.” Steuben was certain—and likely right—that his army
combined with Greene’s could destroy Lord Cornwallis’s. He also
believed, incorrectly, that the French fleet had not returned to Rhode
Island after the Battle of Cape Henry but rather had continued south
to Cape Fear and was anchored just 20 miles from Wilmington, where
they would be in a position to cooperate with the Americans.
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The troops under Steuben’s command were mostly Virginia militia
who could not be taken out of the state without the approval of the gov-
ernor and the legislature. Steuben’s plan was approved by Lafayette and
informally by General George Weedon, who commanded the principal
brigade of Virginia militia and reported to Muhlenberg, but it was
soundly rejected by the government of Virginia—a decision the military
officers found frustrating but unsurprising. Steuben and Weedon, in
particular, had been unimpressed with the efforts made by Virginia’s
government and citizens in defense of their state. Steuben had failed to
rouse the state to garrison Hood’s Fort, and his repeated requests for
men and supplies had gone largely unanswered. In the months to come,
Lafayette would not even be able to convince plantation owners to move
their horses out of the path of the British army, thus allowing Lieutenant
Colonels John Simcoe and Banastre Tarleton to equip themselves with
some of the finest mounts in the country. To officers and men who had
been fighting for years in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, it
often seemed as if the people of Virginia could not be bothered with
their own defense.

Jefferson, the governor, came in for particular criticism from military
men, though he himself blamed the problems on a lack of cooperation
from the legislature and leading citizens. As Weedon put it to Steuben,
“I was fearful our Scheme would be rejected by the Executive who has
not an Idea beyond local security.”

For the moment, however, Virginia seemed secure enough that Wee-
don asked permission to go to Fredericksburg on personal business pro-
vided “no Extraordinary Movement of the Enemy . . ” made it necessary
that he stay with his brigade in Williamsburg.

Steuben did not think Virginia was in much danger. Rather, he
thought that Major General William Phillips and Arnold would “carry
the greatest part of their force around [by sea] to the support of Corn-
wallis,” even, perhaps, abandoning Portsmouth altogether. He intended,
therefore, to march south and join Greene at last. That had been his
reason for journeying south with Greene the previous year, and the time
had come to fulfill that mission with or without the militia troops then
under his command.

He did not want to go empty-handed, however. Greene had made it
clear on more than one occasion that he was desperate for troops and
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hoped that Steuben, left in Virginia for the express purpose of supply-
ing the southern army, would find more men. So, with “nothing left to
do,” and unable to take the troops he currently had south, Steuben set
about recruiting more. His headquarters were at Chesterfield Court-
house, halfway between Richmond and Petersburg. From there, he
wrote to Greene that he would, if possible, bring with him the first
detachment of troops raised in Virginia, hopefully as many as five hun-
dred infantry and sixty or eighty cavalry.

It was soon clear to the baron that this would not be easy. “The begin-
ning of this month [April],” he wrote to Weedon, “was fixed for the
departure of the first detachment of 500 Men and only Seven have yet
come in, two of whom have already deserted.” Steuben began to fire off
letters to the various rendezvous established for new recruits to see why
things were not moving forward and how long the recruitment was likely
to take. Once again, however, events would quickly overrun even the
short-term plans the Prussian devised.

Like Steuben, the Marquis de Lafayette was done with Virginia. He
rejoined his troops in Annapolis to prepare for the march north to link
up with Washington in New Windsor, New York. Greene, not wanting to
see any troops leave the southern theater, opposed this move. “I cannot
think this will be advisable for you to return,” he wrote to Lafayette on
April g, just three weeks after the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, “as the
enemy are greatly reinforced in Virginia, and superior by far to the
Southward.” He felt that Washington would be better able to reinforce
the northern army than Greene could the southern, and that success in
the North depended upon success in the South. He suggested that
Lafayette march instead to Richmond, from where he could either
continue south to the Carolinas or fight in Virginia as circumstances
dictated.

Washington, still contemplating an attack on New York City, was bit-
terly disappointed that Arnold had slipped through his fingers, though
he tried to console Lafayette (and doubtless himself) that they had done
everything humanly possible to capture Arnold and his army. Now he
was eager to get Lafayette back. “I wish the detachment may move as
quickly as they can without injury to the troops,” he wrote to the mar-
quis on April 5, two days after Greene had written ordering him to Rich-
mond. Brigadier General Anthony Wayne and his Pennsylvania line of



»

“[T]HE ENEMY HAVE TURNED SO MUCH OF THEIR ATTENTION . ..” 133

Continental troops were still on their way to Greene, and Washington
thought that would be reinforcement enough. He instructed Lafayette
to leave his artillery for Wayne “at some safe and proper place” so that
the Pennsylvanians could carry it southward.

Lafayette was as eager to get back to New York as Washington was to
receive him, and he was wasting no time despite the logistical difficul-
ties he faced. There were few wagons or horses and fewer boats to be
had in Annapolis. By far, the easiest route was by water up the Chesa-
peake Bay to Head of Elk, but two British men-of-war, the Hope of eigh-
teen guns and the General Monk with sixteen, were blockading Annapolis
Harbor.

Rather than make the time-consuming march by land, Lafayette
ordered two 18-pounder cannon mounted on a sloop in the harbor,
enormous guns for so small a vessel, which “Appeared Ridiculous to
Some, But Proved to Be of A Great Service.” Another vessel was
crammed with armed men, and, on the morning of April 6, the tiny
squadron sallied forth under the command of Captain James Nichol-
son, commodore of the Maryland navy, with their oversized guns blaz-
ing. This little display of sound and fury worked better than Lafayette
had dared hope, and the British ships, after a few maneuvers, retreated
far enough from the harbor to allow him and his men to sail away, finally
giving the Americans a naval victory in the Chesapeake. “Wether the
Sound of the 18 pounders or the fear of Being Boarded Operated Upon
the ennemy I am not able to Say,” Lafayette wrote.

Even as Lafayette was moving his troops north, however, Washington
began rethinking his orders. The commander-in-chief had long under-
stood the importance of the southern theater, writing to Steuben
months before that, “Since the Enemy have turned so much of their
attention to the Southern States, the situation of our affairs in them has
become extremely interesting and important.” Washington was still
focused on attacking Sir Henry Clinton in New York, but he could hardly
be indifferent to the fact that the British were turning more and more
of their attention to the South. Three times in the past half year, Clin-
ton had sent troops to the Chesapeake. While the northern theater had
devolved into a stalemate, the situation in Virginia and the Carolinas
remained fluid. Though Washington may have been disinclined to focus
on the South of his own accord, the enemy was forcing him to do so.
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The day after asking Lafayette to return to New York as quickly as pos-
sible, Washington wrote again, saying, “Since my letter of yesterday I
have attentively considered of what vast importance it will be to rein-
force Genl. Greene as speedily as possible,” in particular because it was
clear that the reinforcements under Phillips would be used in some
manner to bolster Cornwallis. Washington had consulted with his gen-
eral officers as to the wisdom of turning Lafayette around and sending
him south again, and the officers were unanimous: Greene needed rein-
forcements, and since the marquis and the thousand or so men under
his command were already goo miles closer than any other division, they
should go.

Lafayette had made it to the Elk River at the head of the Chesapeake,
intending to be back with Washington in just a few days, when he
received Washington’s orders to “turn the detachment to the south-
ward.” Though unhappy about the change of plan, he was always ready
to comply with any orders from his beloved commander-in-chief. He
assured Washington that were he able, he would begin marching his
men south the following day, but that was not going to be possible. He
had intended to march to Philadelphia, where supplies would be wait-
ing, but now he would need to organize supplies and transport for mov-
ing in the opposite direction.

He had other concerns as well, which, as he put it, “I would Have
Been allowed to present, Had I Been at the Meeting of the General offi-
cers,” where the decision had necessarily been made without his input.
The most immediate problem was a lack of adequate clothing, in par-
ticular, shoes to replace those that had been worn out from consider-
able forced marching. Lafayette’s move to the Chesapeake had been
conceived as a quick strike against Arnold, not a protracted stay in the
South. The officers and men “thought at first they were Sent out for a
few days And provided themselves Accordingly.” Now the officers “Had
no Monney, No Baggage of Any Sort, No Summer Cloathes and Hardly
a Shirt to Shift. To these Common Miseries the Soldiers Added their
Shocking Naked[ness and] a want of Shoes &c. &c.” The men were all
from northern states and looked to their home governments to provide
clothes and money, both of which would be much harder to receive at
such a distant remove.
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Lafayette knew as well that his northern troops would object to being
attached to the southern army, particularly as they had marched with
the understanding that this would not be the case. “They will Certainly
obey,” he assured Washington, “But they will be Unhappy and Some will
desert.” Lafayette admitted that he, too, “would Most Certainly Like Bet-
ter to Be in a situation to Attak Newyork.”

Having stated his reservations, Lafayette dutifully prepared his troops
to move south again. There was no chance of moving by water this time,
since the British naval presence on the Chesapeake was now too strong
and Lafayette did not think they would be fooled again by a sloop with
a pair of 18-pounders. As a late spring storm rose up and lashed the men,
destitute of shoes and with their clothes in tatters, Lafayette marched
them southwest toward Baltimore. The army crossed the Susquehanna
by ferry, but the wind was too strong for the wagons to get across, so the
men hunkered down on the south side of the river and waited for the
storm to blow itself out.

Lafayette was glad at least to have the men across the river, as the
water formed something of a barrier against desertion, which, as he had
predicted, had already begun. Even while writing to Washington, he had
received news that nine men from a Rhode Island company, veterans of
many bloody fights and among his best soldiers, had deserted, claiming
“they like Better Hundred Lashes than a journey to the Southward.”
They had been willing to venture south on a mission to capture Arnold,
but they were less than happy about remaining there.

The British on Offense

On the day that Washington was writing to Lafayette directing him to
march south, Muhlenberg’s Virginia troops, still watching Phillips and
Arnold, realized that something was in the offing. Muhlenberg had
about a thousand men under his command, and they were arrayed
along the Nansemond River with their left flank anchored on the Chuck-
atuck—two small tributaries emptying into the James River from the
south—facing the enemy in Portsmouth. On April 6, he wrote to Wee-
don, who was stationed on the north side of the James River with about
six hundred men, saying, “This Much is certain They are preparing, &
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nearly ready for a Move; & from the best intelligence I can get, a Junc-
tion with Cornwallis is the Main Object.”

What they did not know was what direction the British would take,
whether overland, up the James River, or by sea to Wilmington. But a
few days later, Steuben reported to Washington that the enemy was “bus-
ied strengthening their works and in Building Boats.” The baron knew
they had been purchasing boats as well, a clear indication that they
meant to move upriver.

A few days after that, the transports that had carried Phillips and his
men from New York set sail without the army, which meant that the
British would not be going anywhere by sea and that the Americans
would soon have a fight on their hands. Weedon asked that all the mili-
tia that had been dispersed after the failure of the expedition to capture
Arnold be sent back to the Williamsburg area, but Steuben refused. He
did not want to leave the area around Richmond unprotected when he
did not know where the British were heading. “In endeavoring to guard
the whole we shall guard nothing,” he warned. Until they could be cer-
tain what Phillips and Arnold would do, they would watch and wait.

What Steuben and Muhlenberg did not know was that Phillips and
Arnold were also unsure what to do. Clinton had made it clear that their
primary mission was to act in support of Cornwallis, but the generals had
not heard from Cornwallis, did not know where he was or what he
required, and so did not know how to help him.

The generals wrote a joint letter to Clinton offering two possibilities.
One was that they should advance on Lafayette, whom Phillips under-
stood to be in Baltimore, and take possession of Baltimore, Annapolis,
and perhaps all of Maryland. The other was that they should move on
Petersburg, where “a Post of force” might be established “from whence
Detachments might be made in such Strength as to break up entirely
Mr Greens Communication with Virginia.” Either of these options, the
generals wrote, would require more troops in the Chesapeake, news that
must not have pleased Clinton.

Both Phillips and Arnold were bold and active officers, not given to
waiting patiently for communications from headquarters. By the second
week in April, Phillips regarded his defenses in Portsmouth “so tolera-
bly complete as to enable me without any probable Risk to move with
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2,000 Troops.” His object was to hit the American troops quartered in
Williamsburg under Weedon’s command. Arnold, who, five years ear-
lier, had overseen the construction of a diminutive American fleet on
Lake Champlain, had been building boats in Norfolk since his troops
had arrived in the area and was still doing so. Now those boats were pre-
pared for their amphibious purpose.

By April 11, a mere ten days after Phillips’s men had landed at
Portsmouth, the preparations Muhlenberg had been watching were fin-
ished and the men ready to embark. Unfortunately for Phillips, “the
Winds blew directly contrary, & very strong,” keeping the boats pinned
down in harbor. Even a march by the light infantry and Queen’s Rangers
to Norfolk was postponed by the “most violent Storm of Wind and Rain.”

This was the same storm that was keeping Lafayette hunkered down
at the Susquehanna, and it held Phillips’s troops on the south side of
Hampton Roads (the mouth of the James River) for eight days. Not until
April 18 did the weather allow “the light infantry, part of the 76™ and
8o regiments, the Queen’s Rangers, yagers and American Legion” to
board their disparate craft in the Elizabeth River and fall down to Hamp-
ton Roads.

The following day, Phillips boarded a ship and made his way down-
river to where his men and transports were assembling, but, before he
could reach them, the ship in which he was sailing went aground. As
Phillips and the rest waited for the tide to lift them off, an express boat
drew alongside with a letter, at last, from Lord Cornwallis.

Phillips found in the letter “a plain Tale of many Difficulties and Dis-
tresses, great Perseverance and Resolution, and Honour.” He had been
right, he realized, with regard to the damage done to Cornwallis’s forces.
“The Action of the 15" was glorious,” he wrote to Clinton, “but as I
feared, that Sort of Victory which ruins an Army.” (Like the Whig leader
Charles James Fox in the House of Commons, Phillips was channeling
Plutarch.)

“The Face of Affairs seems changed,” Phillips continued. He now
understood that Cornwallis would not be bringing many troops to Vir-
ginia and that he and Arnold had to provide Cornwallis with some
degree of relief—and quickly. He wrote to Clinton, “The operation I had
proposed against Williamsburg shall take place to Morrow Morning. But
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I think it my Duty to call a Council of War, circumstanced as Lord Corn-
wallis is, to judge whether an attempt on Petersburg may now be proper.”
For Phillips, the question of what to do was settled.

By April 19, the expedition was underway. “Gen. Phillips informed
the officers commanding the corps,” Simcoe wrote, “that the first object
of the expedition was to surprise, if possible, a body of the enemy sta-
tioned in Williamsburgh, at any rate to attack them.”

The movements of Phillips and Arnold were closely watched by the
Americans. Command of the six hundred militia on the north shore of
the James River had devolved to Colonel James Innes, Weedon having
left to attend to his personal business in Fredericksburg and the second
in command, Thomas Nelson, being too ill to take over. At midnight on
the eighteenth, Innes wrote to Muhlenberg, “I have recd Intelligence
that fourteen sail of the Enemy’s vessells - two of which carry Cavalry are
ascending the James River and were this evening several miles advanced
up - at the stern of the vessells there are a number of flat bottomed
boats.”

In all, there were five vessels carrying horses, an armed sloop, two
brigs, three gunboats, two transports, and twenty-five flat-bottomed boats
carrying seventy-six men each, a formidable armada of small craft. Innes
ordered all the public stores to be packed and made ready to move at a
moment’s notice, then braced for the attack.

It came on the twentieth, and from four different directions. Wind
and tide held the fleet downriver most of the day, but by seven o’clock
that evening, they were ready to move ashore. Taking advantage of his
army’s numbers and mobility, Phillips opted to land men at four points
along the north shore of the James. One division went upriver past
Williamsburg to land at the mouth of the Chickahominy River, while
another pushed farther up the Chickahominy in boats. Phillips and
Arnold maneuvered the bulk of the army to land near Williamsburg,
while Simcoe was to land a detachment at Burrell’s Ferry, southeast of
town.

Simcoe assembled his flotilla about 2 miles from the designated land-
ing spot and got underway as the sun was setting. Opposing them was a
fully manned entrenchment thrown up by the Americans, which a gun-
boat leading Simcoe’s flotilla hammered with its 6-pounder. The other
boats appeared to follow in the gunboat’s wake, but at a signal, they
peeled away and landed below Burrell’s Ferry. The Queen’s Rangers and
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the Jaegers under Simcoe’s command clambered out of the boats and
formed up. Marching to the ferry landing, they met no opposition, the
militia having abandoned their entrenchments as the British advanced.

The bulk of the army with Phillips and Arnold was opposed by what
Arnold guessed were some five hundred militia, which was about right,
though the number must have been hard to estimate given how fast the
Americans fled from the advancing British regulars and Hessians.

Phillips ordered Simcoe to ride to Yorktown. It was full night,
“uncommonly dark and tempestuous,” as he and forty of his green-clad
cavalrymen of the Queen’s Rangers pounded up the road. They stopped
at a farmhouse to let the storm blow past, and in the morning, contin-
ued on, “gallopped into the town, surprised and secured a few of the
artillerymen, the others made off in a boat.” Simcoe burned the rebels’
barracks, spiked the guns, and ran the British colors up the flagpole on
the battery. In the distance, they could hear cannon fire at Williamsburg,
so they saddled up and rode to the sound of the guns. Writing to Jeffer-
son that same day, Steuben paid Simcoe an unintended compliment,
saying, “Colo. Simcoe has his Corps of 140 Cavalry in good order. This
is the terror of our Militia.”

Phillips and Arnold had meanwhile encountered more opposition
than Simcoe had, but not much. A party of militia drove in a British
picket near the College of William and Mary, but after a brief skirmish
the Americans fled, “Quartermaster M’Gill, with some of the huzzars of
the Queen’s Rangers, having charged and dispersed the only patrol of
the enemy who had appeared in the front.” With Williamsburg in their
possession, they set about destroying stores, but there was little left,
Innes having spirited away everything of value. As David Jameson, writ-
ing to James Madison, put it, “they destroyed the few articles of public
Stores that were left there—mere trifles—did no damage to the inhab-
itants.” Jameson, reflecting the now general understanding that the key
to victory in the Chesapeake was naval superiority, concluded his letter
with the wish, “O! for a French Fleet.”

Having driven off the militia and destroyed what military infrastruc-
ture they could find, Phillips marched his troops to Barret’s Ferry, near
the Chickahominy, to link with the other divisions.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert Abercrombie, who had taken the light
infantry 10 or 12 miles up the Chickahominy River in boats, found more
targets than Phillips had and left behind a swath of destruction. Innes
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reported that “they possessed themselves of the Shipyard about 4
o’Clock,” and, seeing flames later that day, feared they had putit to the
torch. Indeed they had. Arnold reported that Abercrombie “destroyed
several armed ships, the state shipyards, warehouses, etc.” Among those
was the Virginia navy vessel Thetis.

By April 23, all the disparate units of Phillips’s force were reassem-
bled and embarked on their vessels once again, with the Queen’s
Rangers staying ashore for the night to form a rear guard. The follow-
ing morning, the Rangers joined the other troops, and the massive con-
voy of boats continued upriver, stopping that night at Westover, where
Arnold had landed his overland assault on Richmond some three and
a half months earlier. In the course of the day, they had passed Hood’s
Fort, one of the only places on the river where the militia might have
halted their progress, but they found no opposition there. Governor Jef-
ferson had tried a unique tactic to get men to fortify the battery, offer-
ing credit for six weeks’ militia duty to every man who contributed twelve
days’ work there himself or through a surrogate laborer. Phillips and
Arnold made their move before that plan could be put into action, how-
ever, and Hood’s Fort lay unfinished and abandoned.

The Americans on Defense

At the first sign of the British move from Portsmouth, Steuben had writ-
ten to Innes with instructions that, “should the enemy Land a party
Superior to any resistance you Can make you will always Retreat toward
Richmond.” If they moved upriver, Innes was always to keep ahead of
them and keep Steuben constantly informed. Muhlenberg, likewise, was
to keep ahead of the enemy on the south side of the river, always retreat-
ing toward Petersburg.

Muhlenburg’s men had so far been left alone, but by the time
Phillips’s men reembarked from Williamsburg, Innes’s troops had been
pushed 24 miles north and had taken up a position at Frank’s Ferry,
across the Pamunkey River. Innes reported to Governor Jefferson that
his men “by intense Fatigues & vigilances & a Scarcity of Provisions are
much worn down.” He determined to pause there “until the men are
comfortably recreated,” though one wonders how comfortable they
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could be with hardly any food. Innes ended his note to the governor by
saying, “When I get an hours Sleep which I have not enjoyed for upwards
of sixty Hours I will write you more fully.”

A few days before Phillips and Arnold began their advance, Lafayette
and his men had arrived in Baltimore, where they would “Halt one Day
to Refresh and Clean themselves.” Lafayette’s troops had been nearly
destitute of clothing and supplies, particularly shoes. The marquis
informed Greene that he had pledged his own credit to the amount of
2,000 pounds to the merchants in Baltimore in order to outfit his troops
with “a few Hatts, Some Shoes, Some Blanketts, and a pair of Linnen
over alls, and a Shirt to Each Man.” At a ball given in his honor, the dash-
ing young French aristocrat managed to recruit a number of women
with a strong interest in, among other things, the patriot cause. It was
his plan, he wrote Greene, to “Sett the Baltimore Ladies At work for the
Shirts.”

Desertion was still a problem, as Lafayette had predicted it would be.
“I then Made an Address to the Detachement,” he wrote to Greene,
“which Enforced By the difficulty of Crossing [back over the Susque-
hanna] and the Shame I Endeavoured to throw upon Desertion Has
Almost Entirely Stopped it.” Lafayette’s hanging of a few deserters prob-
ably helped as well.

A few days later, with the men better outfitted and more resigned to
serving with the southern army, Lafayette was ready to march. He was
notyet certain where to march, but he knew he had to get there fast. The
standard eighteenth-century approach to moving an army, with great
trains of artillery and baggage, he felt, was “So dilatory that I would Be
upon the Roads or at the ferries for An Eternity.” Instead, he intended
to leave behind the tents, the sick, and the artillery and make forced
marches to Fredericksburg, impressing every horse and wagon along the
way to help move things even faster. Once in Fredericksburg, he hoped
to receive orders from Greene, and if he did not, he would push on to
Richmond, the likely target for Phillips and Arnold.

Washington had made it clear to Lafayette that he and Greene both
considered Phillips’s army to be the marquis’s primary objective, a point
Lafayette well understood. “My conduct to the time when I’ll Hear from
You Are pointed toward Phillips . . . ” Lafayette assured Greene, “. . . and
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if General Phillips appeared to Intend Such Motions as would Be of dis-
service to You I will Make it My Business to Be Ready to Check Him as
far as it Can Be done with Such an inferiority of forces.”

Lafayette had made it as far south as Alexandria, Virginia, on April
21, when he received word from Steuben that the enemy was on the
move and that the Virginia government was preparing to abandon Rich-
mond. “The Battery at Hoods is not half finished,” Steuben informed
Lafayette. “Every thing is in the same confusion as when Arnold came
up the River. There is not a single Company of Regular troops in the
State & the Militia are too unexperienced to hope the least resistance
from them.” The prospects of mounting a solid defense against the
British looked dim. By the time Lafayette received Steuben’s letter, they
looked even worse.

The baron had left his headquarters at Chesterfield and ridden 14
miles south to Petersburg, making what preparations he could “to
oppose the Enemy should they advance on this side of the James River.”
But, in fact, he did not think they would. Writing to Innes, Steuben sug-
gested that Phillips and Arnold were merely interested in occupying the
neck of land between the York and James rivers. But by the time Innes
received Steuben’s letter, the British had already left that neck in their
push toward Petersburg and a union with Cornwallis.

Innes had been driven far north of the James River, over the
Pamunkey River, keeping his men between the British and Richmond.
On April 23, as Steuben was writing that he did not think Phillips would
advance up the river, Innes wrote to him saying that the British army had
once again embarked and was “now Standing up James River.” Innes was
too far away to offer any resistance. Only Steuben and Muhlenberg, on
the south side of the James, stood between Phillips, Arnold, and what-
ever their destination might be.

The British spent the night of April 24 aboard the transports a few
miles from Westover. As the ships and boats swung at their anchors,
Baron de Steuben rode down to the river to have a look. He guessed
their numbers to be about twenty-five hundred men, and he knew that
some of the best troops in America were among them. To oppose them
were only the thousand or so militia under Muhlenberg’s command,
which, per Steuben’s order, had been retreating along the banks of the



»

“[T]HE ENEMY HAVE TURNED SO MUCH OF THEIR ATTENTION . ..” 143

James ahead of the British. The Americans were not just untried in bat-
tle, they were barely trained.

At eleven o’clock the next morning, the British weighed anchor and
made their way to City Point, at the confluence of the James River, lead-
ing to the north and Richmond, and the Appomattox River, leading to
the south and Petersburg. It was early evening when they anchored
again and the thousands of troops in their uniform coats—red, or green,
or the blue of the artillery and the navy—swarmed ashore, a well-
disciplined, well-supplied army.

The next morning, they marched for Petersburg.



Cuarrex L4l The Battle of Blandford

MAajor GENERAL WiLLiaM Phillips and Brigadier General Benedict
Arnold met no opposition in the first 8 miles of their 10-mile march to
Petersburg on April 26, despite passing through country that, accord-
ing to Lieutenant Colonel John Simcoe, presented the Americans excel-
lent opportunities for ambush. “[I]t was apparent,” Simcoe wrote, “that
they rather distrusted their own strength, or were miserably
commanded.”

The Americans did distrust their strength, and rightly so, given the
great disparities in numbers, equipment, training, and experience
between the two armies. But the American command—in particular,
Baron de Steuben and General Peter Muhlenberg, both excellent sol-
diers—was hardly miserable. Steuben, on seeing the British fleet stand-
ing upriver, had “ordered General Muhlenberg to move up as high as
the Vicinity of Blandford.” It was there they would make their stand.

Steuben had no hope of defeating the British with Muhlenberg’s
thousand untrained, untested militia, but he felt that he must put up a
fight even so. “[T]o retire without some show of Resistance,” he wrote
to Greene, “would have intimidated the Inhabitants and encouraged the
Enemy to further incursions,” though the British—Arnold, in particu-
lar—gave every indication of having all the encouragement they needed.

Two miles from Petersburg, on the outskirts of the town of Blandford,
the road the British troops were following emerged from woods onto
open ground. There the vanguard halted, waiting for the rear to close
up before pushing on. The houses of Blandford with small, fenced-in
yards lined the road. The ground was hilly and dotted with woods.

Around noon, their lines formed up again, the troops resumed their
advance, right into musket range for American skirmishers concealed
in a gully beyond the cluster of houses. The Americans peppered the
enemy with gunfire, killing one man, but this didn’t last long. A party of
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Jaegers, concealing themselves in an orchard, worked their way around
the skirmishers’ flank and drove them back.

Phillips and Simcoe rode forward to observe the American lines. Nei-
ther man had much regard for American troops, militia in particular,
but they also understood that the British occasionally paid a heavy price
for underestimating their enemy. Phillips had spent three years as a pris-
oner of war after being captured with General John Burgoyne’s army at
Saratoga, and he was not going to dismiss out of hand the threat con-
fronting him now. He ordered Lieutenant Colonel Robert Abercrom-
bie to make a frontal assault while Simcoe and his Rangers moved
unseen through a wooded area to fall on the Americans’ right flank.

At around three o’clock in the afternoon, the British lines advanced.
“Lieut. Col. Abercrombie pushing forward his battalion,” Simcoe
recalled, “the enemy’s first line quitted their station in confusion.” Sim-
coe’s Rangers worked their way around the American right along a high
wooded ridge, hoping to cut off the American retreat across the bridge
over the Appomattox River.

Simcoe wrote that the Americans “fled so rapidly that the Queen’s
Rangers had no opportunity of closing with them . . .,” and Arnold as
well suggested that the British brushed the Americans aside, but Steuben
reported it differently. Immediately after the fight, he wrote to Greene,
“I'have the pleasure to say that our Troops disputed the ground with the
Enemy Inch by Inch & executed their Manauvers with great exactness.”

Steuben was not given to doling out undeserved praise. For more
than two hours, the Americans stubbornly resisted the British advance.
Twice, the British line was flung back by well-coordinated American mus-
ketry, advancing again only after more troops were brought up. For as
long as they were able, until overwhelmed by superior British and Hes-
sian numbers, arms, and discipline, the Americans stood their ground.
At last, they made an orderly retreat from one post to the next, holding
their positions until ordered to fall back and then doing so with profes-
sional calm.

As the Americans fell back through the streets of Petersburg to the
bridge over the Appomattox, pressed hard by the troops Phillips com-
mitted to the fight, their cannon on the opposite side of the river began
to blast away with grapeshot, but to little effect. Low on ammunition and
greatly outnumbered, the militia fought a rear-guard action as they filed
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over the bridge “in the greatest Order notwithstanding the fire of the
Enemy Cannon & Musketry.” The rebels tore up the bridge as they
retreated over it, preventing any further pursuit but abandoning Peters-
burg to the enemy.

At the Battle of Blandford, Steuben and Muhlenberg had done what
they could; they put up a respectable fight without incurring significant
losses of men or arms. “Indeed,” Steuben wrote, “the gallant conduct of
all the Officers & the particular good behaviour of the Men I am per-
suaded attracted the admiration of the Enemy.” If so, the enemy kept it
to themselves.

Having made their stand, Steuben and Muhlenberg retreated north
to Chesterfield, thankful that the Appomattox River now ran between
them and the British. Steuben intended to link with Colonel James
Innes’s troops north of the James River, and then with the Marquis de
Lafayette, who was in Fredericksburg, about 6o miles north of Rich-
mond, and closing the distance fast with forced marches. Once united,
the three disparate forces would find a place to make a more concerted
stand and harry, if not stop, the British push.

“[A] scene of singular confusion ensued”

With Steuben and Muhlenberg pushed across the Appomattox River,
no force remained south of the river to offer the least resistance to
Phillips and Arnold. The British troops that had been held in reserve
marched into Petersburg in the early evening, and the next morning
the destruction began.

Benedict Arnold was by now an old hand at inflicting scorched-earth
tactics on Virginia, and he demonstrated his talent for the work once
again. The Americans had long since removed anything of any value to
Greene’s army, as they had at Williamsburg, but the British managed to
burn four thousand hogsheads of tobacco, one ship, and a number of
smaller craft, some in the river and some still on the stocks.

The next day, Phillips divided his forces, a mark of his confidence and
the knowledge that he had more than a two-to-one advantage in men.
Phillips “with the light infantry, part of the cavalry of the Queen’s
Rangers and part of the jagers” crossed the Appomattox, likely by repair-
ing the bridge, and followed in pursuit of Steuben and Muhlenberg,
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marching north to Chesterfield and Steuben’s former headquarters.
Steuben was by then at Falling Creek Church, a few miles to the west,
and Phillips found little in Chesterfield except empty huts, the barracks
for two thousand recruits that Steuben had ordered his men to build.
These were burned, along with three hundred barrels of flour and sim-
ilar supplies. With some pride, Steuben wrote to Greene that “of all the
stores collected at Chesterfield Ct H> [Court House] and Petersburg
for the equipment of the Virginia Troops, not the least article fell into
the Enemy’s hands.”

Meanwhile Arnold, in command of the second division, marched
northeast to Coxen Dale, known locally as Osborne’s Landing, which
was some 15 miles up the James River from its confluence with the Appo-
mattox at City Point. Four miles upriver from Osborne’s Landing,
Arnold found something he had not previously encountered in Vir-
ginia—“a very considerable force of ships” belonging to the Americans.
This was the remains of the Virginia navy, under the command of Cap-
tain James Maxwell, and a few privateers and merchantmen that had
been at Richmond. Three days earlier, on April 25, Steuben had
“expressed a desire” to the Virginia Board of War that any armed vessel
at Richmond be “sent down to attack the enemy’s shipping at City Point.”
Displaying the Virginia government’s characteristic risk-aversity, the
board had insisted that Captain Maxwell first reconnoiter the enemy
fleet and report its strength to the board and Steuben.

By the time this was done, Phillips and Arnold had landed their
troops, marched toward Petersburg, and met the Americans at Bland-
ford. There was little point in attacking the empty flotilla of boats that
remained at City Point—and probably little desire to do so. Instead,
Maxwell moved the ships from Richmond downriver to Osborne’s Land-
ing, where he arranged them in a semicircle across the river between a
marsh on the south shore and open land to the north, both of which
could be commanded by the ships’ broadsides. Spring lines were rigged
to the anchor cables to allow the vessels to be swung in an arc, bringing
their great guns to bear where need be. In this manner, Maxwell hoped
to fend off the British advance upriver and save both his fleet and the
Virginia capital from capture or destruction.

Thus deployed across the upper James River, the ships and guns
looked impressive. The largest of the vessels were the Virginia navy ships
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Apollo, of eighteen guns, and Tempest and Renown, both of sixteen guns.
The brigantine Jefferson carried fourteen guns. All told, the fleet
mounted ninety-six cannon, certainly far more artillery than Arnold’s
division was carrying.

Unfortunately, the potentially powerful fleet was crippled by a stun-
ning manpower deficiency. The Apollo had just 5 of its intended com-
plement of 120 men. The Tempest had 6. Renown was only a little better
off with 29 men out of an intended complement of 120. All told, the
fleet should have had 512 men, whereas in actuality it had just 78. The
crew numbers were likely augmented somewhat by untrained militia
assigned temporarily to the ships, since all that impressive ordnance
would do no good with no one to load and fire it, but the ships were
much less potent in fact than appearance. Arnold wasn’t fooled.

Benedict Arnold had already shown a willingness bordering on eager-
ness to burn rebel stores, but the thought of sending these ships and
their possibly valuable cargoes up in flames gave him pause. As in his
raid on the Richmond waterfront more than three months earlier, per-
haps he envisioned some personal gain from the capture of the ships,
similar to the prize money earned by naval officers. (He would, in fact,
later refer to the ships as “prizes.”) In any event, under flag of truce he
sent the fleet a proposal for a negotiated surrender. According to Sim-
coe, Arnold told the Americans they might keep half the cargo if they
did not destroy any of it. The only response to this offer, however, was
a promise that the Americans would defend their fleet “to the last
extremity.”

Arnold was perfectly willing to give them that chance. He sent two
brass g-pounder field guns down to the edge of the river with orders to
fire on Tempest. The guns were no more than 100 yards away, point-blank
range, when they opened up on the Tempest’s stern. Round shot blasting
straight through the fragile after end of the ship and flying her full
length aft to forward would have been devastating, but the Tempest had
aspring rigged to her cable. Her tiny crew threw themselves on the cap-
stan and heaved around, and “With difficulty she brought her broad-
sides to bear, and returned a smart fire.”

As Tempest swung around, another British battery of two brass
6-pounders “opened from an unexpected quarter, with great effect.”
Now the rest of the fleet—the Apollo, the Renown, the brigantine Jeffer-
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son, and the other vessels—opened up as well, pitting the heavily armed
but badly undermanned ships in an artillery duel with Arnold’s crack
troops and a smattering of small cannon.

Rebel militia began to gather on the far shore—around two or three
hundred men by Arnold’s count—and “kept up a heavy fire of mus-
ketry .. .” on the British and German troops. Simcoe ordered one of his
lieutenants to lead a party of Jaegers to a spot within go yards of Tem-
pest’s stern, where they might pick off some of her crew with their deadly
accurate rifles. Part of the route was hidden by ditches, but in places the
Jaegers were exposed to the ship’s broadsides. Luckily for the Germans,
the ships were loaded with round shot, having expected an attack over
the water, as “grape shot must inevitably have Kkilled or driven the
artillery from their guns” and wreaked havoc on troops moving through
the field of fire.

A hail of lead—round shot, musket balls, and rifle bullets—flew over
the river north of Osborne’s Landing, and gray smoke whipped around
as the wind built in strength, but neither side could gain an advantage
in the firefight. Arnold ordered Simcoe and the Queen’s Rangers down
to the shore to add their musket fire to the battering the Tempest was
enduring. As Simcoe was organizing his men, a lucky shot parted the
spring on the Tempest’s cable. The big ship swung away from the shore
so that her broadside would no longer bear on the enemy, and her stern
was once again exposed to the raking fire of the field artillery. Any Amer-
ican who showed his head above the ship’s rails risked being cut down
by the Jaegers lining the riverbank.

With no possibility of rigging another spring under rifle and field
artillery fire, and with no way to defend the ship, the Tempests crew aban-
doned the vessel. As they pulled for shore in the ship’s boat, the Jaegers
unleashed on them, prompting some of the ship’s crew to leap over-
board and take their chances in the river. At last, the lieutenant com-
manding the detachment of Germans ordered a cease-fire and,
“parlying with the boat’s crew,” convinced them to row ashore and sur-
render themselves. This the Americans did, rather than endure any
more German rifle fire.

A dozen of the Queen’s Rangers, under the command of a Lieu-
tenant Fitzpatrick, clambered into the Americans’ abandoned boat and
pulled for the Tempest. Once there, Fitzpatrick sent another of the ship’s
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boats back to the British lines for more men and then proceeded on to
another of the American fleet. The boat Fitzpatrick sent back was
manned by Highland troops, who returned to Tempest to take possession.

As Simcoe recalled, “a scene of singular confusion ensued.” The crews
of the ships, seeing Tempest taken and British troops in boats, apparently
deemed it only a matter of time before they, too, were taken prisoner.
They began to abandon their ships, scuttling some and setting others
on fire. “Want of boats and the wind blowing hard prevented our cap-
turing many of the seamen, who took to their boats and escaped on
shore,” Arnold wrote in his dry official report to Clinton.

According to Simcoe’s more detailed and breathless account, Fitz-
patrick continued to pull through a hail of musket fire from the militia
on the far shore, cutting the anchor cable of one ship and setting men
on board others as their crews abandoned them. The British crews then
turned the ships’ guns on the Americans.

Near the Tempest, one of the other ships was burning out of control.
The Highlanders aboard 7empest cut the ship’s cable in the hope that
she would drift clear of the danger, but before she did, the flames on
the neighboring vessel reached its magazine. The ship exploded in a
fury of splintered wood and shattered spars. Flaming bits flew high
enough to ignite the Tempest’s fore topgallant, close to 100 feet above
the water. The ship drifted ashore near where Arnold’s troops were
arrayed, and the Highlanders, “wWhom their many sea voyages had made
active and experienced in such dangers,” managed to put out the flames
and secure the prize.

On board another of the ships, the Queen’s Rangers found them-
selves trapped as the flames mounted beyond the point where they
might have been extinguished. A volunteer named Armstrong leaped
into the river and swam ashore, where he took charge of the only boat
left and returned to the burning vessel. The Rangers managed to get off
just before the ship exploded.

The James River, more than oo feet wide where the battle took place,
was spread bank to bank with destruction and chaos. Ships were burn-
ing, some listing as they sank. Smoldering hulks lay low in the water,
while other ships canted at odd angles where they had drifted against
the shore. Arnold’s report gave a sense of the number of vessels involved:
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Two ships, three brigs, five sloops and two schooners, loaded with tobacco,
cordage, flour etc., fell into our hands. Four ships, five brigs, and a num-
ber of small vessels were sunk or burnt. On board the whole fleet (none
of which escaped) were taken and destroyed about 2000 hogsheads of
tobacco etc.

The presence of the tobacco, and the fact that the number of ships as
listed by Arnold far exceeded the number first enumerated by Maxwell,
suggests that many of the vessels were merchantmen trying to get to sea
ahead of the plundering British. They didn’t make it.

Around five o’clock, Phillips and the light infantry rejoined Arnold,
and the army made camp at Osborne’s Landing. Steuben, Muhlenberg,
and the remains of their army, having linked with Innes, were camped
at New Kent Courthouse, about 16 miles north of Richmond on the
other side of the Chickahominy River. There was nothing they could do
to stop the enemy’s depredations.

Phillips and Arnold’s plan had been, in part, to break up the flow of
supplies heading south to Greene and to act in support of Cornwallis.
But mostly they had hoped to form a juncture with Cornwallis at Peters-
burg. So far, that had not happened. They had heard that the earl was
making his labored way north to Virginia, but they had received no word
of his progress.

Likewise, Steuben was anxiously awaiting the arrival of Lafayette, who
was moving south by forced marches from Fredericksburg. The French-
man’s arrival would mean an end to Steuben’s independent command,
which, at that point, he may have been happy to relinquish. More impor-
tant, however, it would mean the addition of nearly a thousand veteran
Continental troops to the American forces in Virginia. All of the puzzle
pieces that would precipitate the epoch-making events of 1781 were
beginning to assemble in the Virginia tidewater. And in the race to get
more troops into that theater, Lafayette proved the winner.

Lafayette and Phillips

On April 29, the Marquis de Lafayette and around nine hundred Con-
tinental troops arrived in Richmond without baggage or artillery, hav-
ing covered 140 miles in eleven days, an impressive pace for an
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eighteenth-century army. Lafayette bragged to General George Weedon
that even the British “Have Spoke with Surprise of the Rapidity of our
March.”

Phillips may have been surprised by the speed of Lafayette’s army, but
not by the fact that he was on his way. The British seemed fully apprised
of every move the Americans made. Indeed, Phillips began addressing
letters of complaint to Lafayette on the very day of the marquis’ arrival
in Richmond.

April 29 was also the day after Arnold’s battle with the vessels of the
Virginia navy, and Phillips wrote two letters to Lafayette. His foremost
complaint was that one of the ships taken by Arnold, a brig named Alert,
had fired on the king’s troops despite flying a flag of truce. Phillips
reminded Lafayette that he was “authorized to inflict the severest pun-
ishments in return for this bad Conduct,” and, unless the men respon-
sible for the act were delivered to the British, Lafayette himself would
be “answerable for any desolation which may follow in Consequence.”

But Phillips was also angling to continue the prize-taking so ably
begun by Arnold. He informed Lafayette that the ships of war and other
vessels bottled up in Richmond “beyond a possibility of escaping” were
in the same condition as a blockaded town and that the rules of war dic-
tated that no public stores should be destroyed. Therefore, Phillips
demanded from Lafayette a full accounting of anything that might be
destroyed in Richmond before it could fall into British hands. The let-
ter was delivered by a Mr. Steel, an officer captured in the action at
Osborne’s Landing and released on parole.

In fact, the rules of war as commonly understood in the eighteenth
century said nothing against the destruction of public property in a
besieged town. The British in America routinely rewrote the rules to suit
their objective of putting down an insurrection among an indigenous
population, and Phillips apparently expected Lafayette to abide by what-
ever rules he might choose to dictate.

Phillips’s second letter addressed his concern that people to whom
he had given protection had subsequently been detained and sent to
Lafayette’s headquarters, “where preparations are making for their
being ill treated.” If any such detainees did receive ill treatment, Phillips
warned Lafayette, he would “be under the necessity of sending to Peters-
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burg & giving that chastisement to the illiberal persecutors of innocent
People.” If Lafayette put to death anyone found to be a spy or a friend
of the British government, Phillips would “make the Shores of the James
River an example of terror to the rest of Virginia.”

Lafayette was unimpressed with Phillips’s letters, which he called
“Bombastic,” and his response was calculated to needle the general as
only a French nobleman could. After pointing out that, despite Phillips’s
claims, the actions of British troops had been anything but benevolent
in the course of the war, Lafayette suggested that “your long absence for
the Scene of action is the only way I have to account for your penegeries
[panegyrics],” thus reminding Phillips of the three years he had spent
as a prisoner of war.

Lafayette took seriously the charge against the Alert, assuring Phillips
that he would look into the matter. He had heard from American
sources that the master of the brig had acted properly, but if the truth
were otherwise, Phillips would “obtain every redress, in my power that
you have any right to expect,” which, of course, was likely to mean some-
thing quite different from the redress Phillips was demanding. But the
marquis dismissed Phillips’s other demands. “Such articles as the requir-
ing that the Persons of Spies be heald sacred,” he wrote, “can not cer-
tainly be serious.” He informed Phillips that the tone of his letters was
unacceptable and “wanting in that regard due to the Civil and military
authority of the United States,” which Lafayette “construed into a want
of respect to the american Nation.” If future correspondence continued
in that same vein, “I shall not think it consistent with the dignity of an
american officer to continue the Correspondence.”

As it happened, there was little opportunity for further correspon-
dence. Lafayette wrote to Phillips a few days later with the results of his
inquiry into the Alert affair. Witness depositions confirmed that the cap-
tain of the brig had acted properly, and Lafayette forwarded copies of
the depositions to Phillips as proof that “there has on our side been no
violation of Flags.” And not long after that, Phillips was dead.

On April go—the day that Lafayette was penning his epistolary chas-
tisement—the British secured their prizes, moved them downriver to
Osborne’s Landing, and waited for boats from their fleet to move
upriver from City Point. Once their water transport arrived, they headed
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the remaining few miles upriver toward Richmond, Phillips marching
the main body of troops on the riverbank while Arnold “proceeded up
the river with a detachment in boats.”

There was not a whole lot left to sack in Richmond, but Phillips’s
warning about the ships still there had given Lafayette ample reason to
think that the city was the target, and he was “determined to defend that
Capital where a quantity of Public Stores and Tobacco was contained.”
His force of nine hundred Continentals had been augmented by mili-
tia under the command of their brigadier general, Thomas Nelson, now
sufficiently recovered from illness to resume command from Innes.
Lafayette arranged his troops on the heights of the city overlooking the
James and penned a note to Steuben—whose forces must have been
nearby—instructing him to secure any boats in the river, detail observers
to keep an eye on the British, and to guard or remove any stores before
joining the main army at Richmond. Then, with Phillips drawing closer,
he added as a postscript, “The Ennemy are advancing and I Request you
to Hasten Your March.”

Phillips and Arnold rejoined their forces at Warwick, only a short dis-
tance upstream of Osborne’s Landing on the south side of the James
River, and continued on. Their target was not Richmond but Manches-
ter, south of Richmond and across the river. There they burned ware-
houses with 1,200 hogsheads of tobacco. Lafayette and his troops on the
heights of Richmond were clearly visible from Manchester. They were,
according to Arnold, “spectators of the conflagration without attempt-
ing to molest us.”

Phillips sent a small force of some six hundred men across the river
to Richmond, but these were soon recalled. Lafayette reported to
Greene that the troops, “being charged by a few Dragoons of Major Nel-
sons[,] flew into their boats with precipitation.” Leaving the warehouses
at Manchester in flames, the British marched back the way they had
come.

Lafayette chose to believe that the presence of his troops on the Rich-
mond heights had forced Phillips to retreat. “[W]hen he [Phillips] was
going to give the Signal to attak He Recconnoitred our position,”
Lafayette wrote to George Washington. “Mr. Osburn who was with Him
Says the He flew into a Violent passion and Swore Vengeance Against
me and the Corps I Had Brought with me.”
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Osborne, likely a member of the family for whom the landing was
named, might well have said that, and he might well have been trying
to ingratiate himself with the new commanding officer of the American
troops. (Having been in the company of both Phillips and Lafayette over
the previous day or two, Osborne had apparently adopted a studied neu-
trality.) Butitis unlikely that Phillips was much concerned by Lafayette’s
nine hundred ragged troops. As Lafayette himself acknowledged, the
Americans were outnumbered nearly three to one, and Phillips’s troops
were among the elite of the British and German regiments. If Phillips
did not advance on Richmond, it was because he chose not to, not
because he was intimidated by Lafayette’s forces. As things stood, the
Frenchman could deliver a mightier blow with his pen than with his

sword.
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The Marquis de Lafayette was
only nineteen, with minimal
military experience, when he
was made a major-general by
the Continental Congress and
sent to George Washington.
Though disillusioned with
foreign officers looking for
adventure, Washington took
to Lafayette, and the
Frenchman proved his worth
many times in battle. Lafayette
was sent to Virginia in the
spring of 1781 and helped
engineer the surrender of
Lord Cornwallis. This painting
by Jean-Baptiste Le Paon is
entitled General Lafayette at
Yorktown. (Courtesy Lafayette
College Art Collection,
Easton, PA)

Arriving in America just before the Battle of
Bunker Hill in 1775, Sir Henry Clinton
became commander-in-chief of the British
army in North America in 1778, though his
indecisive nature and a fondness for the
comforts of New York City made him less than
effective. He and Charles, Lord Cornwallis had
been friends before the war, but their
friendship cooled during their successful siege
of Charleston in the spring of 1780, after
which a growing enmity hampered
communications between the two senior
officers. (Courtesy Bridgeman Art Library
International)




Baron de Steuben had served as an officer in the renowned army of Frederick the Great, King of
Prussia. At Valley Forge he was given the task of training Continental troops in standard battlefield
maneuvers. Speaking no English, he resorted to barking orders in French, then waiting while they
were translated by another officer, often either Alexander Hamilton or Nathanael Greene. The
troops came to love the hot-tempered Prussian, and Steuben was largely responsible for
introducing a degree of professionalism that the army had previously lacked. Steuben was trying to
raise troops in Virginia when the fighting moved there in early 1781, and he found himself the
senior Continental officer in that theater until Lafayette arrived. (Courtesy Bridgeman Art Library
International)

Banastre Tarleton was young, flashy, and
hotheaded but ruthlessly effective as a
British cavalry officer in the southern
theater. He ably served General Cornwallis,
though Daniel Morgan defeated him
soundly at the Battle of Cowpens, South
Carolina, in January 1781 while Tarleton was
operating on an independent command. To
the British he was a hero; to the Americans,
who accused him of atrocities, he was a
monster. Killing troops who had
surrendered came to be known as
“Tarleton's quarter.” (Courtesy Bridgeman
Art Library International)
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Fought on March 15, 1781, the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, North Carolina, ended with
Cornwallis in possession of the field, but he paid a heavy price in dead and wounded soldiers. This
battlefield sketch by a British engineer appeared in Tarleton's memoir. The British army
approached from the southwest (bottom) to come face to face across 300 yards of open ground
with a line of American militia that stretched across the road behind a rail fence (solid black bar).
After overrunning that line the British encountered a second, stiffer American line (solid gray bar)
hidden in the trees beyond. The third American line, comprised of battle-hardened troops,
occupied the high open ground in front of the courthouse (top). “[NJow I am perfectly easy,”
Nathanael Greene wrote after the battle, “being perswaded it is out of the enemies power to do us
any great injury.” The pyrrhic victory propelled Cornwallis northward to Yorktown. (Courtesy
National Park Service)



John Graves Simcoe, seen here in a
portrait done later in life, was in his
late twenties when he led a light
infantry unit called the Queen's
Rangers during the raids in Virginia
under Benedict Arnold and William
Phillips in early 1781. Simcoe was an
cffective leader and a terror to the
militia in Virginia, even more so when
he hooked up with Banastre Tarleton
in April of that year. He and Tarleton
were both taken prisoner six months
later at the surrender of Yorktown.
(Courtesy Bridgeman Art Library
International)

Major General William
Phillips, whom one German
officer called “a man just as
a man should be,” was well
respected by his men and a
friend to both Henry
Clinton and Charles
Cornwallis. Captured at the
Battle of Saratoga, he spent
three years as a prisoner of
war before being
exchanged. In 1781 he
joined Benedict Arnold in
ravaging Virginia, though
his primary focus was on
helping his friend
Cornwallis in the Carolinas.
He became ill and died
shortly before Cornwallis's
arrival in Virginia. (Courtesy
Bridgeman Art Library

International)



Fifty-nine years old when he
commanded the French
fleet that defeated the
British in the Battle of the
Capes, Francois Joseph Paul
de Grasse was a physically
imposing man, bigger even
than George Washington,
whom he is supposed to
have addressed as “mon cher
petit général!” at their first
meeting. It was the Comte
de Grasse who ultimately
made the decision not only
to sail to the Chesapeake
but to take his entire fleet
with him from the West
Indies, giving Washington
the decisive naval
superiority he had longed
for throughout the war.
(Courtesy Bridgeman Art
Library International)

Admiral Thomas Graves was
second in command to Mariot
Arbuthnot at the Battle of
Cape Henry in March 1781
when the British fleet
managed to drive off the
French and save General
Benedict Arnold from
capture. Six months later,
commanding a British fleet
that was three times larger
than Arbuthnot's had been,
Graves was defeated in the
Battle of the Capes by de
Grasse's French fleet, and the
result was the surrender of
Cornwallis's army at Yorktown.
Graves would eventually
distinguish himself during the
French Revolution at the
Battle of the Glorious First of
June. (Courtesy National
Maritime Museum,
Greenwich, England)




Sheathing ships’ bottoms with copper plates was a new technology at the time of the American
Revolution, one that proved enormously effective in preventing rot, borers, and the buildup of
marine growth. Copper sheathing was such an advantage that it could make the difference
between victory and defeat in naval combat. This model of a 74-gun ship of the line is believed to
have been built to demonstrate the technique to King George III in order to gain his support for
this expensive process. The bluff bow and deep draft (depth of hull below the waterline) of an
eighteenth-century ship of the line are evident in this model. (Courtesy National Maritime
Museum, Greenwich, England)



This painting from about 1788 by Dominic Serres, the Elder, shows three views of a 74-gun ship of the line getting underway in the Solent, on England's south
coast. In two of the views, just her topsails are set. The massive “best bower” anchor is in the last stages of being hauled up below the foremast. Retrieving an anchor
of that size could take an hour or more, which is why captains chose just to let the anchor cable go when they had to get underway in a hurry. The size of the men
on deck gives a sense for the massiveness of the masts and yards. Seventy-fours were the backbones of the British and French fleets. (Courtesy National Maritime
Museum, Greenwich, England)
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This 1809 painting by Robert Pollard of a Revolutionary War—era go-gun ship of the line with its
three rows of heavy guns gives a sense for the power of these big men-of-war. The wide work
platforms halfway up the masts were known as “tops” and served as stations for sharpshooters in
battle. Nineties were designed as flagships, with two elaborate great cabins aft, one for the captain
and one for the admiral. In the Battle of the Capes, both Graves’s London and Hood’s Barfleur were
nineties, but large as they were, they were still “second-rates.” The only first-rate in the battle was de

Grasse's huge 110-gun flagship Ville de Paris. (Courtesy National Maritime Museum, Greenwich,
England)
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A map showing the disposition of troops during the Siege of Yorktown. The ragged line
surrounding the town represents Cornwallis’s inner defenses. Scattered redoubts (small squares,
rectangles, and pentagons) anchored the loose outer perimeter of works that the British
abandoned on the first approach of the French and American troops. The two roughly parallel
curved lines running northwest to southeast to the south of York show the first and second parallel
approaches dug by the American army. Off the left end of the more easterly parallel can be seen
Redoubts g and 10, perfectly positioned to enfilade the parallel. These redoubts had to be taken
before work could begin in the nearer approach. (Courtesy Archiving Early America)



This painting,
though somewhat
romanticized,
shows the
desperate fighting
at Redoubt g when
American troops
led by Alexander
Hamilton cut
through the British
and Hessian
defenses at
Yorktown and
stormed the works
using bayonets in
hand-to-hand
fighting. French
troops overran
Redoubt 10 at the
same time. The
fighting took place
after dark
(contrary to this
depiction) and
represented the
only significant
combat during the
Siege of Yorktown.
The redoubts were
the last significant
obstacles to an
American and
French victory, and
Cornwallis
surrendered soon
after. (Courtesy
Library of Virginia)



PART THREE

THE FIGHT ON
LAND AND SEA
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Crapter A 5 The British War at Sea

By THE TIME Lord Cornwallis was chasing Nathanael Greene across the
Carolinas and Benedict Arnold, in red regimental coat, was laying waste
to Virginia, the war in the rebellious colonies had been reduced, for
England, to one detail on a larger canvas of trouble. While those events
so familiar to students of American history were unfolding—the fall of
Charleston, the Battle of Monmouth, Arnold’s treason—England found
itself in a wider war being waged across much of the rest of the world.
This conflict played out in Europe, the Mediterranean, the East Indies,
and the West Indies, and it was contested chiefly at sea.

Though the French in 1779 had come within a few miles of landing
troops on British soil and were scheming to do so again in 1781, they
had no intention of taking and occupying England. Their object, rather,
was to inflict massive damage and instill fear in the British homeland.
This was not a war of grand armies contesting the control of European
soil, nor of nations seeking to subjugate nations. It was a war not
for power but for colonies, which is to say, for wealth. England and
France fought for territorial control in Africa and India, for rich plan-
tation islands in the West Indies, and—almost incidentally—to deter-
mine whether the British colonies in North America would gain
independence.

It had taken General George Washington long years to fully appreci-
ate the role of sea power in the war he was fighting, but by 1781 he had
learned the lesson well. It was in the summer of 1780 that he had writ-
ten to the Comte de Rochambeau concerning “a decisive naval superi-
ority” being “a fundamental principle, and the basis upon which every
hope of success must ultimately depend.”

The British and French ministries needed no ghost come from the
grave to tell them that, of course. They had been maneuvering their big
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fleets around the oceans even before the French had officially weighed
in on the side of the Americans. In the English Channel, off the coasts
of France and Spain, in the West Indies, and even, occasionally, off the
coast of America, the fleets had been contesting for mastery of the sea
and the potential conquests that would come with it.

Just as the land war saw ongoing changes in command and strategy,
so too did the war at sea evolve as the conflict dragged on. By 1780, Eng-
land stood alone. All of maritime Europe was either actively at war with
Great Britain or part of an Armed Neutrality that jealously guarded its
countries’ shipping against British incursion. France was focused on pro-
tecting her possessions in the West Indies and taking any of England’s
territories she could, while Spain was primarily concerned with taking
back Gibraltar and Minorca.

With so much depending on naval superiority, the British Parliament
in the autumn of 1779 voted to spend 21 million pounds on the navy—
a princely sum in the day—and authorized the recruitment of eighty-
five thousand sailors and marines. The Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of
the Admiralty, suggested for the command of the Leeward Islands Admi-
ral Sir George Brydges Rodney. Rodney was a temperamental sixty-one-
year-old veteran of the Seven Years’ War, during which he had
distinguished himself in action even if he did show a more than proper
interest in acquiring prize money. Prior to the war in America, he had
been hiding in Paris from creditors, having run up gambling debts he
could not pay. He was eager to getinto the war and equally eager to find
a means of climbing out of debt.

In December 1779, Rodney sailed with a small fleet under his com-
mand and a larger contingent of ships from the Channel Fleet. He was
bound for the West Indies, but first he was ordered to lift the Spanish
siege of Gibraltar. After decimating an inferior Spanish fleet, he landed
troops and badly needed supplies for the beleaguered garrison there.
Rodney credited his victory in part to the fact that his ships were copper-
bottomed, which allowed him to catch the fleeing Spaniards. Without
that not-so-secret weapon, he wrote, “we should not have taken one
Spanish ship.”

He then sailed with his five ships of the line to the West Indies, arriv-
ing at St. Lucia on March 27, 1780. There he took command of a fleet
of twenty-one ships of the line, though many of them were in poor
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shape, having suffered the ravages of hurricanes and the rot that so
quickly set in to wooden ships in the tropics. Throughout the summer
of 1780, Rodney and the French fleet maneuvered against one another,
meeting in a series of desultory battles that left the strategic situation
largely unchanged.

In August, Rodney received word of Chevalier de Ternay’s arrival at
Newport with seven ships of the line and the Comte de Rochambeau’s
troops. Believing that “His Majesty’s Territories, Fleet and Army in Amer-
ica were in imminent Danger of being overpower’d by the Superior
force of the public Enemy . . . I flew with all dispatch possible . . .” to New
York with ten ships of the line. There he found that although Vice-
Admiral Arbuthnot had for a brief time been inferior in strength to the
French fleet, the timely arrival of Admiral Thomas Graves’s squadron,
of which Rodney was unaware, had since given him a slight advantage
over de Ternay.

Arbuthnot was extremely resentful of Rodney’s assumption of com-
mand in New York, but there was little he could do about it, Rodney
being senior in rank. Arbuthnot contented himself with sulking with his
squadron at the east end of Long Island and making life difficult for
Rodney in a hundred petty ways, just the behavior that had been driv-
ing Sir Henry Clinton to distraction for months. In any event, Rodney’s
tenure in North America was only long enough to convoy General
Alexander Leslie and his twenty-five-hundred-man contingent from New
York to Virginia, and by December and the end of the hurricane season
he was back in the West Indies.

The situation that greeted him on his return was not good. A hurri-
cane on October 10 had destroyed many of the ships stationed there as
well as the naval stores needed to repair them. His own squadron had
suffered damage in a gale during the passage from New York, and now
his entire fleet was reduced to nine ships of the line, not one of them
with spare rigging or sails. Early in the new year, however, he was rein-
forced by a squadron of eight ships of the line under the command of
Rear-Admiral Sir Samuel Hood.

Hood had recently celebrated his fifty-sixth birthday when he joined
Rodney in Barbados. He had entered the navy as a “captain’s servant,”
and in 1744 he and Rodney had served together as midshipmen aboard
the Ludlow Castle. By 1780, Hood had had a long and honorable, if not
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overly distinguished, career. He also had considerable experience on
the North American station, having commanded several vessels there
and served as commodore and commander-in-chief from 1767 to 1771.

In 1778, Hood had been appointed commissioner of Portsmouth
Dockyard, a post that was generally the last before an admiral was ush-
ered out of active service. As it happened, however, the Earl of Sandwich
was having a hard time finding flag officers to command England’s var-
ious squadrons at sea. Many did not want to serve under Sandwich’s cor-
rupt administration. Others did not care to find themselves second to
the irascible Rodney. But Hood was willing. He received a special pro-
motion to Rear Admiral of the Blue in September of 1780 and was sent
with a squadron to join Rodney.

Despite this inauspicious entry to flag rank, Hood would prove an
able commander in a career that would last another fourteen years and
include heroic service during the French Revolution. When he retired
from the sea in 1794, Horatio Nelson called him “the best officer, take
him altogether, that England has to boast of; great in all situations which
an admiral can be placed in.”

In December of 1780, England declared war on Holland, that coun-
try having secretly supported the Americans since the early days of the
Revolution. In January 1781, Rodney received orders to take the Dutch
territory of St. Eustatius, a tiny, undefended volcanic island in the
Caribbean. Though only 8 square miles, St. Eustatius had become a
major depot in the Caribbean where French, Spanish, and even, quite
illegally, British merchants traded, often with American merchants and
often for the supplies that were vital to the American war effort. It was
a fabulously lucrative trade, and one that had long galled the British.
Now they could put a stop to it.

Rodney’s fleet arrived off the island on February g, before word had
even arrived that England and Holland were at war. The governor wrote
that on finding the British invading his island, his “surprise and aston-
ishment was scarce to be conceived.” St. Eustatius would have been in
no position to defend itself in any event.

The capture of the island sent Rodney and the British military com-
mander in the West Indies, General Sir John Vaughan, into a feeding
frenzy. For three months, amid howls of protest throughout the
Caribbean and in London, they inventoried and sold off loot calculated
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in the many millions of pounds, which they considered their spoils of
war. Eventually the two would be censured for their actions, but in the
meantime naval and military activity in the West Indies ground to a halt
while the two leaders counted their money.

“I cannot venture to pass the Roanoke”

On April 24, 1781, as Major General William Phillips and Benedict
Arnold were leading their twenty-five hundred men up the James River,
having laid waste to Williamsburg, Cornwallis began moving his men out
of Wilmington and toward Virginia. Ostensibly, Cornwallis hoped that
Greene would pursue and the two armies might meet again, but he did
not really believe that would happen.

Greene was 150 miles to the west, heading for Camden, South Car-
olina, by the time Cornwallis’s troops moved out. This left Cornwallis in
a difficult spot. He knew that Clinton would have preferred him to
march after Greene in support of the troops under Lord Rawdon. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, and likely other officers under Corn-
wallis, felt they should concentrate on securing the Carolinas, and
Cornwallis himself understood that Greene might well pick off the
widely separated British outposts in the Carolinas one by one.

On the other hand, Cornwallis had come to realize that chasing
Greene around the Carolinas was a losing proposition. He did not feel
he had enough troops to take on Greene and the militia that would rally
to him. Supplies were not to be had, and the many rivers presented a
terrible obstacle to his movements. What was more, Cornwallis was just
plain weary of marching after the elusive Americans. Rawdon and his
garrisons would have to fend for themselves without the help of the
earl’s sixteen hundred footsore men.

Cornwallis sent several express letters to Rawdon, who was then at
Camden, warning him of Greene’s approach, but they were all inter-
cepted by the rebels. Luckily for Rawdon, word reached him by other
means, and he evacuated Camden before Greene could catch him there.

In preparation for marching north, Cornwallis sent Tarleton with an
advance guard to “seize as many boats as possible on the north-east
branch of the Cape-fear river” and bring them to a place about 15 miles
above Wilmington. More boats were supplied by the Royal Navy. Corn-
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wallis gave orders for the troops “to be in readiness to march as soon as
the quarter-master-general’s wagons were loaded with an ample supply
of rum, salt and flour” When they were, the survivors of the Battle of
Guilford Courthouse, the 297 and the g3*4 Regiments, the Von Bose
Regiment, the Brigade of Guards, the artillery, and the rest began their
march toward Virginia.

Tarleton moved his advance guard across the Cape Fear River first,
to cover the crossing of the rest. They took post until the “stores, wag-
ons, cannon, and troops were brought over.” Cornwallis, who was now
quite experienced with southern rivers, ordered two boats mounted on
wagons to accompany the army.

The British troops once again marched through a country barren of
provisions, and while they met no opposition, neither did they meet with
any help. It was exactly the situation that Cornwallis had been encoun-
tering with the civilian population for the past year, the paucity of sup-
plies and the prevailing lack of support for the king having led him to
despair of ever effecting anything in the Carolinas. The troops lived off
what they carried in the wagons, as provisions “could not be taken or
bought from the inhabitants.” Cornwallis ordered local mills to grind
for the army “under pain of military execution.”

Cornwallis moved cautiously. Letters were sent between him and
Phillips, but like those to Rawdon, they were generally intercepted, so
that neither officer knew what the other was doing. This created great
anxiety for Cornwallis. He was well aware of his own weakness and the
potential strength of the American forces under the Marquis de
Lafayette in Virginia, both Continentals and militia. If he crossed the
Roanoke River and found himself alone, unable to link with Phillips, his
army might well be destroyed.

Soon after crossing the Wilmington River, Cornwallis sent Tarleton
ahead with 180 dragoons and the light companies of two regiments, all
mounted. It was Tarleton’s job to see that the way was clear for the army.
No less than Cornwallis’s “honour and future happiness” was riding on
his ability to do so, according to the earl himself. Cornwallis depended
on Tarleton to determine the feasibility of crossing the Roanoke and
meeting up with Phillips. He instructed the lieutenant colonel to “Send
as many messages and notes as you can.” In deference to the danger of
interception, they were all to be written in cipher.
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Tarleton’s division moved out ahead of the army, and as they rode
through the countryside they gave orders to civilians they encountered
to collect provisions for Cornwallis’s troops, who would follow. Tarleton
exaggerated the number of men who were coming behind in order to
frighten the militia.

Soon after detaching from the main force, Tarleton’s horsemen
passed the Tar River and continued north. The country was growing
“more fruitful” as they approached the Roanoke, a relief for men who
had been scrounging so long for supplies. Cornwallis sent word to Tarle-
ton that he might move on to Halifax, a town on the Roanoke River less
than 20 miles south of the Virginia border, “if it appears by your infor-
mation that General Phillips is certainly within reach of joining.”

In fact, Tarleton had received no intelligence concerning Phillips,
only the various rumors that had reached Cornwallis, but, as was his
wont, he chose to interpret Cornwallis’s cautious suggestion as a posi-
tive order to make a bold move. His mounted troops advanced north
toward Halifax by the most direct route. Local militia turned out to stop
them, making stands at Aswift Creek and Fishing Creek, but “their
efforts were baffled, and they were dispersed with some loss.”

Tarleton pushed hard for Halifax, hoping to capitalize on any panic
spread by the militia’s rout at the creeks. The British troops galloped to
the outskirts of town before the local militia had a chance to organize any
real defense or take advantage of a naturally strong position about half
a mile south of town. Once again, Tarleton and his men sent the militia
running for safety, “routed with confusion and loss.” Tarleton’s casualties
included three men wounded and a few horses wounded or killed.

The only useful thing the militia managed to do was secure most of
the boats in town on the north side of the river. There, a number of mili-
tia began to entrench and take potshots at any of Tarleton’s men who
came near the south bank.

Tarleton immediately arrayed his men for the defense of Halifax. He
sent spies across the river to keep an eye on the militia and to seek infor-
mation about Phillips. He sent word to Cornwallis about the recent
action and requested that Cornwallis send the light company of the
guards to assist in the defense of the town.

Cornwallis, however, was unwilling to part with any of his men, and
since he did not have enough horses to mount the light company, he
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did not see how they would be of any use to Tarleton. “I cannot venture
to pass the Roanoke without some certain information of Phillips, or of
the state of things in Virginia,” he wrote Tarleton. He gave the lieutenant
colonel two or three days to remain in Halifax, if he thought it was safe.
Ifin that time Tarleton received no news of Phillips, he was to rejoin the
main army, which was still well to the south.

At the same time, Cornwallis once again wrote to Phillips in cipher.
“I can learn no satisfactory accounts of you: some say you are embarked;
others that you have passed the James river.” Once again, he begged
Phillips for word of where he was and what he intended.

Cornwallis did have some good news to impart to his old friend. He
had received word that Rawdon and Greene had fought outside Cam-
den and that the British had routed the Americans. This fight, later
known as the Battle of Hobkirk’s Hill, was indeed a brilliant victory for
the outnumbered British and an enormous relief for Cornwallis. He
would later write to Rawdon, “I cannot describe my feelings on your
most glorious victory, by far the most splendid of this war. My terrors for
you had almost distracted me.”

Any British victory would have been greeted as good news by Corn-
wallis, but this one was a particular relief. Cornwallis had likely guessed
that Clinton would disapprove of his breaking off the fight with Greene
and leaving North Carolina for Virginia. If Greene had beaten Rawdon,
Cornwallis would have been blamed for abandoning his subordinates to
their fate, which, in fact, he had. It was fortunate for Cornwallis that Raw-
don had come out on top, but Rawdon was too weak to capitalize on his
success. Soon after the battle, he withdrew his forces to Charleston, and
Greene and his partisans began to systematically undo all of Cornwal-
lis’s earlier victories in South Carolina and Georgia.

As Cornwallis inched his weary way toward Virginia, Phillips and
Arnold continued their depredations around Richmond. On the last
day of April, with Lafayette watching from the heights of Richmond, the
British troops put the tobacco stores of Manchester to the torch. The
next day, retracing their steps downriver to Warwick, they burned five
hundred barrels of flour and the mill the flour had been ground in.
They also torched “several warehouses with 150 hogsheads of tobacco,
a large ship and a brigantine afloat, and three vessels on the stocks, a
large range of public ropewalks and storehouses, and some tan- and
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bark-houses full of hides and bark.” The purpose of all this destruction
was ostensibly to prevent supplies from reaching Greene, but there was
still no word of Cornwallis.

For almost two weeks, Phillips and Arnold’s troops had been moving
through the James River basin, burning and taking American matériel
and skirmishing with American militia. But their primary mission had
been to form a junction with Cornwallis, and that had not happened.
As April turned to May and no word arrived from the earl, they began
to pull back toward Portsmouth, marching their troops from Warwick
to Osborne’s Landing and sending off the ships, boats, and consider-
able loot they had taken during their raid.

For the next few days, Phillips and Arnold continued downriver,
finally arriving at Hog Island, near Jamestown, on May 6. Phillips was
beginning to feel the effects of a fever that had come over him and was
likely looking forward to getting back to Portsmouth, but that was not
to be. On May 7, word finally arrived from Lord Cornwallis that he was
marching for Virginia and hoped to rendezvous with Phillips at Peters-
burg. Phillips, who had been sleeping, awoke when the letter arrived
and was informed of its contents. He ordered the troops to reembark
for Petersburg and told Lieutenant Colonel John Simcoe and his men
to ride cross-country to City Point and order the British troops still there
to proceed to Petersburg as well. It was, according to Simcoe, “the last
material order he gave.”

With the troops back on board, the fleet once again sailed up the
wide, brown James River. The next day, as the wind whipped the river
into a short, steep chop and rocked the ships at their anchors, the men
went ashore at Brandon, on the south bank not far from Hood’s Fort.
By this time, Phillips was too sick to sit a horse, so a post-chaise was
located in which he could ride. From Brandon, the army moved unop-
posed to Petersburg, arriving on May g after a march of go miles in one
day.

They still did not know where Cornwallis was.

Wethersfield

The opening of the 1781 campaign season in the North did not look ter-
ribly promising for the Americans. The Continental Army was in as poor
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a state as it had been at any time in the five and a half years of its exis-
tence. Washington, who had discontinued his diary in 1775, resumed it
in May 1781, setting the stage in the preface:

[I]nstead of having everything in readiness to take the Field, we have noth-
ing and instead of having the prospect of a glorious offensive campaign
before us, we have a bewildered and gloomy defensive one - unless we
should receive a powerful aid of Ships - Land Troops - and Money from
our generous allies and these, at present, are too contingent to build

upon.

The failure of Chevalier Destouches to capitalize on his advantage over
the British fleet at the Battle of Cape Henry, and the consequent col-
lapse of the expedition against Arnold, had left Washington without a
strategy for the spring of 1781.

Rochambeau tried to put the best face on the French failure at sea.
“The Last engagement of the Chevalier Destouches has shewn to your
Excellency the uncertainty of Success in naval fights and of combined
operations upon that element,” he wrote soon after the fleet returned
to Newport. “We must not flatter ourselves that our successes will be
greater, as long as we have not a decided Superiority.”

The French general had more experience with combined army-navy
operations and could likely accept their uncertain outcome with more
equanimity than Washington. Nor had Rochambeau been suffering the
stress and deprivations of six years of warfare, so it was hardly a surprise
that such fatalism came easier to him.

But Washington was learning. Since France had joined forces with
the Americans, he had seen his hopes for a dominant French fleet
dashed again and again. He had finally come to understand that he
could not win the war without naval superiority, and the French had the
ability to provide that superiority, but every time they promised it they
came up short. It was enormously frustrating.

The commander-in-chief once again put on a good show of public
understanding, but he gave vent to his irritation in private. Even before
the Battle of Cape Henry had played out, he wrote to Lund Washing-
ton, his cousin and the Mount Vernon overseer, “It is unfortunate; but
this I mention in confidence, that the French Fleet and detachment did
not undertake the enterprize they are now upon, when I first proposed
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it to them.” Had they done so, Washington felt, Arnold’s capture would
have been “inevitable.”

Unfortunately, this letter was intercepted by the British and published
in the April 4 edition of the Rivington Gazette, a copy of which made it
to Rochambeau’s hands. Rochambeau wrote Washington asking if he
was in fact the author of the letter and including a polite but firm
reminder of the sequence of events and the fact that the first small
squadron under Captain de Tilly had been sent on the request of the
Congress and the State of Virginia. He pointed out that the deployment
of the larger squadron had taken place about as swiftly as it could have
considering the weather, the shortage of supplies in Newport, and the
presence of the British fleet.

Polite as Rochambeau’s letter was, Washington must have burned
with humiliation when he read it. “I assure your Excellency,” he wrote
to Rochambeau, “that I feel extreme pain on the occasion of that part
of your letter . . .” that touched on his comments regarding the fleet.
While acknowledging authorship, the commander-in-chief averred that
it was a private letter written before he knew all the facts of the case, both
of which were true.

In truth, Rochambeau privately agreed that Destouches had not
moved as expeditiously as he might have. He replied to Washington that
he “wrote only to have the means of smothering up that trifle, at its
birth.” He assured Washington that Destouches knew nothing of the let-
ter and that he would try to keep it that way.

Word of the Battle of Guilford Courthouse first reached Washington’s
headquarters at the end of March. Details were initially scant, but like
most military people reading between the lines of Cornwallis’s “victory,”
Washington divined the truth of the matter. Though Cornwallis had
held the field, it was clear that the number of killed and wounded his
army had suffered would “retard and injure essentially all his future
movements and operations.” It was not yet clear, however, what impact
that would have on the strategic picture in North America. Only hind-
sight would reveal that Guilford Courthouse was the beginning of the
end of the American Revolution.

The correspondence between Washington’s headquarters at New
Windsor and Rochambeau’s at Newport continued to flow unabated,
and the chief subject was, of course, what the combined armies might
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do next. Washington still had his sights on Clinton and New York City.
To prepare for such an offensive, Rochambeau suggested moving his
troops to the Hudson River, but Washington demurred, not feeling they
were ready to begin such an undertaking. If Rochambeau left Newport,
three thousand militiamen would have to be mobilized to protect the
fleet at anchor there. Feeding, housing, and paying militia was expen-
sive, and deploying them tended to hurt recruitment efforts for the Con-
tinental forces. As Washington, first among equals in the Virginia
aristocracy, explained to the French count, “the Militia service is pref-
fered by the peasantry to the Continental.” Washington did suggest that
Rochambeau make it seem as if he was going to march toward New York,
which would likely prevent Clinton from sending any more troops to
Virginia.

Other possibilities were raised. John Hancock and the Massachusetts
legislature called on Rochambeau and Destouches to send an expedi-
tion to Penobscot Bay in the district of Maine (then part of Massachu-
setts). In 1779, the British had established a fort in Castine as a secure
harbor in New England and a place for Loyalist refugees to resettle. An
American expedition that summer to dislodge the British had met with
disaster, thanks mostly to a lack of cooperation between the comman-
ders of the army and navy. Three Continental navy men-of-war and six-
teen armed vessels from Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and the
privateer ranks—g44 guns in all—had hovered ineffectually off Castine
until a superior British squadron sailed up the bay, cutting off all hope
of retreat and annihilating the fleet. Though the fort had never posed
a great threat, it was a thorn in Boston’s side that Hancock would have
liked removed.

The French supported the idea, but Washington was lukewarm, sug-
gesting that it was too risky to divide the French fleet by sending ships
of the line and that frigates should be deployed instead. He also pointed
out that militia were not to be found in great numbers in the wilds of
Maine and that Rochambeau should use “such a force from your army
as you deem completely adequate for the speedy reduction of the post.”

Destouches did not think the attack could be carried out without
employing ships of the line, but, rather than disagree with Washington,
he canceled the expedition. The French Admiralty had ordered
Destouches to send his transports to the West Indies, and they were sup-
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posed to have sailed in February. The acting admiral dragged his feet
until mid-April, not wanting to deprive Washington and Rochambeau
of the ability to move troops by sea, but finally he could hold out no
longer, and on April 18 he sent the ships south.

When Washington wrote in his diary that French aid was “too contin-
gent to build upon,” he was touching on one of the chief problems both
he and Rochambeau faced when considering strategy. Neither of them
knew what the French government would be sending to North America
in the way of troops, ships, and money, and, until they did know, it was
hard to plan. On May 7, as an ailing Major General Phillips was receiv-
ing word at last that Cornwallis was on his way to Virginia, the answer
came.

A storm was lashing New England with high winds and driving rain
that day when the frigate Concorde plunged her way into Boston Harbor
with topsails close reefed. Forty-two days out of France, she turned up
into the wind and let her anchor go.

Concorde was the ship for which Rochambeau had been so eagerly
waiting. She had on board one million livres in hard currency, together
with letters and dispatches from the ministry in Paris, and she carried
Jacques-Melchoir Saint-Laurent, Comte de Barras, the sixty-year-old
admiral sent out to take command of the fleet at Newport after the
death of de Ternay. Also on board was the Vicomte de Rochambeau, the
general’s son. The previous autumn he had been sent to Versailles to
report on the situation in North America and to bring back orders, and
now he had returned.

It was not until ten o’clock the following day that a courier rode up
to Rochambeau’s headquarters at Newport with word from the French
consul of the arrival of Concordewith Barras and Rochambeau’s son. The
general immediately penned a note informing Washington of the arrival
and indicating that he expected Barras and his son to be in Newport the
following day, adding, “your Excellency may well think that I wait for
them with great impatience.” Rochambeau knew that his son and Bar-
ras would have with them the information the generals needed to plan
the summer’s campaign. “I believe it will be necessary as soon as we have
received our Dispatches that we should have a conference with your
Excellency,” he wrote. “[Y]our Excellency may, however fix upon the
place for our meeting.”
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Washington chose Wethersfield, Connecticut, just south of Hartford
and nearly equidistant from both headquarters. The date would be Mon-
day, May 21. Washington would bring with him General Henry Knox and
General Louis Duportail, a French engineer serving with the American
army.

When Barras and Rochambeau’s son arrived at Newport, Rocham-
beau found that the young vicomte had some good news and some not
so good. A convoy of about fifteen ships was following in the wake of the
Concorde, carrying with it even more hard currency as well as six hundred
replacements for the infantry. Those six hundred, however, were all that
Rochambeau would be getting. The second division that had been
promised him when he had sailed for America the previous year would
not be coming. Instead, the French effort that year would be focused on
the Caribbean. Like the British, the French viewed the West Indies as
vastly more important than the thirteen newly minted states.

There was one other bit of news, however, which Rochambeau likely
greeted most enthusiastically of all. The Comte de Grasse was sailing for
the West Indies with a fleet of twenty-six ships of the line, and sometime
in July or August he would be available to operate off the coast of North
America.

On May 21, the heads of the American and French forces in the
United States of America met in Wethersfield at the home of Joseph
Webb, which Washington was using as his temporary headquarters.
Rochambeau brought Major General Jean Chastellux, with whom Wash-
ington had struck up a friendship. Barras had also intended to go, but
the appearance of British ships of the line off Newport had convinced
him that he had better stay behind.

There were several questions to consider. One was whether the
French fleet should remain at Newport or move to Boston, as Versailles
instructed. It was decided that the fleet would move. The heavy artillery,
too difficult to transport, would be stored at Providence. If the army
moved against New York and the fleet was in Boston, Clinton would no
longer have the means or motivation to move against Rhode Island, and
five hundred militia would suffice to guard Newport.

But the primary question on the table was where the combined Amer-
ican and French armies should go—to the Chesapeake to fight Corn-
wallis, or to the Hudson River with an eye toward taking New York?
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There was no question in Washington’s mind. Like a dog beside the
dinner table, for two years he had been camped outside New York, look-
ing longingly and hungrily at the city. He had been chased out of there,
badly beaten, five years before, and now he had a chance to take it back.
What’s more, with the French transports having sailed, there would be
no moving of troops by sea. If the armies were to go to Virginia they
would have to march there. In summing up the decisions made at
Wethersfield, Washington wrote,

The great waste of Men (which we have found from experience) in the
long Marches to the Southern States; the advanced season now, to com-
mence these in, and the difficulties and expense of Land transportation
thither . .. point out the preference which an operation against New York
seems to have, in present circumstances, to attempt sending a force to the
Southward.

Rochambeau offered the possibility that a large French fleet might
arrive off the American coast and asked how that might change the
equation. Rochambeau, of course, knew about de Grasse’s sailing with
twenty-six of the line, but for the sake of secrecy he had been forbidden
to share that information, even with Washington. Washington, however,
was fully aware of de Grasse’s sailing and the size of his fleet, Chastellux
having leaked the information to him. Now he and Rochambeau spoke
in hypotheticals, neither able to admit what both knew.

But the possibility of French naval superiority did not change Wash-
ington’s mind. If a French fleet arrived off the coast, he felt they should
go to New York, though he would agree that they might be “directed
against the enemy in some other quarter as circumstances shall dictate.”

Rochambeau’s mind was not changed either. He still preferred the
Chesapeake. But Washington called the shots, and one of Rochambeau’s
finest qualities was that he never forgot that. New York it would be.
Unless he could help it.



CHAPTER 16 Juncture

THERE WERE FEW military secrets in the Virginia tidewater. Just as the
British had known of the Marquis de Lafayette’s march south, the size
of his force, and his estimated date of arrival in Richmond, Lafayette was
well aware of every move Major General William Phillips and Brigadier
General Benedict Arnold made.

Lafayette and his Continentals and the militia that had joined them
were still in Richmond when the British began their move back toward
Portsmouth. He sent three hundred men around Phillips’s army to
Hood’s Fort, where he, like Baron de Steuben, had visions of creating a
battery. Another contingent of militia was “Sent to Annoy the Ennemies
Boats . . . ,” and a column under the command of Colonel Innes
marched off for Williamsburg, shadowing the British but keeping their
distance. Lafayette was in no position to let his army be forced into a bat-
tle not of his choosing.

The rest of the troops moved about 15 miles east of Richmond to Bot-
tom’s Bridge on the Chickahominy, where they would be well positioned
to move in whatever direction they were needed.

Lafayette was still considering what had happened to the ill-fated
attempt to capture Arnold and the extent to which a French fleet could
change the entire balance of power in the Chesapeake. “It is not only
on account of My own Situation that I wish the french fleet May Come
into the Bay,” he wrote to George Washington. “Should they Come Even
without troops it is ten to one that they will Block up Phillips in Some
Rivers and then I answer He is Ruined. Had I But Ships my Situation
would Be the Most Agreeable in the world.”

When Phillips reversed the direction of his march and once again
headed up the James River, landing in Brandon, Lafayette was informed
within twenty-four hours. He returned to Richmond and ordered his

troops to move toward Brandon, with a detachment of Continental
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troops leading the way and militia following. He sent a handful of men,
including two aides-de-camp, to Petersburg to collect boats for use by
the Americans and to deny them to the enemy. The men arrived a mere
two hours before Arnold and Phillips’s troops, however, and were sub-
sequently surprised and captured by the British.

What Lafayette did not know was why Phillips had turned around, but
the day after sending his men to dog Phillips, he found out. “By letters
from North Carolina,” he wrote to Washington, “I find that Lord Corn-
wallis who I Had Been assured Had sailed for Charlestown is advancing
toward Halifax.” Lafayette’s formerly desperate circumstance now
seemed untenable. “Each of these armies is More than the double Supe-
rior to me. We Have no Boats, few Militia and less arms.”

Boats were a big issue. In the Virginia tidewater with its wide rivers,
nearly everything was reachable by boat, but moving troops over the
region’s ill-tended roads was something else again. To counter Phillips’s
latest move, Lafayette ordered Steuben to find “Every thing that Can do
for Crossing a River, Boats, Canoes, Scows . . . ,” but that would not be
enough to counter the ships and boats Phillips now had at his disposal.
“His Command of the water Enabled Him to Land where I Could not
Reach Him,” Lafayette told Washington. The Frenchman was enor-
mously frustrated by the ease with which the British were moving troops
up and down the rivers. He ordered all the bridges between Petersburg
and Halifax destroyed, but he knew that would only slow the enemy
down, and not by much at that. Lafayette reiterated to Washington the
lesson learned from their failure to trap Arnold: “There is no fighting
Here Unless you Have a Naval Superiority.”

The young general at least maintained a sense of humor about the
overwhelming odds he faced. Moving his army to Osborne’s Landing,
Lafayette took up residence in the house Phillips had used as a head-
quarters when he had been there a week earlier. Lafayette wrote to the
Chevalier de La Luzerne, “Here I am in the enemy’s former camp, in
possession of General Phillips’s quarters and bed but too polite not to
give it back to him as soon as he needs it.”

Phillips would have no need of the bed. He was at that moment at
Petersburg, in what would be his deathbed, as he and Arnold awaited
word from Cornwallis. Lafayette’s troops moved down from Osborne’s
Landing and took position on the north side of the Appomattox River,
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with the British on the south side and nearly all the bridges between
them destroyed. From the heights, the Americans cannonaded the
British camps to no effect.

Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe approached Arnold for permission to
take a patrol of the Queen’s Rangers toward Halifax—some 770 miles
away—to find out what Cornwallis was up to. At first Arnold refused, not
wanting to weaken his force with Lafayette so close, but the following
day he relented. Simcoe and his mounted troops rode off south to the
Nottoway River, 27 miles from Petersburg, which he reached the next
day.

The following day, the Rangers pressed on to Hicks’ Ford on the
Meherrin River, just north of the North Carolina border, where they
managed to capture Colonel Hicks himself, a militia colonel who mis-
took the Queen’s Rangers for an advance guard of Lafayette’s army.
From Hicks, Simcoe learned that Cornwallis was in Halifax and that
troops from his army had already crossed the Roanoke. Simcoe was dis-
appointed to learn this, since it meant that his “hopes of being in time
to facilitate his Lordship’s passage were at an end.” With Hicks in tow,
the Queen’s Rangers pressed on.

As they drew closer to Cornwallis’s army, Simcoe feared blundering
into the advance party in the night and precipitating a friendly-fire inci-
dent. He feared, too, that there might be militia units between him and
Cornwallis whom he would be unable by darkness to distinguish from
their friends. To prevent this, after leaving Hicks’ Ford he left the main
road and took his men around to the west and then south. Unbeknownst
to him, Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton was leading his men north
on the east of the main road, pushing for Hicks’ Ford. The two patrols
passed one another a few miles apart.

A few days after leaving Petersburg, Simcoe’s patrol arrived at the
Roanoke to find, to his pleasure, that Lord Cornwallis and most of his
army were still on the other side. The day after Tarleton had taken Hal-
ifax, positive word had finally arrived from Virginia that Phillips “had
not quitted James river . . .” but was waiting to link up with Cornwallis.
Tarleton had immediately relayed this news to Cornwallis, who replied,
“I'have just received yours of this date with much more satisfaction than
that of yesterday. The light company of the guards shall proceed imme-
diately; I will follow as fast as possible.” Cornwallis reached Halifax
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around May 10 and ordered Tarleton to push on with two companies of
mounted infantry to find the fords on the Meherrin and Nottoway rivers,
exactly the information Simcoe had been hoping to provide.

Tarleton’s patrol had not gone 4 miles beyond the Roanoke, however,
when Cornwallis himself, accompanied by six dragoons of his guard,
rode up and ordered a halt. He had Tarleton’s companies dismount and
form into ranks. The night before, some of the company had commit-
ted robbery and rape, and now Cornwallis wanted the victims to iden-
tify the guilty parties. That was done, and the sergeant and the private
thus identified were taken back to Halifax, tried, found guilty, and imme-
diately hanged.

“The immediate infliction of the sentence,” Tarleton wrote in his
memoirs, “exhibited to the army and manifested to the country the dis-
cipline and justice of the British general.” The telling of the story, in a
memoir meant for publication, might well have been an attempt to illus-
trate the impartial fairness of the British army by the very officer who
stood most accused of barbarism in America.

When Simcoe crossed the Roanoke and reported to Cornwallis, the
first face-to-face contact between the two armies, he informed the gen-
eral of the disposition of the army in Virginia, and Cornwallis sent orders
to Arnold to march for the Nottoway River to link up there. Simcoe also
related the unhappy news of “the irrecoverable state of health in which
Gen. Phillips lay.”

Simcoe and his weary men rested a short while and then began the
return trip to Virginia as Cornwallis’s army labored across the Roanoke.
This time, Simcoe and his men rode by the main road to Hicks’ Ford on
the Meherrin River, where they met Tarleton’s patrol. Simcoe and Tarle-
ton were the mounted officers most feared by the Americans, and
together they constituted a frightening threat. Indeed, around the same
day the two men met, Lafayette was lamenting about how his dragoons
“will look without pistol, sword, saddle, bridle, or boots against the Sim-
coes and Tarletons.”

The two mounted divisions having linked, the way was clear for Corn-
wallis’s march into Virginia. Simcoe and a few dragoons rode back to
Petersburg to report to Arnold, who, concerned that Lafayette might yet
attack, had elected not to continue his march toward Cornwallis. He
now had orders to meet Cornwallis at the Nottoway River, but with the
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way clear he deemed such a move unnecessary, as his men would just
have to march back again. Instead, he went by himself to meet his new
commanding officer, riding beyond the Nottoway to Hick’s Ford on the
Meherrin further south.

The next day, May 19, Arnold and Simcoe met Cornwallis at Hicks’
Ford. Phillips was dead. He had died on May 13 of fever at the age of
fifty, and Cornwallis grieved his passing. “You will conceive my distress
at the loss of my poor friend Phillips,” he wrote to Lord Rawdon. To Sir
Henry Clinton, he wrote that it was a “loss I cannot sufficiently lament
from personal or public considerations.”

On May 20, Cornwallis’s army marched the last miles to Petersburg
and linked up with the army of Benedict Arnold. Lord Charles Cornwal-
lis was now the commanding officer in Virginia, at the head of an army
of over five thousand men. “I cannot immediately say what measures I
shall pursue,” he wrote to Rawdon. Cornwallis had no orders from Clin-
ton and no real idea what he would do next, but at least he was free of
the Carolinas.

New Theaters and Old

As Cornwallis was marching north and Phillips lay dying, as General
Washington and the Comte de Rochambeau were settling on a strategy,
Clinton in New York was making plans and issuing orders. But he was
doing so with no understanding of what was happening in the southern
theater, thanks to Cornwallis’s reticence. Clinton was like a puppeteer,
still pulling strings, unaware that the puppets had long since gone their
own way.

Cornwallis had just left Wilmington on his march to Virginia when
Clinton wrote to Phillips stressing the importance of the Carolinas. “The
security of the two Carolinas,” he wrote, “is certainly an object of the
greatest importance, and should in all events be first attended to.”

At the same time, Clinton was toying with yet another strategy, “which,
if successful, would be most solidly decisive in its consequences.” He reit-
erated that taking and holding territory in the Carolinas was crucial, but
admitted it had not worked out as well as hoped. Virginia, Clinton
understood, was universally hostile to the king. “But the inhabitants of
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Pennsylvania,” he explained to Phillips, “are represented to me to being
friendly.”

Clinton’s new idea, which he called an “experiment,” was for Phillips
to move north and take and hold Philadelphia and the surrounding
area. “I think this experiment should now be tried,” he wrote. It was an
extraordinary about-face and indicative of the degree to which Clinton
was flailing in the dark, trying to locate a place where the king’s author-
ity might gain a foothold. The British had already held Philadelphia
once, from the summer of 1777 to the summer of 1778, with no dis-
cernible benefit. It was Clinton himself who had been forced to aban-
don Philadelphia and retreat to New York after France entered the war
and the king and ministry shifted their focus to protecting the West
Indies. And now he wanted to go back.

Phillips would need more troops if he were to advance on Philadel-
phia and establish a deepwater port in the Chesapeake for the British
navy, which was still a priority, so Clinton embarked another reinforce-
ment of British and German troops, about seventeen hundred men in
all. He wasn’t just proposing his new “experiment” to see how Cornwal-
lis and the others might react; he was setting it into motion. Phillips was
to retain command of the army in Virginia unless and until things
improved for Cornwallis in the South, “For, until they do,” Clinton wrote
Phillips, “I should imagine he [Cornwallis] will not leave the Carolinas.”

By the time Cornwallis entered Virginia, the transports carrying the
latest reinforcements were at sea. Their arrival in Virginia would
increase the number of men under the earl’s command to around seven
thousand, leaving Clinton with slightly fewer than ten thousand fit for
duty. The Siege of Yorktown was less than five months away, but still
Cornwallis was the only high-ranking officer on either side who consid-
ered Virginia a major area of operations.

Clinton was focused on the Carolinas, New York, and now Philadel-
phia. He had sent troops to Virginia not to take and hold the state but
to disrupt supplies flowing south to the Carolinas and to establish a naval
base. He had always planned for the Virginia detachments to return
north, and he still hoped to get most of them back. The crux of the con-
test, he continued to believe, would be between himself and Washing-
ton in a fight for New York.
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Washington, too, was still focused on New York, as he had been since
Clinton had marched there from Philadelphia three years earlier. He
had sent Lafayette to Virginia for the sole purpose of trapping Arnold.
When that did not work, he had initially ordered Lafayette to return to
New York before changing his mind and instead sending his brigadier
general farther south to reinforce General Nathanael Greene. Lafayette
was merely interrupting his march through Virginia long enough to
counter the offensive moves of Phillips and Arnold. He was, theoreti-
cally, still on his way to the Carolinas.

Despite the intense cat-and-mouse games Lafayette had already
played with Phillips and was about to begin with Cornwallis, the mar-
quis, too, considered his presence in Virginia a temporary distraction
from the fighting in the Carolinas. “Nothing Can attract My Sight from
the Supplies and Reinforcements destined to General Greene’s Army,”
he wrote to Washington in the same letter in which he informed Wash-
ington that Cornwallis was on his way to Virginia. Lafayette assured the
commander-in-chief that he and Steuben were still working hard to raise
recruits for Greene, and that he had “forbidden every department to
give me Any thing that May Be thought useful to General Greene.”
Lafayette was still awaiting the arrival of Anthony Wayne and his Penn-
sylvania regiment of Continental troops, and he intended to send them
south to Greene “Unless I am Very hard pushed.”

Ironically, it was Cornwallis, the man for whom Virginia would repre-
sent the greatest failure of his career, who was pushing hard for that state
to become the central theater of the war. In his letter of April 11 to Clin-
ton, he had suggested that Virginia was where they should concentrate
their efforts even if it meant giving up New York. Clinton, for his part,
agreed that such a move might end the conflict, though not in the way
Cornwallis had in mind. “If the Chesapeake had become the seat of war,”
he commented later, “and New York evacuated to enable us to carry it
there, it would certainly be the speediest way to finish the war. For the
whole [British] army could probably have been annihilated in one cam-
paign, commencing in July.” In light of later events, it is hard to think
him wrong.

After assuming command of the British forces in Virginia, Cornwal-
lis read the official correspondence that had passed between Clinton
and Phillips. He was not impressed with the idea of taking Philadelphia.
The belief that friends of the Crown would rally to the support of British
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troops there was a tune he had heard before. Such assurances, he felt,
“bear too great a resemblance to those of the emissaries of North Car-
olina to give me much confidence.” If they were to take Philadelphia,
he felt, they would either have to keep it or burn it, “neither of which
appear to be advisable.”

Once again, Cornwallis expressed the opinion that “Virginia appears
to me to be the only province in which [offensive war] can be carried
on, and in which there is a stake.” In this, he had the backing of the most
important if least informed decision makers in England: Lord Freder-
ick North, the prime minister; Lord George Germain, Secretary of State
for the American department in North’s cabinet; and King George III.

Thanks to his direct correspondence with Cornwallis and Clinton’s
dithering, Germain now had more confidence in his second-in-
command in the former colonies than in his commander-in-chief. The
secretary made this perfectly clear on several occasions, writing once to
Clinton, “I shall therefore only observe, in addition to all I have hith-
erto written upon the subject, that I am well pleased to find Lord Corn-
wallis’s opinion entirely coincides with mine on the great importance of
pushing the war on the side of Virginia with all the force that can be
spared.”

Germain also wrote a letter to Cornwallis that would have infuriated
Clinton if he had read it at the time and no doubt did infuriate him
when he read it years later. He assured Cornwallis that the king’s inten-
tion was “to push the war from south to north, securing what is con-
quered as we go, and not by desultory enterprises taking possession of
places one time and abandoning them another, and I have signified His
Majesty’s pleasure to Sir Henry Clinton to this effect.” This, of course,
was exactly Clinton’s point in arguing that Cornwallis should secure the
Carolinas before moving to Virginia. But what Clinton said no longer
seemed to matter. Virginia was going to become the third seat of war
whether Clinton liked it or not.

Clinton, in fact, did not like it, and he told Cornwallis as much. On
receiving the unwelcome news that Cornwallis and his army were head-
ing for Virginia, a move Clinton had known nothing about prior to its
execution, he wrote Cornwallis that, had he known of the plan, “I should
certainly have endeavored to have stopped you - as I did then, as well as
now, consider such a move as likely to be dangerous to our interests in
the southern colonies.”
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Still, Clinton was constitutionally incapable of giving a direct order.
This might have been an expression of his personality, a means of cov-
ering himself, or both. He would spend years after the war parsing his
words to demonstrate how none of it had been his fault, an attempt to
write history that would have been even harder than it was had he given
direct and unambiguous orders at the time. And so to Cornwallis he

wrote,

But what is done cannot now be altered. And, as Your Lordship has
thought proper to make this decision, I shall most gladly avail myself of
your very able assistance in carrying out such operations as you shall judge

best in Virginia.

While stating for the record his opposition to Cornwallis’s decision,
Clinton still declined to give his second-in-command a direct order.
Cornwallis’s opinions, he wrote, “will have the advantage of being
formed on the spot and upon circumstances which at this distance I can-
not, of course, judge of.” Once again, in wording that posterity could
construe either way, Clinton toed the narrow line between issuing
instructions and letting his subordinate have his head.

On two points, Clinton was unambiguous. One was that Cornwallis
should not ask him for any more troops. Phillips and Arnold had both
considered the number of men they had sufficient for their mission,
and, in fact, Clinton still hoped that Cornwallis might send some troops
back to New York.

The second point was that everything in the Chesapeake depended
on naval superiority, a fact that Clinton had consistently understood bet-
ter than most. He reminded Cornwallis that operations there “can be
no longer secure than while we are superior at sea.” Clinton suggested
that Cornwallis find a base for his army that could be defended even if
the French achieved a temporary superiority at sea. “For, should it
become permanent,” he added, “I need not say what our prospects in
this country are likely to be.”

Clinton had another reason for not issuing explicit orders. He did
not know how much longer he would be commander-in-chief. He had
first asked to be relieved of command in America more than a year ear-
lier, during the siege of Charleston, and though his request had been
denied at the time, his badgering had eventually secured from the king
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permission to resign his command if he so chose. Clinton had since
raised that possibility repeatedly, like a petulant child threatening to
hold his breath until he turns blue. In April, he had written to Germain,
“I shall be constrained - though reluctantly - to avail myself of the per-
mission His Majesty had graciously pleased to give me to resign this com-
mand,” unless two requests were met. One was for a reinforcement of
ten thousand men. The other was that Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot
be replaced.

He and Arbuthnot had been at one another’s throats for more than
ayear, and by the spring of 1781, Clinton could take no more. Nor were
Clinton’s concerns unreasonable. As he explained to Germain, opera-
tions in North America absolutely depended on naval support and trans-
port, and if he could not count on the cooperation of the navy, he could
not plan campaigns. In response, Germain assured Clinton that Arbuth-
not would be transferred to Jamaica and another flag officer sent in his
place.

Many months passed, however, and still Arbuthnot remained in New
York. Finally, “in the civilest manner I was capable of,” Clinton asked
Arbuthnot what his orders were, and Arbuthnot replied that he had
received no word of a transfer to the West Indies.

That was too much for Clinton. He again wrote to Germain, inform-
ing the American secretary that he was willing to wait for the arrival of
one more packet from London, but if “Admiral Arbuthnot is not
recalled, I trust that His Majesty from his gracious goodness will pardon
me if I avail myself of the permission he has been pleased to give me to
resign this command to Lord Cornwallis.” Arbuthnot, “from age, tem-
per, and inconsistency of conduct is really so little to be depended on”
that Clinton feared the admiral would make a hash of any plans they
laid.

Knowing he might soon resign his command and that Cornwallis
would then become commander-in-chief, Clinton did not feel he should
give Cornwallis any directions for the overall conduct of the war. At least
that was what he wrote years later, when blame for the final outcome was
being assigned.

Arbuthnot had, in fact, been asking since March to be relieved of
command, though he assured the First Lord of the Admiralty, the Earl
of Sandwich, that he would go to Jamaica if needed. However, his
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numerous requests for relief did not reach London until May. Upon
reading Arbuthnot’s complaints about his health and infirmity, Sand-
wich replied that “it would be cruelty to take you at your word by forc-
ing you into the danger of a hot climate.” Instead, Arbuthnot was given
permission “to return to England without waiting for a successor from
hence?”

Clinton would have been much more at ease had he known of that
exchange, but thanks to the speed of transatlantic travel at the time,
nearly half a year elapsed between Arbuthnot’s request to resign and his
receipt of an answer. In the meantime, it probably amused Arbuthnot
to get Clinton’s goat with deliberate vagueness. And so, as the campaign-
ing season of 1781 accelerated into full swing, Clinton could only stew
and complain, with Arbuthnot close by and Cornwallis in Virginia—nei-
ther man where Clinton would have preferred.



Cuarrer 4 7 “I am inclined to think well of York”

A FEW DAYs after linking with Benedict Arnold, Lord Cornwallis began
to prepare for the new fight he had bought himself. He “proceeded to
learn the state of the enemy and the country” and sent out spies and
light troops to report on the Marquis de Lafayette’s strength and posi-
tion. Lieutenant Colonel Tarleton and his dragoons were dispatched on
the first of what would be many lightning cavalry raids through the Vir-
ginia countryside.

In a blinding, driving rain, the mounted troops, around three hun-
dred strong, crossed the bridge at Petersburg and rode north toward
Warwick. Near Chesterfield, southwest of the James River, with their
movements shielded by the rain, they surprised a party of around four
hundred militia. The British horsemen plunged into the enemy with
sabers slashing. It would have been difficult even for the best troops to
load and fire muskets in the rain, and the task was utterly beyond the
capabilities of the militia. Rendered defenseless, the Americans fled,
with six killed and around fifty taken prisoner.

Tarleton escorted these prisoners back to Petersburg, and Cornwal-
lis was able to learn from them and from spies he had deployed that
“about one thousand continental troops were posted between Wiltown
[Wilton, on the northeast bank of the James River across from Warwick]
and Richmond, waiting the juncture of General Wayne and the Penn-
sylvania line, and the expected reinforcements of militia.”

Thus informed, Cornwallis wrote to Sir Henry Clinton that “I will now
proceed to dislodge LaFayette from Richmond and with my light troops
to destroy any magazines or stores in the neighborhood . . . ” though
after Benedict Arnold and Major General William Phillips’s serial sack-
ings of the area, and American efforts to move things to safety, there
could not have been much left to destroy. After beating up Lafayette,
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Cornwallis intended to move to Williamsburg, which he understood was
“healthy”—that is, less given to diseases such as malaria and yellow
fever—and where provisions might be found. He would continue to look
for a proper harbor, having been assured by Arnold that Portsmouth was
not it. “I am inclined to think well of York,” he wrote.

While Cornwallis was working out his strategy, the reinforcements
sent by Clinton arrived in the James River under the command of Gen-
eral Alexander Leslie, who had fought with Cornwallis at Guilford Court-
house. Leslie had been too ill to continue in the Carolinas and had
returned to New York, but, according to Tarleton, his “health had ben-
efitted by the sea air of the late voyage, and [he] was always zealous for
the public service.” Cornwallis sent most of the new troops to reinforce
Portsmouth until he could decide upon a more permanent base of
operations.

Arnold’s tenure in Virginia now drew to an end, and he was slated to
return to New York by the next man-of-war bound north. Why he was
leaving is unclear, though there is no suggestion of dissatisfaction with
his performance. Tarleton recorded simply, “Brigadier General Arnold
obtained leave to return to New York, where business of consequence
demanded his attention.”

Had Arnold remained in Virginia and been with the army during the
capitulation of Yorktown, it would have set up an interesting conun-
drum. The Americans would certainly have insisted that Arnold not
receive the privileges of a prisoner of war, while the British would likely
have felt honor-bound to insist that he did. His presence might have
thus created an insurmountable impasse in the surrender negotiations.
Instead, with his return to the North, he once again ducked the hang-
man’s noose.

On May 24, Cornwallis left a garrison to hold Petersburg, burned the
bridge that the British had constructed over the Appomattox River to
hinder any attack from the north, and marched his men along the south
bank of the James River to a place just opposite Byrd’s Plantation in
Westover. There, the boats that Arnold had constructed were put to use
moving the army across the river. Tarleton gave a sense for how big a job
this was:

The channel of the ferry, at which the infantry, the cavalry, the artillery,
the bat horses [horses that carry the officers’ baggage], the baggage, and
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the wagons were to cross, exceeded two miles; but such was the exertions
of the detachment of sailors . . . that the passage was completed in less

than three days.

Cornwallis had stripped down his army in North Carolina, burning
the baggage train and extraneous gear, but in the ensuing months it had
swelled again. Now, joined with Arnold and Phillips’s army, which had
been plundering Virginia for nearly half a year, the baggage train had
grown out of hand. “The army appears similar to a wandering Arabian
or Tartar horde,” wrote the German Captain Johann Ewald, who had
rejoined the army after recovering from a wound and was always ready
to express his disgust.

One problem was the ease with which horses were scooped up by the
British. Another was the number of freed slaves who attached themselves
to the army. Neither the officers nor the men could resist the tempta-
tion of this essentially free labor. Each subaltern, or junior officer,
according to Ewald, was allowed two horses and one freed slave as a ser-
vant, each captain four horses and two servants, and so on up the ranks.
But those limits were ignored, and each officer was traveling with four
to six horses and three or four freed slaves along with a cook and a maid.
Eighteenth-century soldiers often took wives or mistresses with them on
campaign, and such was the case with Cornwallis’s army, except that in
this case each woman also had a freed slave and a couple of horses.

Nor were the officers the only ones who were able to obtain free ser-
vants. “I can testify that every soldier had his Negro,” Ewald wrote in his
diary, “who carried his provisions and bundles. This multitude always
hunted at a gallop, and behind the baggage followed over four thou-
sand Negroes of both sexes and all ages. Any place this horde
approached was eaten clean, like an acre invaded by a swarm of locusts.”

Upon rejoining his troops, Ewald found that “almost every jiger had
his Negro.” By the following day, he had put an end to that.

The Byrd plantation, where the British troops landed after crossing
the river at Westover, was considered one of the finest in Virginia. It was
owned by lovely forty-two-year-old Mary Byrd, widow of wealthy Loyalist
William Byrd III, who had committed suicide in 177%. She was also, by
coincidence, a first cousin of Peggy Shippen, the young wife of Benedict
Arnold and the woman generally credited with having transformed
Arnold from a disgruntled American officer into a full-fledged traitor.
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When Cornwallis landed at Byrd’s Plantation, it was the third time
the British had done so during the Virginia campaign, and speculation
began to grow that Mrs. Byrd was more than just unlucky, that perhaps
she was in league with the enemy. To be sure, Arnold had plundered the
plantation of slaves, boats, and horses, just as he had many others, but
some speculated that that was just a cover. Mary Byrd was slated to be
tried for these allegations, but the trial never took place, and it remains
unknown to this day just where her loyalties lay.

While Phillips and Arnold had been in Petersburg waiting for Corn-
wallis, the Marquis de Lafayette and Baron de Steuben had been anx-
iously collecting militia, arms, supplies, wagons, and boats—all the
matériel they would need to oppose the army gathering in the tidewater.
Lafayette was still waiting for Anthony Wayne, and he was determined
to attack Phillips if Wayne’s troops arrived before Cornwallis, but they
did not. “I cannot understand what has become of the Pennsylvania
detachment,” he wrote to a friend. He did not know that Wayne was still
dealing with the aftermath of the mutiny, which included a forty-day fur-
lough for the men and a reorganization of the regiments, and had not
even set out for Virginia.

As commanding officers of their respective armies in Virginia, Phillips
and Lafayette had exchanged letters with regard to prisoner exchange
and the proper conduct of war, and after Phillips’s death, Arnold had
taken up the task. If Lafayette had had a hard time dealing with what he
perceived as Phillips’s haughty style, he found Arnold’s intolerable. “A
Correspondence With Arnold is So very Repugnant to My feelings that
I Can Never Conquer them So far as to Answer His Letters,” the marquis
complained to Nathanael Greene. “I am the More Adverse to it as
Arnold is A Very proud Correspondent, and I Can Not Submit to Such
a Stile from the Rascal”

Perhaps it was a function of his youth or being French, but Lafayette,
of all the officers in the American army, was the most forthright about
his hatred of Arnold. He even returned letters from Arnold unopened.
Cornwallis’s arrival and Arnold’s departure relieved him of having to
suffer Arnold’s “Stile.”

After moving his troops across the James River to Westover, Cornwal-
lis pushed north after Lafayette, and Lafayette, as he told General
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George Weedon, “Moved Back in the Same proportion.” All the public
stores at Richmond had been removed, as well as any private property
that people chose to send out of the city. There being nothing left in the
former capital worth risking an army to defend, Lafayette retreated
north, crossing the South Anna River and then the North Anna into
Hanover County. His plan was to keep his army between Cornwallis and
Fredericksburg, which he still believed was Cornwallis’s target.

Lafayette had under his command about three thousand troops, Con-
tinentals and militia, against Cornwallis’s more than seven thousand pro-
fessional soldiers. The Americans suffered from their usual lack of arms,
clothes, shoes, and other military necessities, but even more dire to
Lafayette was their lack of horses for mounted troops. Though Virginia
had the finest horse country in America, the American army was all but
bereft of mounts. To Lafayette and Steuben’s ongoing frustration, the
locals were unwilling to sell horses to the army or to move them out of
reach of the enemy, with the result that most horses fell into British
hands.

Cavalry was critical to eighteenth-century warfare, and a significant
imbalance could make all the difference when two armies contested the
field. Even gathering intelligence became impossible without horses.
Lafayette complained to Governor Thomas Jefferson that his men could
not even reconnoiter the enemy as the British had so many dragoons to
screen the movements of their army.

Jefferson and the Virginia General Assembly went to the extreme of
giving Lafayette permission to impress horses from the enemy’s line of
march, a thing Lafayette hated to do. But even that did little to solve the
problem. In a letter to Greene, the marquis expressed his concern:

It is Said Clel. Tarleton Has Mounted a Large Body of His Infantry. Sim-
coe Has piked up every Horse He Could Come Across. Under these Cir-
cumstances We Have Every thing to fear from their Cavalry. They Will over
Run the Country and our flanks; our Stores, our Very Camp will Be Unse-
cured. Major Nelson Had Some State Horses But they are So much Broke
down that ten only are fitt for Duty. . . . The Men are Good But Nacked,
Unarmed, Dismounted and fatigued to death. Cavalry is So Necessary that
I Gave them Every Encouragement, Recommendation, and order that
Could Recruit this Corps.
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Lafayette’s fears about Lieutenant Colonels Banastre Tarleton and
John Simcoe were well founded. While the Frenchman was quite cer-
tain he could keep out of reach of Cornwallis’s massive and slow-
moving army, mounted troops were another matter. Likewise, as
Lafayette’s troops retreated ahead of him, Cornwallis must have seen
shades of Nathanael Greene in North Carolina. It became increasingly
clear that he could not bring Lafayette to battle unless Lafayette chose
to fight, and, with the odds stacked against him, there was little chance
he would.

Instead, Cornwallis sent Tarleton and Simcoe, the fastmoving bétes
noires of the Virginia militia, against the cavalry-challenged Americans.
Unlike the full army, their flying columns could strike hard and fast,
before the Americans even knew they were coming.

Charlottesville and Point of Fork

Lafayette’s army was in Hanover County where, he informed Weedon,
“if it pleases Lord Cornwallis I intend Remaining Some time.” The Baron
de Steuben was near Charlottesville, the new seat of the Virginia govern-
ment, about 40 miles northwest of Lafayette. Steuben, who had been
making himself obnoxious to the state government since the previous
autumn, was still badgering them to raise and equip a significant force
of militia and Continentals. He was also raising men for Greene and had
intended to march south with them, but once again events were over-
whelming his plans.

By the end of May, Steuben had “5oo men under arms, tolerably
armed, but Neither Cloathed nor Equipped, at Least very Badly.” He had
recently received a letter from Greene, dated May 11, ordering him to
join Greene’s army immediately with as many troops and cavalry as he
could bring. “It is probable,” Steuben wrote to Lafayette, “that at the
time he was ignorant of Cornwallis moving this way.” As eager as Steuben
was to join Greene (and as eager as the Virginia government was to have
him gone), it was becoming clear to the baron that the war was coming
his way. He felt it prudent to wait for another letter from Greene before
leaving Virginia. In any event, his troops would not be ready to march
south for several more days.
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Most of the military stores and artillery in Virginia had been moved
to a place called Point of Fork, some 42 miles west and a little north of
Richmond, where the Rivanna River running southeast from Char-
lottesville and the Fluvanna River flowing east combined to form the
James. The only military advantage Point of Fork enjoyed was that it was
about 50 miles from Cornwallis. Other than that, the stores were “By no
means safe,” Steuben wrote, “Considering the Decided superiority of the
Ennemy.”

Steuben informed Lafayette that he intended to march his men from
his encampment near Charlottesville to Point of Fork. “There I Can
Cover the Removal of the stores and keep open the Communications,”
he wrote. Point of Fork would also be a good position from which to
march south if Greene reiterated his order to do so.

Lafayette continued to fall back from Cornwallis’s advance, still believ-
ing that Cornwallis was marching for Fredericksburg and the Hunter
Iron Works. He wrote to Weedon to “prevail upon the Gentlemen [of
the surrounding counties] to mount & equip themselves as volunteer
Dragoons.” By his estimate, he had forty mounted troops to Cornwallis’s
five hundred.

On the last day of May, Anthony Wayne wrote to Lafayette informing
him that he and his troops were in Maryland and would be in Virginia
the following day. This was great news to Lafayette, who was sure he
could not prevent Cornwallis from sacking Fredericksburg or from turn-
ing his own army’s flank without Wayne’s reinforcements. Even with
them, the British would retain an overwhelming superiority.

Steuben was at Point of Fork as May turned to June. Having heard
that Cornwallis was moving his way, he had removed most of the stores
that were of any value. Now he remained in camp with his small force,
awaiting orders. “Here I am with 550 men in this desert,” he wrote to
Lafayette, “with no shoes, no shirts, and what is worse no cartridge
pouches. I write everywhere, I send express messengers everywhere and
I get nothing.” For lack of supplies, men were falling ill and beginning
to desert. For Steuben, it was just more of what he had been enduring
for months.

The baron’s intention was to “cross the [Fluvanna] river with as much
noise as possible,” hoping that diversion would force Cornwallis to send
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a part of his army toward Point of Fork and thus weaken the force fac-
ing Lafayette. But Steuben had not heard from the marquis for nearly
a week and did not know what was going on. “I beg you to send me
news,” he wrote. “Itis as though I were in Kamchatka here. I don’t know
where you are, nor what has become of Cornwallis.”

Cornwallis, as it happened, was about 60 miles to the east in Hanover
County, south of Fredericksburg, pondering his next move. The size of
his army, in particular the number of mounted troops at his disposal,
allowed him to go anywhere he pleased, “without apprehension or dif-
ficulty,” as Tarleton put it. As Lafayette suspected, Cornwallis was con-
sidering a march on Fredericksburg, but in the end decided against it.
He wrote to Clinton, “From what I could learn of the present state of
Hunter’s iron manufactory, it did not appear of so much importance as
the stores on the other side of the country.”

Cornwallis had also hoped to prevent a juncture between Lafayette
and Wayne, but Lafayette had withdrawn to the north shore of the Rap-
pahannock River and Wayne was approaching fast, and it was clear now
that their union was inevitable. Lafayette’s decision to put the Rappa-
hannock between his troops and Cornwallis, however, afforded his lord-
ship even greater carte blanche to throw his weight around Virginia, and
he was ready to take advantage.

Cornwallis was aware of Steuben’s small force at Point of Fork and
the military supplies there, and he also knew that Governor Jefferson
and the General Assembly were meeting in Charlottesville, less than go
miles northwest of Point of Fork. Here were two tasks tailor-made for
the fast-moving Tarleton and Simcoe.

Tarleton’s column consisted entirely of mounted troops, so Cornwal-
lis sent him off to Charlottesville, “as most distant, and on that account
more within the reach of cavalry.” Simcoe, “with the yagers, the infantry,
and the hussars of the rangers” as well as dragoons, was sent against
Point of Fork. “It was designed that these blows should . . . be struck at
the same moment; [and] that Tarleton, after completing his business,
should retire down the Rivanna, to give assistance to Simcoe.” Mean-
while, Cornwallis’s main force would move west, closer to Point of Fork.

In the brutal early June tidewater heat, Tarleton rode out of camp
with 180 troops from the British Legion, the 17™ Light Dragoons, and
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70 mounted infantry, keeping between the North and South Anna rivers
as they made west for Charlottesville. The following morning, in the
predawn hours, the mounted troops fell in with a lightly guarded wagon
train filled with arms and clothing for Greene’s southern army, supplies
the Americans could ill afford to lose. Tarleton’s men set the wagons on
fire before continuing on. Reaching the homes of rebel leaders, they
crashed through the doors of the still-sleeping households. “Soon after
daybreak,” Tarleton wrote, “some of the principal gentlemen of Virginia,
who had fled to the borders of the mountains for security, were taken
out of their beds.” Some were paroled, some taken as prisoners.

The light troops pressed on toward Charlottesville, questioning any-
one they met along the way as to what forces the Americans had mus-
tered on the road ahead. They could get no straight answers, but
Tarleton was unconcerned. The mounted troops had advanced 70 miles
in just twenty-four hours, and the lieutenant colonel was confident that
their speed had preserved the element of surprise. He rode hard, send-
ing some of the dragoons ahead of the column to scout the approach
to the town.

The scouts returned with word that the ford across the Rivanna River
was lightly guarded by militia who could offer little resistance to Tarle-
ton’s shock troops. He drove his men forward, and when they reached
the river, the mounted soldiers charged through the shallow water,
sabers flashing and carbines firing, “and routed the detachment posted
at the place.”

Once Tarleton had one hundred men and horses across the river, he
ordered them to “charge into the town, to continue the confusion of
the Americans, and to apprehend, if possible, the governor and assem-
bly” A short, sharp fight broke out as the few startled troops in town
rushed to the defense of the acting capital. “A Brigadier-general
Scott, and several officers and men, were killed, wounded or taken,”
Tarleton wrote. Seven members of the Virginia General Assembly were
scooped up.

Thomas Jefferson escaped, but just barely. He was at nearby Monti-
cello, a short distance south of the ford, when Tarleton’s men made their
fast approach. Monticello sits at the summit of a low mountain with a
commanding view, and from there Jefferson saw the mounted troops
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coming. The governor “provided for his personal liberty,” Tarleton
recalled, “by a precipitate retreat.” The governor got out ten minutes
before the British troops arrived.

In Charlottesville, Tarleton and his men found a significant quantity
of military stores, including one thousand muskets that had been man-
ufactured in Fredericksburg. Lafayette had given repeated orders that
no arms were to be kept at Charlottesville for just this reason, but the
General Assembly considered the guns state property and had ordered
them to the new capital for the defense of that place. The guns were
abandoned in the face of Tarleton’s raid, quite possibly without having
fired a shot.

Along with the invaluable muskets, the British found tobacco, cloth-
ing, and various accoutrements, all of which they destroyed. Four hun-
dred barrels of gunpowder (in Cornwallis’s report to Clinton it became
five hundred) were also destroyed. These were all things the Americans
desperately needed. They had been moved to a place Virginia’s leaders
thought to be safe, but Cornwallis’s great superiority in mounted troops
was as advantageous in the backcountry as England’s naval superiority
had long been along the coast, allowing his men to move and strike at
will.

Tarleton remained less than a day in Charlottesville. With flames con-
suming the captured stores and his prisoners mounted up, he headed
out of town, down the Rivanna River toward Steuben, Simcoe, and Point
of Fork.

“[M]y situation became critical”

Simcoe’s men, both mounted and infantry, were covering go miles a day
as they closed on Point of Fork, an impressive pace for a column that
was mostly on foot, marching through killing heat with battered shoes,
full packs, 10-pound Brown Bess muskets, and wool regimental coats.
They had been on the road two days when they took some prisoners who
could provide intelligence about the Americans. From them, Simcoe
learned that Steuben was unaware of Tarleton’s column to the north
and did not know about the second column marching directly for him.

Hoping like Tarleton to retain the advantage of surprise, Simcoe sent
a lieutenant named Spencer with a small detachment ahead of the main
body to gain intelligence on Steuben’s forces. Spencer made his way to
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Napier’s Ford, near the home of Colonel Napier, which was guarded by
two members of the Virginia militia. Leaving most of his men on the
road, Spencer and three of his company approached the guards, pre-
tending to be American troops. “Lt. Spencer completely imposed on
their credulity,” Simcoe wrote. The militia gladly told him everything
they knew about Steuben’s disposition and strength. They even allowed
Spencer to relieve them with two of his own men and accompanied
Spencer to Napier’s house, where the British officer made prisoners of
them all.

As amusing as this must have been for Spencer and Simcoe, the news
gleaned from the guards was not. Steuben, they learned, had been
informed of Simcoe’s approach and had already begun to evacuate
Point of Fork. Simcoe was too late.

The baron had received word two days before. “I recev’d intelligence
that the Enemy were at Goochland Co. [Court] Ho. [House]” to the
east, he wrote to Lafayette, and confirmation came the next day when a
militia colonel reported seeing the cavalry at Goochland as well as
another column of “at least one thousand men” at Louisa Court House.
That was Tarleton, on his way to Charlottesville. “[B]oth parties,”
Steuben wrote to Lafayette, “seemed to be directing their March this
way.”

That was all Steuben needed to hear. “[M]y situation became criti-
cal,” he wrote, “and I therefore determined to change my position.” He
had with him five hundred fifty new recruits as well as three hundred
militia under the command of General Robert Lawson, who had joined
him a few days before. The two generals were expecting about four hun-
dred more men, but even twice that number of militia would be no
match for the well-armed and well-led veterans hurrying toward them.
Nor was the Rivanna River, which the baron described as being fordable
in several places, any sort of defense. It was time to go.

The only practical defense, in the baron’s judgment, was to put the
unfordable Fluvanna and James rivers (the Fluvanna being the main
stem of the James above the Rivanna confluence) between himself and
the advancing troops. “This I executed immediately . . . ,” he told
Lafayette, “having first crossed over all the baggage, and a quantity of
State stores which were at the Point of Fork.” Steuben capitalized on the
one advantage the Americans had often held over the British during the
Carolina and Virginia campaigns—he had all the boats.
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Simcoe and his column approached Point of Fork on June 5. While
still 2 miles away they encountered a patrol of American dragoons,
whom they chased and took prisoner. The dragoons were part of the
rear guard that had not yet crossed the river with the main body of
troops. They told Simcoe that they had orders to patrol out 20 miles,
from which Simcoe gleaned that Steuben was not yet aware of his
enemy’s arrival.

Spencer’s ruse de guerre having worked so well, Simcoe decided to
continue the theatrics. “The advanced men of the huzzars changed
clothes with the prisoners,” he later wrote, “and dispositions were now
made for the attack. The huzzars in the enemy’s clothing were directed
to gallop to the only house on the point,” where Simcoe believed
Steuben must be. There, Simcoe hoped, the hussars would capture the
Prussian. That done, the house would serve as headquarters for the com-
ing attack.

As the disguised hussars were preparing to move out, however, Sim-
coe’s advance guard returned with a new prisoner, Major James Fairlie,
Steuben’s aide-de-camp. Fairlie had seen Simcoe’s advance party, whom
he mistook for the now-captured dragoons, and had ridden out to see
why they were not scouting the approaches.

This gave Simcoe another idea. “Sarjeant Wright being near the same
size and appearance of Mr. Farley, was directed to exchange clothes with
him, to mount his horse, and lead the advance guard.” Before the situ-
ation could devolve any further into a Shakespearean comedy, however,
Fairlie assured Simcoe that all the American troops were now on the
south side of the river, an assurance that some wagon drivers, who had
also been taken (but allowed to retain their clothing), confirmed.

“The cavalry immediately advanced,” Simcoe wrote, “and the enemy
being plainly seen on the opposite side, nothing remained but to stop
some boats, which were putting off from the extreme point.” The boats
were filled with the remains of the unfortunate rear guard, about thirty
men in all, who were taken prisoner by Simcoe.

Having missed the chance to capture Steuben and the arms and sup-
plies at Point of Fork, Simcoe now tried to frighten the Americans into
a hasty retreat by leading Steuben to believe that he faced Cornwallis’s
entire army, and not just Simcoe’s detachment. Again he called on the-
atrics, sending the 715t Regiment “clothed in red” to the banks of the
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river, while the rest of the men (and, incredibly, women) were drawn up
in the woods on high ground to give “the appearance of a numerous
corps.” His hope was that the Prussian would abandon the supplies in
panicked flight.

Steuben did not fall for it but remained encamped on high ground
across the river, about three-quarters of a mile from the banks. Simcoe
set a guard around his camp to keep a wary eye out for surprise attack.
As he explained in his diary, the military abilities of amateur American
officers, “whom accident had placed at the head of armies . . . ,” did not
concern him, but in this case “the enemy were led by a Prussian officer.
... [T]he Baron Steuben had shown himself an able officer, and that he
well knew how to adapt the science of war to the people whom he was
to instruct, and to the country in which he was to act.” Simcoe would not
underestimate an officer of Frederick the Great.

This was high praise, but, ironically, it was Steuben’s behavior at Point
of Fork, more than any other decision he made while commanding in
the field, for which he would be most criticized. In public correspon-
dence, Lafayette was noncommittal about the baron’s decision to aban-
don the place without a fight, but in private letters he was scathing in
his appraisal. To Washington, he wrote,

The Conduct of the Baron, my dear general, is to me Unintelligible. Every
man woman and Child in Virginia is Roused Against Him. They dispute

even on His Courage But I Cannot Believe their assertions.

Lafayette knew that Steuben had more than five hundred “New
levies” as well as Lawson’s militia, giving him a two-to-one advantage over
Simcoe. He also believed that Steuben’s position at Point of Fork was
“unattackable” due to the depth of the river, though Steuben had said
that the Rivanna was easily fordable and offered no protection.

According to Lafayette, militia members and new levies had been
demoralized by the retreat and were now abandoning Steuben. “I do
not know where to employ Him,” Lafayette wrote in confidence to Wash-
ington, “without Giving offense.”

It is hard to imagine, however, that Lafayette really thought new
recruits and militia, many of whom were sick and all of whom were ill-
equipped, would stand up to Simcoe’s mounted veterans, even given
their numerical advantage. Nor would the advantage of numbers last
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long, as Steuben knew that Tarleton was also on his way to Point of Fork.
And Lafayette himself had pointed out that Simcoe and Tarleton were
the terror of the Virginia militia.

The marquis had no personal knowledge of how difficult it might be
to ford the Rivanna River, only the word of Steuben and his detractors.
Simcoe, in his detailed journal, makes no mention of the river crossing
as he moved his men to the abandoned Point of Fork, suggesting that it
posed no obstacle. In fact, Simcoe, like Steuben, considered Point of
Fork difficult to defend and had second thoughts about spending the
night there. He “would have quitted his camp . . . to search for a more
favourable position” had he not judged his men too tired.

Lafayette was getting most of his information secondhand, from peo-
ple who almost universally loathed the baron. Indeed, Lafayette’s nega-
tive reaction paled next to the outcry from the Virginia assembly.
Speaker of the lower house and militia lieutenant Benjamin Harrison
(who would become Virginia’s governor the following year, and whose
son would, in 1840, become the ninth president of the United States)
called Steuben the worst officer in the Continental Army and tried to
get him cashiered. Point of Fork was the first thing that could be called
a military failure for Steuben, and his many detractors piled on for all
it was worth. The only surprise was Lafayette’s willingness to join them.

The argument over the retreat at Point of Fork would echo for
months, but Steuben and Simcoe had more immediate concerns.
Steuben had managed to transport the bulk of the stores across the river,
and what was left—some ordnance and broken muskets, some clothing,
a few barrels of rum, and sundry other items—was not worth fighting
for. He gave orders for his ragtag army to march off before daylight
could give Simcoe the opportunity to strike again.

In the dark, from across the water, Simcoe could hear the sound of
the Americans destroying the boats they had secured on the south side
of the river. The rebels built up their campfires to fool the British into
thinking they were staying, but that ruse had become so well known that,
instead, it tipped off Simcoe to the fact that they were moving out.

Later that night, a canoe crossed the river from the American camp
with two deserters on board, one a drummer boy. As it happened, the
drummer boy had been attached to the British 715 Regiment, a part of
which was now with Simcoe, and taken prisoner at the Battle of Cow-
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pens. Rather than suffer as a prisoner of war, the boy had enlisted in the
American army. Now, seeing a chance to escape the rebels, he crossed
the river and surrendered to British pickets. The commander of the
detail to whom he surrendered was his father.

The morning revealed that the Americans had indeed marched off
in the night. Simcoe had a man swim across the river to fetch a large
canoe left on the opposite bank, and with that and a few smaller canoes
they found, Simcoe sent a few men across the Fluvanna to reconnoiter
the enemy and see what had been left behind. Meanwhile, he set more
of his men to constructing a raft so that they could float the troops and
captured goods down the river to Cornwallis rather than marching back
to the ford over which they had come.

Steuben had been forced to leave behind a fair amount of ordnance,
including a 18-inch mortar, five brass 18-inch howitzers, and four long
brass g-pounders, all of which would soon be firing at American troops
from the British redoubts at Yorktown. He also abandoned more than
a thousand broken muskets, which had been sent to Point of Fork for
repair. While Simcoe was loading what he wanted and burning the rest,
Tarleton’s troops continued south and Cornwallis pushed west for Jef-
ferson’s Plantation near Point of Fork. There, the two detachments
would link again with the main army. Steuben, meanwhile, began mov-
ing his troops as far as he could from that dangerous neighborhood.



CHAPTER 18 The Promuse of a Fleet

FrRANCOIS-JOSEPH PAUL de Grasse-Rouville, Comte de Grasse, Marquis
de Tilly, was a big man, like George Washington. He stood six foot two,
broad and strong, and made an impressive sight in the deep blue and
scarlet uniform of a French admiral, the red sash of the Order of St.
Louis across his chest.

Like Washington, he came from one of his country’s oldest and most
respected families, and lineage mattered even more—substantially
more—in Bourbon France than in Virginia, where aristocratic outlooks
were tempered with republican aspirations. He had fixed on a career as
a naval officer while still a boy, but the French navy being then in a poor
state, his father had sent him to serve on the ships of the Knights of
Malta. He was twelve years old when he sailed with the knights, and at
age eighteen he joined the French navy, rising through the ranks in a
distinguished career that had extended thirty-eight years by the time he
took part in the American Revolution.

De Grasse had fought in the Battle of Ushant in 1778 and had sailed
as a chef d’escadre, or commodore, to the West Indies in 1779. Serving
under the Comte d’Estaing, he had participated in the disastrous
attempt to capture Savannah, Georgia, that same year. He had returned
with d’Estaing’s fleet to France in the beginning of 1781, just as the
French ministry was casting around for a new commander for the
squadron being assembled for the West Indies. After two others declined
it, de Grasse was selected for the post. He was fifty-eight years old.

The ships for the upcoming season, both men-of-war and merchant-
men, gathered in Brest in February and March. These included ships
destined not only for the West Indies but also for Africa, India, South
America, and North America—all the places touched by the world war.
On March 22, the wind came fair and the massive fleet stood out to
sea—=26 ships of the line, 8 smaller men-of-war, and 157 merchant ves-
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sels and transports. Among them were merchantmen transporting the
supplies promised to the Comte de Rochambeau, with the 57-gun Sagit-
taireas escort, and the 20 ships of the line and the convoy that de Grasse
was taking to the West Indies. It was an enormous failure of British strat-
egy and initiative that such a fleet, well known in London, was allowed
to sail with not the least bit of interference.

Before parting company with Sagittaire, de Grasse sent aboard a let-
ter more specifically outlining his orders and intentions for the coming
year. Sagittaire carried this letter toward Rochambeau while de Grasse
shaped his course for the West Indies, where Admirals Rodney and
Hood were waiting for him.

Four days after de Grasse put to sea, the Concorde sailed from Brest,
bound for Boston with Admiral de Barras and Rochambeau’s son on
board. The fast frigate quickly outpaced the merchant ships that had
sailed ahead of her, arriving in Boston well in advance of them and their
escort Sagittaire. Aboard the Concorde was the first hint of a possible
French naval superiority off the coast of North America.

When Washington and Rochambeau met at Wethersfield on May 21,
the Sagittaire and its convoy were still at sea. The two generals did not,
therefore, have the benefit of de Grasse’s letter to Rochambeau with its
detailed plans and instructions. Concluding their conference, they
returned to their respective headquarters and began the laborious pro-
cess of uprooting their settled armies and getting them on the road for
New York. One of their decisions had been that Barras would move his
fleet to Boston, but now the admiral, who had not been at the confer-
ence, hesitated. At a council of the French command held aboard the
flagship Duc de Bourgogne, it was decided that the fleet would remain in
Newport instead. With de Grasse in the West Indies and possibly avail-
able for operations along the American coast in the summer, Barras
would be in a much better position to cooperate if he kept his fleet south
of Cape Cod.

Washington still felt that Boston was the better choice, but he did not
fight the change, realizing, perhaps, that Barras could do as he pleased.
Washington conceded that such a decision “partly depends upon a
knowledge of Marine Affairs of which I candidly confess my ignorance”—
the caveat he habitually appended to his many mentions of naval strat-
egy. The only direct impact of the decision on Washington, and the chief



212 GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GREAT GAMBLE

reason he preferred to have the fleet in Boston, was that more militia
would be required to protect the ships at anchor in Newport.

Of greater importance to Washington was the speed with which
French troops could get underway so that joint operations against New
York could commence. “At any rate I could wish that the march of the
troops might now be hurried as much as possible,” he wrote to Rocham-
beau. Increasingly bleak reports were arriving from the Marquis de
Lafayette, and Washington’s long-standing desire to take on Sir Henry
Clinton in New York was reinforced by a growing conviction that such
an offensive would be the best way to relieve Virginia. With his base
threatened, Clinton would withdraw troops from the South for his own
defense—or so Washington suspected, and he was reading his old adver-
sary exactly right.

Rochambeau had been making arrangements to begin moving his
troops to New York since his return from Wethersfield. On June 7,
Claude Blanchard reported,

I was invited to a great farewell dinner on board the Duc de Bourgogne.
There were sixty persons present, several of whom were ladies of Newport
and the vicinity. The quarter-deck had been arranged with sails, which

made a very handsome hall.

If Rochambeau’s army was going to leave Newport, they were going to
do it like Frenchmen.

On June 10, the French forces boarded boats that took them up the
Narragansett Bay, the first time the army had stirred from Newport in
almost a year save for the aborted attempt to trap Benedict Arnold. By
the twelfth, they were in Providence preparing for the next leg of their
march to link with Washington.

Rochambeau was still in Newport, however, awaiting the convoy that
his son had said would be arriving with supplies, troops, and money.
Finally, on June 12, thirty-six days after Concorde’s arrival, two-thirds of
the convoy straggled into Boston Harbor with the escort Sagittaire, “the
rest dispersed by a gail of wind.” Aboard Sagittaire was de Grasse’s letter
to Rochambeau.

De Grasse’s letter included the first explicit promise that a powerful
French fleet would be coming to the coast of America, and soon. He
informed Rochambeau that he would be at Cap Francois on Santa
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Domingo (present-day Cap Haitien in Haiti) at the end of June, and he
asked that information on “the naval forces that the British have in
North America, of their different Stations and where they commonly
cruise, in what number and in what manner they keep them . . .” be sent
to him there. He asked also that pilots be sent with knowledge of the
places the French fleet might go in North America and reminded
Rochambeau that the French ships “differ very much from the British,
in their deepness in the water,” a likely allusion to New York and the dif-
ficulty of crossing the bar at Sandy Hook. De Grasse doubtless recalled
d’Estaing’s inability to get his ships into New York in 1778.

The French admiral told Rochambeau in a coded section of the let-
ter that he would be off the coast of North America by July 15 at the ear-
liest but warned him that his stay would not be long. He wanted to be
back in the Caribbean by the end of October, the close of the hurricane
season there and the time when rough autumnal weather would begin
afflicting the North American coast. He suggested therefore that “all
that can be useful for the success of your projects should be ready that
a moment for action may not be lost.”

Rochambeau forwarded the letter to Washington with one of his own,
reminding Washington of “the importance of the Secret on this Letter
[Rochambeau was unimpressed with Washington’s ability to keep a
secret, having seen so much information fall into Clinton’s hands] and
of the necessity we are under at the same time, to make our prepara-
tions in consequence.” The Frenchman explained that he had advised
de Grasse of their plans to march on New York and had provided him
with intelligence regarding the troop strength in New York and the num-
ber of men Clinton had sent to Virginia. He had asked de Grasse to
bring with him another five or six thousand troops.

Rochambeau had made another suggestion to de Grasse too, and
now he confessed it to Washington. Despite what they had agreed to at
Wethersfield, it had occurred to Rochambeau that, “by reason of the
constant wind, it would be a great stroke [for de Grasse] to go to [Chesa-
peake Bay, in which] he can make great things against the naval force
that will be there . . . ,” after which he could sail to New York. The pre-
vailing wind on America’s eastern coast blows from southwest to north-
eastin the summer, so Rochambeau was right that the French fleet could
easily detour to the Chesapeake on their way north.
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Washington, of course, had made it more than clear that New York was
their objective. Now Rochambeau had taken it upon himself to direct
de Grasse to the Chesapeake first.

In fact, Rochambeau was pulling more strings behind Washington’s
back than the commander-in-chief realized. The French general has
been rightly praised for his willingness to let Washington take the lead
in military matters, and the two men generally got along. But Rocham-
beau could also be difficult. Many of his officers complained about the
treatment they received from him, and Blanchard wrote, in an admit-
ted fit of pique, “He mistrusts every one and always believes that he sees
himself surrounded by rogues and idiots.”

The French general clearly believed that Washington’s single-minded
focus on New York was a mistake. Washington was revered among the
French officers in America, but Rochambeau might have looked on him
as something of an amateur strategist. Rochambeau knew how long the
British had had to dig in at New York, and he knew that no French fleet
had yet been able to cross the bar into New York Harbor. He had his own
ideas for the coming campaign, and events would prove him right.

In the meantime, while agreeing on the one hand with Washington’s
plan to attack New York, Rochambeau was writing privately to de Grasse
with his other hand that an attack on Lord Cornwallis in the Chesapeake
would be far more likely to succeed. The British would certainly know
of Washington’s plans to attack New York—spies would see to that if it
were not obvious enough already—but they would not guess, with the
season already advanced, that the army might move hundreds of miles
south to strike in the Chesapeake. And the Chesapeake, unlike New York
Harbor, would present no severe navigational challenges to de Grasse.
In fact, though Rochambeau could not know it, Cornwallis would soon
make the approach from sea easier by moving to the deepwater port of
Yorktown.

Washington was happy to read of Rochambeau’s request for an addi-
tional five or six thousand men. For some time, he had been obfuscat-
ing with Rochambeau regarding how many troops he might raise for the
fighting in 1781, and now he admitted that he would probably be unable
to assemble much of a force, at least not by the time de Grasse arrived
off the coast. “You cannot,” Washington wrote, “in my opinion, too
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strongly urge the necessity of bringing a Body of Troops with him.” (Itali-
cized words were written in cipher.)

The commander-in-chief was unhappy, however, to learn of Rocham-
beau’s suggestion that de Grasse go to the Chesapeake. “Your Excellency
will be pleased to recollect that New York was looked upon by us as the
only practicable object under present circumstances,” he reminded the
count, though he admitted the possibility of finding other targets as well.
Washington was afraid that de Grasse would get a mixed message, and
he asked Rochambeau, if the frigate with his response to de Grasse had
not yet sailed, to explain fully to the admiral that New York was their sole
object.

Washington did offer an alternative suggestion for the Chesapeake.
It occurred to him that the Comte de Barras’s fleet was nearly equal in
strength to Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot’s and so could move to the
Chesapeake and prevent any troops from sailing from there to New York
and also stop any supplies from reaching Cornwallis. He assured Barras
that it was simply an idea, not a move he would advise, “unacquainted
as I am with naval affairs.”

Barras was not terribly enthusiastic about Washington’s idea. He
agreed that it might be tried, but he would need four hundred men
from the troops left in Newport to fill out his crews, and he could not
be ready to sail until the middle of July. So the focus of the combined
armies would be on Sir Henry Clinton’s garrison in New York.

Spencer’s Ordinary

After abandoning Point of Fork, the Baron de Steuben marched his men
west along the southern shore of the Fluvanna River and then south and
west to the Staunton River, about 60 miles away, all the while furiously
sending out express letters “to 14 Counties on this side James River to
call out every man that can possibly be armed.”

Steuben was working in the dark. He had not had a letter from the
Marquis de Lafayette in more than a week and did not know where the
Frenchman was, what he was doing, or what he intended. And it had
been almost two weeks since he had heard from Nathanael Greene, with
whom he still believed he was going to rendezvous.
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Since traveling south with Greene the previous year and finding him-
self waylaid in Virginia, Steuben had been trying to reach his original
destination and join Greene’s army, but that was not to be. On June 13,
Lafayette wrote to Steuben from Mechum’s Creek, north of Richmond
on the Pamunkey River. Cornwallis was moving toward Richmond, and
Anthony Wayne’s Continentals had finally joined Lafayette’s troops.
“Our jonction with the Pennsylvanians is formed, and we Have Again
got Betwen the Ennemy and our Stores,” he wrote.

Lafayette wanted to bring all his disparate troops together. His army
would still be no match for Cornwallis, but neither would it be a wholly
insignificant force. “I Request, my dear Sir;” he wrote to Steuben, “you
will Immediately Return this Way and with the Continentals and Militia
under your Command Hasten to form a jonction with us.”

Lafayette wrote that unless Steuben had received orders from Greene
directing him to march south (which he had not), he should plan on
remaining in Virginia. “I Can assure you His [Greene’s] desire is that we
Should form a jonction.” This was true. Greene now agreed that
Steuben’s men should remain with Lafayette.

Lafayette was still trying to guess Cornwallis’s next move. If the earl
crossed the James River, it would mean that he was heading back for the
Carolinas, and in that case Lafayette requested of Steuben that “Every
obstruction be given to them” until he and Wayne could arrive. Lafayette
did not believe Cornwallis would do that, however, and happily for
Steuben, he was correct.

Itis hardly a surprise that Lafayette did not know what Cornwallis was
planning, as Cornwallis did not, either. The best the Frenchman could
do was to trail behind the British army, close enough to look interested
in a battle but far enough away to make a battle unlikely. He wrote to
the Chevalier de La Luzerne, “We make it seem we are pursuing him,
and my riflemen, their faces smeared with charcoal, make the woods
resound with their yells; I have made them an army of devils and have
given them plenary absolution.”

Lafayette kept his army about 20 miles from Cornwallis, staying
between the British and Fredericksburg and moving when the enemy
moved, hoping to give the impression of being more in command than
he was. “[W]hen he moves from one place to another, I try to let my
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movements give his the appearance of a retreat. Would to God there
were a way to give him the appearance of a defeat.”

But that was not likely to happen. Cornwallis continued his slow
movement east, which Lafayette was pleased to characterize as a retreat.
Along the way, he scooped up any ordnance he found and wished to
keep, destroying what he did not want along with thousands of hogs-
heads of tobacco. Lieutenant Colonels Simcoe and Tarleton maintained
arear guard, making sure that Lafayette did not swoop in unexpectedly.

On June 21, Cornwallis left Richmond and began a march for
Williamsburg. Simcoe, with the Jaegers and the Queen’s Rangers, was
ordered to the rear to cover the army’s movement and mask it from
Lafayette, who was doing his best to threaten their right flank. Cornwal-
lis camped at Bottoms Bridge on the Chickahominy that night, and on
the twenty-second, he reached New Kent Courthouse.

The following afternoon, Simcoe and Captain Johann Ewald were
summoned to Cornwallis’s tent for new orders. That night, they were to
move out from the main army in two detachments and head for the
Chickahominy River. Cornwallis had learned of a foundry and boats in
the river there, and he wanted those targets destroyed. Simcoe and
Ewald were then to “round up all the slaughter cattle and drive them to
the army, burn all the military and commercial storehouses, and then
march to Williamsburg,” where Cornwallis would arrive on the twenty-
fifth. Tarleton would form the rear guard of Cornwallis’s army and keep
in contact with the detachments.

The two detachments moved out in the early hours of June 24, but
according to Simcoe “found little or nothing to destroy on the Chicka-
hominy.” This was hardly surprising, since he and Ewald and been plun-
dering that area for the past six months, first under Benedict Arnold,
then Major General William Phillips, and now Cornwallis. They rested
the remainder of the night and at first light headed out again.

With daylight, they had better luck. The two detachments followed
roughly parallel routes about a half hour’s march apart, finding ample
stores to destroy. “We had rounded up many cattle, laid waste to various
flour and tobacco storehouses, and burned several vessels in the river,”
Ewald wrote. That evening, they neared the bridge over the Diascund
Creek, a branch of the Chickahominy, but militia had torn down the
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bridge and Simcoe’s men were “much too fatigued with their march” to
repair it that night.

An inspection of the bridge by the morning light of June 25 showed
that it “had been carelessly destroyed.” Using lumber from nearby
demolished buildings, they soon had the bridge well-enough repaired
that “the cattle as well as the cavalry and the ranger battalion crossed
over it.” Ewald’s men formed the rear guard, with orders to burn the
bridge after crossing it. Ewald was getting a bad feeling about being
exposed in the countryside so far from the main army, and he was care-
ful in his deployment. He sent his Jaegers across to cover the cavalry, the
light infantry, and the grenadiers, then “set the bridge on fire with straw”
and waited until it was completely burned before rejoining Simcoe.

The Americans were keeping a close eye on this activity. Anthony
Wayne sent a hurried note to Lafayette saying that “Simcoe has also
effected his escape” by repairing and then burning the Diascund bridge.
But Wayne saw opportunity and advised Lafayette, “Colo. Butler will
therefore Advance to the fork of the road leading to James Town &
Williamsburg, as the only chance of falling in with this Cattle Drove, I shall
advance to support him.”

Lafayette was eager to strike a blow now that the chance presented
itself. “I . . . much approve of your Endeavours to Relieve Clel. Simcoe
of His Burthen,” he wrote, and instructed Wayne to make an effort to
stop Simcoe’s marauding, draw Tarleton into an ambush, and harass
Cornwallis’s rear.

Simcoe was starting to share Ewald’s unease and “felt his situation to
be an anxious one.” He knew that Lafayette and Wayne were out there
somewhere, hanging on the rear of Cornwallis’s army, ready “to take any
little advantage which they could magnify in their newspapers.” He had
received no word from Cornwallis, and he and Ewald agreed that they
could expect no help from the patrols Cornwallis sent out. The detach-
ment was flapping in the breeze and hampered by the cattle they were
driving along.

On the morning of June 26, they arrived at a tavern called Spencer’s
Ordinary, about 6 miles from Williamsburg at the intersection of the
Williamsburg and Jamestown roads. While they waited for their drovers

to bring up the cattle, Simcoe had the fences pulled down to open up a
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field of fire and deployed his infantry in a defensive line. The mounted
troops were sent to a nearby farm to feed their horses.

Meanwhile, Wayne sent Butler’s regiment forward to intercept
the British before they could rejoin Cornwallis. Despite “a fatiguing
march,” the foot soldiers were unable to overtake Simcoe’s fast-moving
detachment, but fifty dragoons and fifty mounted infantry charged on
ahead.

The morning was warm, promising another brutally hot day’s march,
when Ewald and his men arrived at the tavern and lay down on the grass
for some much-needed sleep. “I had hardly closed my eyes,” Ewald
wrote, “when several shots were fired in front on the left.” The Hessian
leaped to his feet and was told that the rebels were shooting at the cat-
tle drovers, but soon Simcoe arrived and told Ewald he could go back
to sleep for the time being. Ewald did just that, only to be awakened
again moments later by a more determined volley. He grabbed his horse,
swung up into the saddle, and led his men toward the fighting.

The mounted American troops had surprised the British pickets, hit
them hard, and driven them in. Soon after, some of Lafayette’s riflemen
arrived and “began a smart Action.” Simcoe and Ewald’s men rallied
quickly, veterans that they were, and began to advance against the Amer-
icans, who had formed a line at a rail fence. “The enemy . . . ,” Ewald
wrote, “waited for us up to forty paces, fired a volley, killed two-thirds of
the grenadiers, and withdrew from his position.” Riflemen firing from
cover were deadly, but the rifles were slow to reload, and the remaining
German and British troops drove Butler’s men back before they could
inflict much more damage.

The fight at Spencer’s Ordinary produced high casualties on both
sides for so brief a skirmish. The British likely received the worst of it.
Simcoe reportedly had three officers and thirty privates killed or
wounded. Lafayette reported nine killed, fourteen wounded, and one
prisoner, though Cornwallis later claimed that three American officers
and twenty-eight privates had been made prisoner.

Simcoe and Ewald had driven off the attackers, but they still did not
know where the rest of Lafayette’s army lurked, and they guessed it was
nearby. Leaving their wounded under a flag of truce at the tavern, they
hurried off toward Williamsburg. They had marched less than 2 miles,
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however, when they ran into Cornwallis himself, who was rushing to the
fight with the advance units of his army. Thus reinforced, Simcoe
returned to Spencer’s Ordinary to collect his wounded before resum-
ing the slow march to Williamsburg.

“[W]e are threatened with a siege”

Soon after the Wethersfield conference, Washington wrote to Lafayette,

Upon a full consideration of our affairs in every point of view - an attempt
upon New York with its present Garrison . . . was deemed preferable to a
Southern operation as we had not the Command of the Water. . . . The
French Troops are to March this way as soon as certain circumstances will

admit.

But it was not Lafayette who read these words first. The letter was inter-
cepted on its way south (a circumstance that would not have surprised
Rochambeau) and delivered to Sir Henry Clinton in New York, and it
stirred the previously somnambulant general to action. Now he knew.
Washington and the French were coming to New York.

Clinton had around ten thousand men fit for duty to defend the city,
and he believed that Washington’s Continental troops, the French, and
militia units together “might form an army of 20,000 men.” It was time
to stop indulging Cornwallis in the South and think about protecting
his own position.

It was by now clear to Clinton that he had made a mistake in allow-
ing Cornwallis to correspond directly with George Germain, and he was
frustrated by the fact that he received one letter from Cornwallis for
every five or so he sent. On June 8, he wrote to his subordinate point-
ing out that, since Cornwallis was now much closer to New York than he
had been, “it will be unnecessary for you to send your dispatches imme-
diately to the Minister; you will therefore be so good as to send them to
me in future.” Physical proximity notwithstanding, communication was
still problematic, and Cornwallis would not receive this letter for more
than a month.

With it, Clinton enclosed copies of Washington’s intercepted corre-
spondence. “[B]y these your Lordship will see that we are threatened
with a siege,” he wrote. He reminded Cornwallis that the enemy he faced
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in Virginia consisted only of Lafayette’s small corps; the Pennsylvania
line, who had revolted twice; and a handful of militia. “Your Lordship
can therefore certainly spare two thousand, and the sooner they come
the better.”

The commander-in-chief also pointed out that he still had no idea
what Cornwallis intended to do. Had it been possible “for your Lord-
ship to have let me know your views and intentions,” he wrote, “I should
not now be at a loss to judge of the force you might want for your
operations.”

Three days later, Clinton wrote again to Cornwallis, reminding the
earl how many men had been dispatched to the South over the past six
months and pointing out that the troops under Phillips alone “would
be sufficient of itself to have carried on operations in any of the south-
ern provinces of America.” He reiterated that New York would soon be
under siege and that Lafayette posed no real threat to the British army
in Virginia.

By way of a command, he wrote, “I beg leave to recommend it to
you . ..” that once regular operations were finished, Cornwallis should
“take a defensive station, in any healthy situation you choose, (be it at
Williamsburg or York-town).” Once Cornwallis had established a defen-
sive post, Clinton wished him to send to New York two battalions of light
infantry, the 43¢ Regiment, the 76" or 8ot Regiment, the two battal-
ions of German troops from Anspach, Simcoe’s Queen’s Rangers, the
remains of the 17" Light Dragoons, and whatever artillery could be
spared. With his remaining men, Cornwallis could content himself with
“desultory movements by water, for the purpose of annoying the enemy’s
communications.”

Four days later, Clinton wrote again, having in the interim received
Cornwallis’s letter expressing his skepticism of an advance against Phil-
adelphia. Since Cornwallis did not care to go to Pennsylvania, Clinton
wrote, and since he was likely done with any operations he planned for
Virginia, he should “immediately embark a part of the troops . . .” Clin-
ton had requested.

Four days after that, on June 19, Clinton sent yet another letter to
Cornwallis, this time pointing out that the French would soon be march-
ing from Rhode Island to New York and that a superior French fleet
might well be on its way. “In the hope that your Lordship will be able to
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spare me three thousand men, I have sent two thousand tons of trans-
ports from hence,” he wrote. He also requested that Cornwallis send the
twenty-four boats that Arnold had built in Portsmouth.

On June 25, Cornwallis’s troops entered Williamsburg, the former
capital of Virginia, and occupied the town. Originally called Middle
Plantation, Williamsburg had been built on high ground on the Virginia
Peninsula midway between the York and James rivers. Its name change
had come upon its elevation to Virginia’s capital in 1699, during the
reign of King William III. Fearing British attack, Thomas Jefferson (who
had become the state’s second governor after Patrick Henry’s 1775-17%79
term) had moved the capital to Richmond in 1780. Subsequent events
had borne out Jefferson’s fears, though Richmond had proved little
safer.

Cornwallis had been operating in Virginia more than a month, and
not once since May 24 had he written Clinton to let him know what he
was doing or planning. The earl, however, had a good sense for what
Clinton expected of him. The day after he arrived at Williamsburg, two
of Clinton’s letters found him there, including the one of June 11
instructing him to take up a defensive post at Williamsburg or Yorktown.

Part of Clinton’s plan for Virginia had always been the creation of a
naval base that could accommodate large ships of the line. Landlocked
Williamsburg seems an odd suggestion unless Clinton had become so
focused on having Cornwallis establish a post that could be defended by
the minimum number of troops that he no longer cared about a naval
base. According to Ewald, the marshy banks of Archer’s Hope and
Queen creeks, between which Williamsburg was located, meant that the
town could only be approached over one of two bridges, making it “a
very good position for an army.” As with so many places in the Virginia
tidewater, however, a successful defender of Williamsburg “must also be
master of the Chesapeake Bay, so that no one can land in its rear.”
Phillips and Arnold’s assault on the town two months before had dem-
onstrated that clearly enough.

A few days after arriving in Williamsburg, Cornwallis rode out to inves-
tigate Yorktown as a possible base for his army. Ewald and three compa-
nies of rangers went ahead, driving off a party of militia they met on the
way and taking a post on the high ground around Yorktown. “The Amer-
icans who had several works at Gloucester on the left [north] bank of
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the York River . . . ,” he wrote, “saluted me with a number of heavy pieces,
but did not injure me.” It was Ewald’s first chance to be shot at by Amer-
ican artillery while at Yorktown, but it would not be his last.

Later that morning, Cornwallis arrived, with Simcoe and his cavalry
escorting him. Ewald felt that Yorktown would make an excellent defen-
sive post, but he could see that Cornwallis felt differently. “It appeared
to me that he did not like this place at all for such a purpose,” he wrote.
Cornwallis returned to Williamsburg, the Americans at Gloucester giv-
ing him the same salute they had given Ewald.

After this reconnaissance, Cornwallis finally wrote to Clinton with an
account of everything that had taken place since his departure from
Petersburg on May 24, including the raids on Charlottesville and Point
of Fork and the subsequent march to Williamsburg. He reiterated
his belief that “untill Virginia was to a degree subjected, we could
not reduce North Carolina, or have any certain hold on the back Coun-
try of South Carolina.” He also repeated his objections to going to
Philadelphia.

Ewald had read Cornwallis’s thoughts on Yorktown correctly. He was
not impressed. “Upon viewing York,” he told Clinton, “I was clearly of
the opinion, that it far exceeds our power, consistent with your plans, to
make safe defensive posts there & at Gloucester, both of which would be
necessary for the protection of Shipping.”

Responding to Clinton’s request for troops, Cornwallis assured his
commander-in-chief that once he crossed the James River to Portsmouth
and reconnoitered that town as a possible defensive post, he would
embark all the men the available transports could carry. He was not so
willing, however, to fester away in Virginia carrying on “desultory” raids
on rebel storehouses and disrupting the enemy’s communications.
Cornwallis claimed to have come to America “with no other view, than
to endeavour to be usefull to my Country,” which he did not feel he
could do “in a defensive situation here.” Lord Rawdon, still in command
in the Carolinas, was in poor health and planning a return to England.
That being the case, Cornwallis suggested yet another change of plans,
writing, “I am willing to repair to Charlestown if you approve it.”

Years later, Clinton would write a footnote to this offer: “[A]fter doing
all the mischief he could, the good Earl is willing to leave me the
responsibility.”



CHAPTER Ig The Battle of Green Springs

WitH Lorp CORNWALLIS’S army in Williamsburg, the Marquis de
Lafayette remained about 20 miles away, watching his lordship and beg-
ging anyone who might help for men and supplies. Desertion once
again became a problem, particularly among the local militia, and the
surrounding wooded countryside made it hard to prevent. “They Have
no Reason to Complain,” Lafayette wrote to Virginia’s governor. “[T]hey
Cannot Even Contrive Any, But Say they were only Engaged for Six
weeks and the Harvest Time Recalls them Home.”

It was certainly true that many of them had signed for short enlist-
ments, an inherent problem with militia, and that as soon as their times
were up, they would disappear. “You Might as well Stop the flood tide,”
Lafayette added, “as Stop Militia whose times are out.” He was sure the
governor would understand, because the governor was no longer
Thomas Jefferson. The British raids through Virginia, the state’s inabil-
ity to mount an effective defense against them, and Jefferson’s own igno-
minious though necessary flight from Monticello and Tarleton’s
dragoons had so damaged his reputation that he had declined to stand
for a second term. Virginia had turned to General Thomas Nelson,
founder of the Virginia militia and a signer of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, as its new governor.

Lafayette continued his pretense of taking the offensive. He never
kept his army camped together but rather spread them over several
camps to make their numbers look greater. He always maintained an
appearance of wanting to fight, and, as he had demonstrated at
Spencer’s Ordinary, he was always ready to take advantage of any oppor-
tunity that presented itself. And Cornwallis knew it.

On July 4, 1781, the fifth anniversary of the signing of the Declara-
tion of Independence, Cornwallis marched his army out of Williams-
burg and 5 miles south to Jamestown, on James Island, from which he
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intended to cross the James River to Cobham on the south side and then
march for Portsmouth. That evening, Lieutenant Colonel John Simcoe
and the Queen’s Rangers crossed the river along with Captain Johann
Ewald and his Hessians, setting up posts on high ground to cover the
crossing of the main army. As a result, those units missed one of the
hardest fights in the six-month Virginia campaign.

After months of long patrols and sharp fighting, Simcoe and Ewald
had become close. “I must say . . . that [Simcoe] is truly my friend,” Ewald
wrote in his journal, “that he strives to make me happy.” While they were
camped out at Cobham, Simcoe offered Ewald a position as major in
the Queen’s Rangers, an offer that tempted and flattered the German,
though he did not really consider accepting it. “I am a Hessian, body
and soul,” he explained, “and it seems to me that I could not be happy
outside this splendid corps in which I serve.”

The next day, Cornwallis sent the wagons over, an operation that took
all the daylight hours. The James River was g miles wide at that point,
but happily for Cornwallis he had officers and seamen of the Royal Navy
at his disposal. On July 6, he sent across the bat horses and the rest of
the baggage, intending to move the remainder of the army across on
the seventh. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton’s dra-
goons made wide sweeps around the approaches to Jamestown, beating
up various elements of Lafayette’s army and then falling back toward the
main army.

As baggage was moving across the wide, brown reaches of the river,
foraging parties reported that enemy troops were approaching the lines.
Tarleton gave “money and encouraging promises to a negroe and a dra-
goon, to communicate false intelligence, under the appearance of
deserters.” These two were supposed to inform the Americans that the
bulk of the British army had already crossed and only a rear guard
remained on the Jamestown shore. It was an invitation to attack.

It is unclear whether Tarleton’s disinformation campaign had any
effect, but the Americans were definitely probing the British lines, hop-
ing to make life difficult for Cornwallis. “The 6" I detached an advanced
Corps, under General Wayne, with a view of reconnoitering the Enemy’s
situation,” Lafayette later wrote to General Nathanael Greene. Wayne
was commonly known as “Mad” Anthony. Though various explanations
exist for his sobriquet, its origin was probably his aggressive leadership
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style, a style he demonstrated once again in his push toward Cornwal-
lis’s camp.

As Wayne and his troops and riflemen advanced, the British pickets
began to fall back as if in retreat. The wooded, swampy countryside left
only a narrow approach to James Island. Tarleton moved up his cavalry
to keep the advancing Americans in the woods and prevent them from
seeing the rest of the British force.

When word was carried to Cornwallis of the approach of Wayne’s
troops, the earl guessed at the Americans’ mistake. “Concluding that the
Enemy would not bring a considerable Force within our reach,” he later
wrote, “unless they supposed that nothing was left but a rear-guard, I
took every means to convince them of my Weakness, & suffered my pic-
quets to be insulted & driven back.” Cornwallis ordered the other regi-
ments to remain quiet in camp and not give away their presence.

All through the afternoon, the Americans and British continued to
skirmish without really engaging. Reconnoitering the British lines,
Lafayette could see that Cornwallis had sent off his baggage and “posted
his army in an open-field, fortifyed by the shipping.” It was nearly sun-
set when he rejoined Wayne, only to find that Wayne’s eight hundred
troops were formed up in front of the British camp and locked in a sharp
fight.

Once the American artillery began to fire, Cornwallis knew it was time
to hit them with the full weight of his army. “I then put the Troops under
Arms & ordered the Army to advance in two Lines,” he wrote. The right
wing of the British advance met only militia, who put up little resistance
before making a fast retreat. But the left wing, composed of the 4374,
76, and 8o™ Regiments, ran directly into Wayne’s Pennsylvania line,
including some light infantry and three field pieces. Despite being out-
numbered, the Americans pushed forward into the fight.

Only 5o yards separated the British and American lines as they
exchanged small-arms fire and grapeshot from field artillery. “The con-
flict on the quarter was severe and well contested,” Tarleton wrote.
“[O]n the left of the British, the action was for some time gallantly main-
tained by the continental infantry, under General Wayne.” The muzzle
flashes of muskets and cannon flamed brilliant in the fading light and
lit up roiling gray clouds of smoke from within.
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The two sides kept up their fierce exchange for some time, but night
was coming on and Lafayette could see that the British lines were
extending around the American flanks and threatening to turn them.
He sent orders to Wayne to fall back half a mile to where two battalions
of light infantry had been sent up in support. With his artillery horses
dead, Wayne was forced to abandon his cannon to the enemy as he
retreated to Green Springs.

Darkness prevented Cornwallis from pursuing Lafayette and Wayne,
and the next day he resumed his laborious crossing of the James River.
Tarleton was desperately eager to go after the Americans and argued at
some length—in his memoirs, at least—that doing so would not have
slowed the river crossing and might have altered the outcome of the war.
But Cornwallis did not pursue, nor did he offer any explanation for not
doing so. His focus, apparently, was on getting to Portsmouth and
embarking the troops that Sir Henry Clinton had requested.

Portsmouth

Two days after the Battle of Green Springs, Cornwallis had his entire
army on the south side of the James River, but he had not lost sight of
his initial objective of depriving Greene of supplies. Having ravaged the
territory between Portsmouth and Charlottesville, he now sent Tarleton
and his legion, along with eighty mounted infantry, on a long raid west
toward Prince Edward Courthouse and Bedford County, 150 miles away
in the foothills of the Allegheny Mountains.

Tarleton and his men rode out on July g in the nearly unbearable
midsummer heat of Virginia. They traveled hard in the early morning
hours, rested during the midday heat, and pushed hard again as evening
came on. Along the way, they skirmished with American militia, each
scrap taking its toll on the mounted troops.

Cornwallis believed that Tarleton would find a considerable stockpile
of stores at Prince Edward Courthouse waiting to go south, but Tarleton
reported that “The intelligence which occasioned this march was
exceedingly imperfect.” He found few stores along the way, and what-
ever had been stockpiled at Prince Edward Courthouse had been sent
to Greene a month before. He led his troops back by a different route,
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covering a total of 400 miles “attended with many unfavorable circum-
stances to the corps.” The mission had been a failure. As Tarleton
summed it up, “The stores destroyed, either in a public or private
nature, were not in quantity or value equivalent to the damage sustained
in the skirmishes on the route, and the loss of men and horses from the
excessive heat of the climate.”

His men returned to find the army’s situation largely unchanged.
Lafayette remained on the north side of the James River with no practi-
cal way to cross. The trap Cornwallis had sprung on him at Green
Springs had given the young marquis a new respect for the earl, who was
twice his age. He wrote to a friend,

This devil Cornwallis is much wiser than the other generals with whom I
have dealt. He inspires me with a sincere fear, and his name has greatly
troubled my sleep. This campaign is a good school for me. God grant that

the public does not pay for my lessons.

Lafayette was still trying to figure out where Cornwallis was going.
Tarleton had been seen riding off in the direction of Petersburg, and
when Lafayette put this together with the British army’s move across the
James, he concluded that Cornwallis must be heading back to the Car-
olinas. “I shall either follow his Lordship in case he proceeds with his
whole force,” he wrote, “or form a junction with Gen. Greene.”

But his conclusion, though perfectly reasonable, was wrong. Corn-
wallis was still the only general officer on either side who considered Vir-
ginia more than a sideshow or a secondary consideration in the war.
Rather than turn west to follow Tarleton or south toward the Carolinas,
Cornwallis turned east and continued his slow march to Portsmouth.
Lafayette began to revise his thinking as more intelligence came in. “The
Ennemy appear to Be Going up towards Petersburg,” he wrote to Gov-
ernor Thomas Nelson. “However part of them is destined to Carolina
and an other part to Newyork.”

He was still convinced that Tarleton, at least, was heading to the Car-
olinas to reinforce Lord Rawdon, so he sent Wayne and the Pennsylva-
nia line, along with a newly raised Virginia regiment, to reinforce
Greene. They marched on July 13, the day before the first of Cornwal-
lis’s troops reached Portsmouth. Soon, reports reached Lafayette that
Tarleton was heading back toward Portsmouth. He sent word to Wayne
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and to Daniel Morgan, who had come out of retirement, to be careful
of Tarleton but also to see if the mounted British column might be sur-
prised in the area of Petersburg. The Americans, however, were unable
to intercept Tarleton’s fast-moving column.

While Tarleton was moving fast, Cornwallis was plodding along at his
languid pace. It took the main army more than five days to move the go
miles from Cobham to Portsmouth, as the heat and insects of the tide-
water summer drove them to distraction. Their clothes (which soldiers
of the eighteenth century wore in abundance) were always soaked
through with perspiration. The heat, Ewald recalled, was “often so
intense that one can hardly breathe, especially after a terrible thunder-
storm, when all the air seems to vanish.” Often the thunderstorms
brought violent rains that lasted half the night.

Insects were another hardship. For some time, the troops were
plagued by biting flies, and when those disappeared they were replaced
by a tiny insect Ewald could not identify but which left small, itchy boils.
The afflicted men looked as if they had smallpox and bled from exces-
sive scratching. Ewald felt that “we were the most tormented people in
the world.” He knew he wasn’t in Hesse-Cassel anymore.

Correspondence

The correspondence and miscommunications between Sir Henry Clin-
ton and Lord Cornwallis continued as the two men worked at cross-
purposes while their plans grew increasingly convoluted. Thrown into
the mix were months-old letters from George Germain, which began
arriving at the same time. In July of 1781, this three-way communications
debacle reached a crescendo.

The day he crossed the James River, Cornwallis wrote a lengthy letter
to Clinton describing the Battle of Green Springs and his current situa-
tion. He assured Clinton that the troops the commander-in-chief had
requested were on their way to Portsmouth, where they would board the
transports for New York.

Cornwallis once again pointed out how useless it was, in his opinion,
to maintain a small defensive post in Virginia, “which cannot have the
smallest influence on the War in Carolina, & which only gives us some
Acres of an unhealthy swamp, & is forever liable to become a prey to a
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foreign Enemy, with a temporary superiority at Sea.” The sort of “desul-
tory operations” that Clinton prescribed, and which Cornwallis had no
interest in pursuing, could, Cornwallis felt, just as easily be launched
from New York as from a post in the Chesapeake.

General Alexander Leslie, who had begun the fortification of
Portsmouth the year before, was once again with Cornwallis’s army,
having been sent south by Clinton with the reinforcements needed to
execute Sir Henry’s “experiment” of taking and holding Philadelphia.
That plan had gone nowhere, but Cornwallis told Clinton that he would
not send Leslie to New York, “as he will be the properest person to
command [in Virginia], in case you should approve of my returning to
Charles-town.”

On the same day that Cornwallis was writing that, Clinton was writing
to Cornwallis. He reminded his subordinate of the need for “a naval sta-
tion for large ships as well as small” and that Yorktown was an important
point to hold for securing such a base. Admiral Thomas Graves (who
had replaced Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot in command of the North Amer-
ican fleet only a few days before, on July 4) had made it clear that he
needed a deepwater port in a warm place to overwinter his ships. If he
could not get one in the Chesapeake, he would have to take his
squadron to the West Indies. “I cannot but be concerned,” Clinton
wrote, “that Your Lordship should so suddenly lose site of it, pass the
James River, and retire with your army to the sickly post of Portsmouth.”

Portsmouth had been fortified as a base for frigates and small ships,
but it was not good for much else. Captain de Tilly’s failure to get his
single man-of-war close enough to attack Benedict Arnold demonstrated
how inaccessible the Elizabeth River was for large ships. What’s more,
both Major General William Phillips and Arnold had felt that it was a
poor defensive position. For all these reasons, Clinton deemed
Portsmouth a less-than-ideal base of operations. In fact, he felt it could
be abandoned altogether once a better location was taken and fortified.

Clinton, of course, was missing the point. Cornwallis was not think-
ing of Portsmouth as a naval base. He was thinking of it as the place to
embark the troops for New York and himself for Charleston. His object
in coming to Virginia had been the conquest of that state for the pur-
pose of cutting off aid to the Carolinas. If he could not carry out major
operations against the enemy, he did not care to remain.
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But now that Cornwallis was in Virginia, Clinton wanted him to stay,
and he was finally becoming more forceful in his instructions. Cornwal-
lis had told Clinton that “it far exceeds our power” to hold Yorktown,
but Clinton was skeptical. Even if Cornwallis sent back to New York the
three thousand troops Clinton had requested, he would still have four
thousand on hand. “I confess I could not conceive you would require
above four thousand in a station wherein General Arnold had repre-
sented to me (upon report of Colonel Simcoe) that two thousand would
be amply sufficient.”

Sir Henry was sure that Lafayette would immediately occupy York-
town and fortify it once he heard that Cornwallis had crossed the James,
which meant that the British would then have to go to the trouble of
retaking it. “I therefore flatter myself, that even although your Lordship
may have quitted York and detached troops to me, that you will have a
sufficiency to re-occupy it, or that you will at least hold Old Point Com-
fort, if it is possible to do it without York.”

As the correspondence made its way up and down the coast, carried
aboard the vessels of the Royal Navy and by express messengers, Corn-
wallis continued to ready the embarkation of troops for New York. On
July 14, Simcoe’s Rangers along with the light infantry and the 487 and
76" Regiments marched from Suffolk to Portsmouth. On the twentieth,
with full packs on their backs and muskets in hand, they clambered
aboard the ships and settled into the uncomfortable but mercifully short
routine of life on board troop transports.

When Phillips and Arnold had begun fortifying Portsmouth half a
year earlier, taking up where Leslie had earlier left off, they had never
clearly understood what Clinton expected. This had been thanks to Clin-
ton’s opaque orders, and now Cornwallis, reading the old correspon-
dence between Phillips and Clinton, was likewise confused. Phillips had
interpreted the orders to mean that fortifying Portsmouth as a naval
base was the chief priority, but Cornwallis, reading the same orders, did
not divine from them that a naval base was a priority at all.

To be fair to Clinton, his former priority had been for the troops in
Virginia to act in support of Cornwallis. Now that Cornwallis was in Vir-
ginia, the naval base became the priority. He and Graves, with whom he
had been consulting on the point, were leaning toward Old Point Com-
fort (in present-day Newport News), the point of land on the northern
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side of the James River entrance and the terminus of the Virginia Penin-
sula between the York and James rivers. If that was fortified, they
believed, it would command the approaches to Hampton Roads and
render that a protected anchorage. Clinton also suggested fortifying
Yorktown and Gloucester by way of protecting the back door to Old
Point Comfort and denying the enemy access to the York River as well.

Clinton and Graves had other ideas brewing, too. With the three
thousand men Cornwallis was sending north, they began to formulate
plans for an attack on the military stores in Philadelphia, the French
fleetin Newport, and the French artillery stored at Providence. After all,
the troops would already be underway. It would simply be a matter of
rendezvousing with them at sea and diverting them from New York. It
was the type of bold plan that Clinton was good at formulating but for
one reason or another never pulled off. This time, the reason came from
London.

In the early weeks of July, Clinton finally received the scathing letter
Lord George Germain, Secretary of State for American affairs, had writ-
ten on May 2, the one in which Germain expressed his “great Mortifica-
tion” that Clinton intended to withdraw troops from the Chesapeake.
Germain wrote that his concern over Clinton’s plans had forced him to
ask the opinions of the king and his ministers, who, unsurprisingly, con-
curred with Germain’s vision for prosecuting the war and condemned
Clinton’s.

The letter was a slap to Clinton’s face and further confirmation that
it was Cornwallis who had Germain’s ear. And the insult Clinton read
into the words was intended. “I expect little exertion from that quarter,”
Germain wrote to a confidant. “When we are to act with such a man as
Clinton we must be cautious not to give him an opportunity of doing a
rash action under the sanction of what he may call a positive order.”

Germain’s words, Clinton wrote, “seem to insinuate that there was a
possibility of my doing more than I have done.” He also took the letter
to mean that he was not to demand any of Cornwallis’s troops for the
defense of New York. Years later, Clinton would write that Germain had
actually forbidden him from removing a single man from Virginia until
the state was conquered, even reproducing as evidence a passage from
Germain’s letter stating as much. But the passage Clinton reproduced
does not appear in the original letter and was apparently fabricated by
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Clinton to justify his actions. Be that as it may, the commander-in-chief
no longer felt that he had the authority to order men away from the
Chesapeake.

From that point forward, the correspondence shifted from politely
formal to nasty. Anyone who questioned Clinton’s motives or actions
could expect a wildly prolix and acid response, and both Germain and
Cornwallis were so punished. Clinton wrote a screed to Germain justify-
ing his actions point by point and taking Germain to task for his relent-
less and unwarranted optimism, an attitude that could come only from
someone with no firsthand knowledge of the war. “I can say little more
to Your Lordship’s sanguine hopes of the speedy reduction of the south-
ern provinces,” he wrote, “than to lament that the present state of the
war does not altogether promise so flattering an event.”

He also wrote to Cornwallis, whom he had just learned was moving
toward Portsmouth. He suggested that Cornwallis might have “waited
for a line from me . . . before you finally determined upon so serious
and mortifying a move as the re-passing of the James river, and retiring
with your army to Portsmouth.”

He went on to counter each of Cornwallis’s arguments regarding the
pointlessness of a defensive post on the Chesapeake, making it clear that
he intended for Cornwallis to hold the defensive post only until more
positive operations could commence. He said that he did not approve
of Cornwallis going to Charleston.

Finally, he made an about-face with regard to Cornwallis sending
troops to New York. Whereas before he had been adamant that Corn-
wallis send him at least three thousand men, he now told his subordi-
nate that he was “at full liberty to employ all the troops under your
immediate command in the Chesapeake, if you are of opinion they may
be wanted for the defense of the stations you shall think proper to
occupy.” That said, he still hoped his lordship would send any men he
did not need to New York.

Germain did not insist that Clinton leave Cornwallis’s army intact, as
Clinton would later suggest, but Sir Henry took the letter to mean that
he had better not demand any of Cornwallis’s men. He sent a ship to
intercept the transports coming from Portsmouth with orders for them
to return to Virginia “and follow such further directions as you may
receive from His Lordship.”
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To add to the mounting tension, in the second week of June, Corn-
wallis had finally received Clinton’s letter of May 29 in which Sir Henry
said that if he had known Cornwallis was moving toward Virginia, he
would “certainly have endeavored to have stopped you.” This, incredi-
bly, was the first Cornwallis had heard of Clinton’s disapproval of his
leaving the Carolinas, and he was not happy about it. In his reply, Corn-
wallis repeated the reasons he had given for the move: that he could
never have reached Rawdon in time to help him fight Greene; that the
rivers were all but impassable; and that provisions were not to be had.

Clinton had suggested in the May 29 letter that Phillips was seriously
threatened by American forces while waiting for Cornwallis—but this
arrived on the heels of a series of letters in which Clinton had assured
Cornwallis that Lafayette’s army was no threat at all. Cornwallis wrote,
“I cannot help observing, that in this instance your Excellency seems to
think the force in Virginia more formidable than you have done on
some other occasions.”

Cornwallis also received at that time Clinton’s more recent letters,
and he did not care for the tone of those, either. They were, he wrote,
“to me as unexpected as, I trust, they were undeserved.” He took Clin-
ton to task for issuing conflicting and vague orders, pointing out that
he could not find in any of the correspondence with Phillips “any trace
of the extreme earnestness that now appears to secure a harbor for ships
of the line.” Clinton expected him to send troops to New York and to
fortify Williamsburg or Yorktown, but Cornwallis explained once again
that he did not have enough men to do both.

Cornwallis argued, quite correctly, that he had crossed the James in
order to get to Portsmouth and comply with Clinton’s order to embark
troops for New York as quickly as possible. “I must acknowledge,” he
wrote, “I was not prepared to receive, in the next dispatch from your
Excellency, a severe censure for my conduct.”

Despite the now-open animosity between the two men, Cornwallis
continued to follow his commander-in-chief’s instructions. He sent an
engineer to Old Point Comfort to survey the land and sound the
approaching channels. He visited the proposed site of the fortification
himself, with the captains of the navy ships then at Portsmouth, to get
their opinion on its suitability. The captains agreed unanimously that “a
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work on Point Comfort would neither command the entrance, nor
secure his Majesty’s ships at anchor in Hampton Road.”
Cornwallis went on to write:

This being the case, I shall in obedience to the spirit of your Excellency’s
orders, take measures with as much dispatch as possible, to seize and for-
tify York and Gloucester, being the only harbour in which we can hope to
be able to give effectual protection to line of battle ships. I shall likewise
use all the expedition in my power to evacuate Portsmouth and the posts
belonging to it, but until that is accomplished it will be impossible for me
to spare troops. For York and Gloucester, from their situation, command
no country; and a superiority in the field will not only be necessary to
enable us to draw forage and other supplies from the country, but like-

wise to carry on our works without interruption.

Lord Cornwallis was keeping his entire army in Virginia, and he was mov-
ing it to Yorktown.



CHAPTER 20 The March on New York

IT was LATE June before George Washington’s troops were ready to
march from New Windsor on the first leg of their move against Sir Henry
Clinton. They would move out in three columns, the first of which,
under the command of Major General Samuel Holden Parsons, got
underway on June 21.

The British made no attempt to interfere as the army crossed to the
cast side of the Hudson and made their new camp at Peekskill, about 50
miles north of New York City. Like the French, the Americans had been
sedentary for a long time, and many were delighted by the change. Sur-
geon James Thacher wrote, “A splendid world is now open to our view,
all nature is in animation - the fields and meadows display the beauties
of spring.” Thacher enjoyed the “music of the feathered tribe,” but, hav-
ing been with the army since the beginning of the war, he felt that even
birdsong “could not compare with that martial band, the drum and fife.”

The men did not know where they were going or what they would be
doing. According to Thacher, most thought “the object of the campaign
is to besiege New York.” Perhaps none of them thought Washington
would even consider an assault on that fortified city. They were ordered
to have four days’ provisions cooked and to march with no baggage
beyond a single blanket. “It is remarkable,” the doctor recorded, “that
we have so much as four days’ provisions on hand.”

A few days before Washington’s men moved out from New Windsor,
the Comte de Rochambeau’s troops left Providence. They were orga-
nized into four regiments with staggered departures, the Bourbonnais
leaving on June 18, the Deux-Ponts on the nineteenth, the Soissonnais
on the twentieth, and the Saintonge on the twenty-first. The French had
along way to go, nearly 200 miles, to meet up with their allies. The sum-
mer heat was so brutal that the men had to break camp in the predawn
hours to finish each day’s march, generally around 18 miles, by noon.

296
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“The roads are badly laid out and very difficult,” wrote one French
officer. Artillery and heavy wagons were hard to move over the steep and
broken roads, and the baggage often showed up hours after the army
had quit marching for the day.

The rough going was somewhat relieved by the lovely country
through which they were marching, what one officer called “the beau-
tiful, rich Connecticut valley” Wherever the French made their camps,
the locals turned out for the sight, so unlike any they had seen before.
“We furnished the music and they danced,” Captain Louis-Alexandre
Berthier wrote. “Every day there was a new party.”

By June 28, although the French were still just west of Hartford, in
the middle of Connecticut, Washington was ready to strike his first blow.
Two detachments were sent against “the Enemys Posts at the No. end of
Yk. [York, i.e., Manhattan] Island,” Washington wrote in his diary. Both
failed, and Washington decided to reevaluate his approach before try-
ing anything else. He “did not care to fatigue the Troops any more . ..,
electing to let them rest with muskets ready while he reconnoitered the
enemy’s works.

On the fourth of July, Washington’s troops marched south along the
Hudson River to the town of Dobbs Ferry, where they marked out a
camp for the French troops. This part of the country, ravaged by the
fighting that had played back and forth along the Hudson in earlier
years, was not nearly as charming as Connecticut. Half-burned Tory
homes were scattered like corpses after a battle, untended grass grow-
ing several feet high around them.

The first of the French troops marched into camp on July 6. Though
the French force had been in America nearly a year, this was the first
time that most of Washington’s troops had seen them, and they were
impressed. One Connecticut soldier wrote that the French were “as
good locking soldiers as can be. They look much better than our lousey
army who have Neither money nor close [clothes] God Bless the State
of Connecticut you noes what I mean.”

The French, however, were less impressed with their hosts. Claude
Blanchard’s opinion was typical: “The soldiers marched pretty well, but
they handled their arms badly. There were some fine looking men; also
many who were small and thin, and even some children twelve or thir-
teen years old. They have no uniforms and in general are badly clad.”
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A series of inspections and drills followed, and officers of each army
invited their counterparts to dine. These congenial overtures led
Thacher to speculate that this joint venture “must have a happy ten-
dency to eradicate from the minds of the Americans their ancient prej-
udices against the French people.” But despite the warmth between the
two armies, there was a certain standoffishness as well, with each keep-
ing pretty much to their own. Language, of course, was a barrier. Even
among the officers, few Frenchmen spoke English and few Americans
spoke French. Still, French fascination with America and American grat-
itude for French aid helped maintain good relations between the armies
over the next four months of joint operations in the field. Things might
have gone otherwise. Seventeen years before, the Americans and French
had been fighting one another in a vicious frontier war, and many senior
officers on both sides were veterans of that conflict.

Soon after the juncture of the two armies, Washington wrote to the
Marquis de Lafayette in Virginia hinting at big things to come, specifi-
cally the promised arrival of the French fleet. “I shall shortly have occa-
sion to communicate matters of very great importance to you,” he wrote.
He instructed Lafayette to establish a chain of express riders so that word
might travel safely and quickly between them.

Lafayette, meanwhile, was pining for New York and headquarters.
“Virginian Operations Being for the Present in a State of languor, I have
more time to think of My Solitude,” he complained to his commander-
in-chief. From his headquarters at Malvern Hill, about 20 miles south-
east of Richmond, he continued to watch Lord Charles Cornwallis in
Portsmouth and to try to divine what he was up to. In Hampton Roads,
thirty transport ships filled with British troops were swinging at their
anchors with no apparent intention of going anywhere. “They Had
Excellent winds and Yet they Are not Gone,” Lafayette reported.

Cornwallis had spent more than two weeks in Portsmouth, pursuing
his epistolary back-and-forth with Clinton and trying to decide his next
move. Finally, on July 29, he loaded the 8o™ Regiment into boats, and
he himself boarded the ship Richmond. The little fleet moved down the
James River, past Old Point Comfort to the north and Willoughby’s Point
to the south. They then turned north into the mouth of the York River
and stood on to Yorktown and Gloucester. High winds made the going
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treacherous, and it took them four days to cover that short distance, but
at least they did not have Lafayette sniping at them the whole way.

The troops landed at Gloucester on August 1 and immediately set in
to fortify the point. Over the next two weeks, Cornwallis moved most of
his men by water from Portsmouth to Gloucester and Yorktown, where
they went to work on the earthworks that would secure the port for the
navy. By August 12, he could report to Clinton that “The works on the
Gloucester side are in some forwardness, and I hope in a situation to
resist a sudden attack.” He assured Clinton that once the evacuation of
Portsmouth had been completed, he would “send to New York every
man that I can spare, consistent with the safety and subsistence of the
force in this country.”

In the end, the number of men he could send turned out to be none.

The West Indies Fleets

The previous year, in March of 1780, Admiral Thomas Graves in Eng-
land had received instructions from the Lords Commissioners of the
Admiralty “to proceed, with His Majesty’s ships under your command,
without a moment’s Loss of time, to No. America, in order to join and
re-enforce the squadron under the comand of Vice Admiral Arbuthnot.”
Graves was fifty-five years old, the son of an admiral by the same name.
At sixteen, he had accompanied his father on an expedition against
Cartagena. Two years later, he gained his lieutenancy, and at the age of
thirty he was made post captain. Two years after that, while captain of a
20-gun sloop-of-war, he was court-martialed for avoiding battle with what
he took to be a French seventy-four but what the court believed had
been an Indiaman, a merchant vessel. Graves was found guilty of an
“error of judgement,” which was not a career-ending sentence. (His sen-
tence was rendered on the same day as that of Admiral Byng, who was
found guilty of negligence and shot, a definite career-ender.)

The thirty years that Graves had spent in naval service before the out-
break of the American Revolution was, like Rear-Admiral Sir Samuel
Hood’s, for the most part honorable and competent but not outstand-
ing. Graves was certainly no fire-eater of the Admiral George Brydges
Rodney mold, nor would he, like Hood, prove to be a skilled fleet com-
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mander, but he seemed to have functioned well enough as Vice-
Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot’s second.

As the campaigning season of 1781 opened, one question was fore-
most on everyone’s mind, American, British, and French: Where was the
Comte de Grasse and what would he do? It was pretty well agreed, both
by those who had inside knowledge of the situation and those who did
not, that de Grasse would be heading for the coast of America during
the hurricane season in the West Indies. But where on the coast he
would go, and when, were the crucial questions.

Clinton wrote to Rodney on the subject in late June. Sir Henry had
enjoyed his brief respite from Arbuthnot during Rodney’s appearance
in New York the previous fall, and he certainly did not want the dodder-
ing old admiral in charge of the fleet if a powerful French squadron
should arrive on his doorstep. Intercepted rebel correspondence
strongly suggested that de Grasse would be sailing for New York during
the hurricane season of August through October. “Let me hope, my dear
Sir George,” he wrote, “that, if de Grasse comes here or even detaches
in great force (which authentic intelligence confirms he will), you will
come here if possible in person.”

On July 4, as Cornwallis was marching his men out of Williamsburg
for Jamestown, Arbuthnot, to Clinton’s undoubted delight, finally
resigned his command. Rear-Admiral Robert Digby had been assigned
to replace Arbuthnot, but the Admiralty had decided that Arbuthnot
need not await Digby’s arrival in New York to step down. Given Arbuth-
not’s many complaints of ill health and Clinton’s frequent threats to quit
if Arbuthnot was not replaced, the Lords Commissioners of the Admi-
ralty acquiesced to the admiral’s “desire to resign the Command of the
Squadron of his Majesty’s Ships in North America, to any officer imme-
diately on the spot.” Thomas Graves was the man on the spot.

The new naval chief in New York was already losing sleep over the
French. Just a few days before Arbuthnot’s resignation, Graves had writ-
ten to Rodney with the latest intelligence from North America, some of
which was obtained from George Washington’s intercepted correspon-
dence, copies of which Clinton sent with his letter. The correspondence
“will shew you the apprehension of the considerable force, expected
from the French Commander in Chief in the West Indies, in concert
with whom M. de Barras seems to act.”
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The British squadron was weaker by one ship, the Royal Oak being
then in Halifax, Nova Scotia, “heaving down”—that is, having her guns,
stores, and masts removed and the ship itself rolled on its side between
tides so that its bottom could be cleaned and repaired. With de Grasse
likely to appear on the coast of North America, Graves and Clinton were
looking to Rodney to provide naval support. “[T]he fate of this coun-
try,” Graves warned Rodney, “must depend upon the early intelligence,
and detachments which may be sent by you hither, upon the first move-
ments of the enemy.”

A few weeks later, Graves received word from London that a convoy
of supplies—consisting of money, clothing, and military stores—was
already underway from France for North America under the protection
of just one ship of the line and two frigates. These were the supplies
promised in the dispatches delivered to the Comte de Rochambeau by
his son, who had crossed aboard the Concorde, and the note from Lon-
don suggested that this was the most important convoy ever sent from
the French to their allies and the only thing that would keep the war
effort afloat.

Accordingly, on July 21, Graves “proceeded with the Squadron into
Boston Bay, to be in the way of intercepting the Supplies from France.”
It was a dangerous time to be gone from New York, with de Grasse
expected at any time and no one certain what the Comte de Barras in
Newport would do. It was also a futile endeavor. “The intence fog which
prevailed without intermission as we approached St. Georges Bank,”
Graves wrote, “deprived us of all possibility of seeing.”

Clinton was not pleased by Graves’s departure. He was still the only
member of the British command who seemed to understand the exis-
tential threat a powerful French fleet posed to the army in North Amer-
ica. Writing to Lord George Germain, he said, “I must beg leave to
repeat to your lordship that if the enemy remained only a few weeks
superior at sea our insular and detached situation will become very crit-
ical.” Despite his tendency to cry wolf, Clinton’s assessment was spot on,
as future events would prove.

Germain was aware of the threat, but he treated it with the same
absurd optimism with which he seemed to view all military operations.
When the campaigning season in the West Indies was over, he wrote to
Clinton, “I have every reason to believe the French fleet will push for
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North America and Sir George Rodney will certainly follow them to pre-
vent them from giving you any interruption in your operations.”

While the British command in New York worried about de Grasse and
his fleet, Rodney and Hood were already tangling with them in the
Caribbean. In February, as Rodney was still tallying up the take from St.
Eustatius, reports arrived that a French squadron of about nine or ten
ships of the line was at sea and apparently bound for the West Indies.

The reports were premature, given that de Grasse’s fleet did not clear
Brest until March 21, but they were credible—a smaller squadron did
indeed depart France in February. Still, like a dragon perched on his
treasure, Rodney was unwilling to leave St. Eustatius. “The Lares [domes-
tic gods of the Romans] of St. Eustatius,” Hood wrote to George Jack-
son, Second Secretary of the Admiralty, “were so bewitching as not to be
withstood by flesh and bone.” Instead, after a two-week delay, Rodney
sent Hood to intercept the French. For a month and a half, Hood
cruised the approaches to Fort Royal on Martinique, keeping an eye out
for the squadron. Finally, on April 28, he sighted an enemy fleet, but,
rather than the reported ten ships of the line, he counted twenty. It was
not the smaller squadron that had been reported but de Grasse’s fleet.

Though de Grasse was more powerful, he was apparently not inter-
ested in engaging, despite Hood’s heaving to and practically inviting the
French to attack. Instead, the two sides exchanged shots at long range.
Later in the day, four of Hood’s ships managed to get out ahead of their
squadron and were mauled by twice their number from de Grasse’s fleet.
Two of the ships could not maintain station “from their leaks, occa-
sioned by a number of shot under the water.” Three had their lower
masts badly damaged.

That was the closest the two fleets came to a real sea fight, and the
next day Hood broke off the contact. Hood wrote, “I believe never was
more powder and shot thrown away in one day before.”

De Grasse would later claim that it was Hood who had avoided action
by taking advantage of the superior speed of his coppered ships. What-
ever the case, de Grasse quickly moved on to better things. On May g,
the French launched two simultaneous attacks, one under the command
of de Grasse himself against the island of St. Lucia and one under Lieu-
tenant Colonel M. Philibert de Blanchelande against Tobago. De
Grasse’s forces were repulsed and his attack failed, but Tobago fell to
the French.
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By the end of May, Rodney was at sea again, directing the actions of
the fleet under his command. Thinking he might still save Tobago, he
steered his ships for the island, only to find out en route that he was too
late. On June 5, the two fleets closed within sight of one another
between Granada and the Grenadines, but this time, with night coming
on, it was Rodney who declined action, not wanting darkness to catch
his fleet in the tricky interisland currents and navigation. Once again,
de Grasse elected not to force a battle, and, on June 18, the French fleet
anchored in Fort Royal, Martinique.

In the first week in July, a patrolling British frigate sighted a fleet from
Fort Royal standing out to sea. From a captured British schooner, they
learned that it was de Grasse’s fleet escorting a homeward-bound convoy
of nearly two hundred merchant vessels. Once again, the French fleet
was on the move, and once again no one knew where they were bound.

On July 7, Rodney wrote to Arbuthnot, unaware of the recent change
in command in New York, with a warning that de Grasse’s fleet was
underway. “As the enemy has at this time a fleet of twenty-eight sail of
the line at Martinique,” he wrote, “a part of which is reported to be des-
tined for North America, I have dispatched His Majesty’s sloop Swallow
to acquaint you therewith.” Rodney assured the admiral that he would
keep a good eye on de Grasse and that the British fleet would be ready
to counter whatever move the French might make. The French
squadron, Rodney said, “will sail, I am informed, in a short time . . .
but he did not know if they would stop first at Cap Francois (now known
as Cap Haitien, on the northern coast of Haiti). Either way, he assured
the admiral, “[Y]ou may depend on the squadron in America being rein-
forced should the enemy bend their force that way.”

The Swallow made for New York but did not find Graves there. The
senior captain on the station read the dispatches and sent the Swallow
off to the Gulf of Maine to find Graves—who was then patrolling for the
French convoy rumored for Boston—and deliver this important news.
But the Swallow’s captain, Wills, was distracted by an American privateer
brig of fourteen guns, which he captured not long after clearing New
York. Postponing his mission so he could return to New York with his
prize, he fell in with four more privateers, which forced the Swallow
ashore on Long Island. Wills destroyed the dispatches so that they would
not fall into rebel hands, and, as a result, they did not fall into Graves’s
hands, either.
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Happily for Graves, who was still ignorant of the possible French
appearance, de Grasse did not sail directly for America but rather made
for Cap Francois. On July 16, the French fleet worked its way without
mishap through the treacherous approaches, which were strewn with
“the vestiges of several wrecked vessels,” and came to anchor in the wide
harbor.

The town itself was lovely, “the most agreeable town in the West
Indies,” wrote one visitor. “It is the Paris of the Islands.” And riding at
anchor there, having arrived a little more than a week before, was the
frigate Concorde with the pilots de Grasse had requested and letters for
the admiral from his many correspondents in the United States. As long
as he had the biggest fleet in the Americas, Admiral de Grasse would
never be lonely.

Cornwallis’s army was approaching Portsmouth and the first of his
troops were preparing to board transports for New York as the French
men-of-war dropped their hooks in Cap Francois. In New York, Clinton
was furthering his plans for an attack on Rhode Island and Philadelphia
and writing Cornwallis to remind him of the need for a “proper harbor
for line-of-battle ships.” And in London, Germain, having again changed
his opinion, was writing to Clinton expressing his and the king’s “appro-
bation of the plan you have adopted for the prosecuting the war.” Ger-
main assured Clinton that “The purpose of the enemy was long known
here, and Sir George Rodney has been appraised of it and will certainly
not lose sight of Monsieur de Grasse.”

In New York, the armies of Washington and Rochambeau were tak-
ing the field in preparation for Washington’s long-anticipated siege of
New York. And in Cap Francois, de Grasse began plowing through his
stack of correspondence. The letters were filled with news, intelligence,
plans, and entreaties, often contradictory, but one message was consis-
tent: his fleet was needed on the coast of America, desperately and soon.

The Admiral’s Decision

There were letters from Rochambeau, Washington, and the Chevalier
de La Luzerne, the French minister in Philadelphia. De Grasse must
have read them with mixed emotions and more than a little confusion.
For all the harmony between the French and American command, there
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did not seem to be a lot of agreement. What’s more, things were look-
ing rather bleak.

Rochambeau had written on May 28, one week after the Wethersfield
conference and more than two weeks before his receipt of de Grasse’s
letter by the Sagittaire. Distressed as Washington was to learn in mid-June
that Rochambeau was writing to de Grasse to suggest a diversion to the
Chesapeake en route to New York, he would have been furious to learn
that Rochambeau had first made that suggestion in the letter of May 28.
“The enemy is making the most vigorous efforts in Virginia,” he wrote,
and went on to detail Cornwallis’s movements up to that point and how
he “ravages in small armed boats all the rivers of Virginia.”

The count then assessed the state of Washington’s army—*no more
than 8r00 regulars and 000 militia for carrying on the campaign
against New York.” (Gloomy though that assessment was, the actual num-
ber was much lower.) He provided de Grasse with intelligence on the
movement of the British fleet and Washington’s thoughts on what could
be done against New York.

“There are two points at which an offensive may be made against the
enemy,” Rochambeau concluded, “Chesapeake Bay and New York. The
southwesterly winds and the state of distress in Virginia will probably
make you prefer Chesapeake Bay, and it will be there where we think
you may be able to render the greatest service.” Just seven days earlier,
he had agreed with Washington that New York would be the objective.

Five days before Rochambeau wrote those words, Washington, still at
Wethersfield, had written a letter to Luzerne that he hoped the minis-
ter would pass along to de Grasse. After explaining that New York would
be the focus of the coming campaign, he had reiterated all the objec-
tions raised at Wethersfield against making an attack on Cornwallis. “For
this I have a stronger plea when I assure you,” he wrote, “that General
Rochambeau’s opinion and wishes concur with mine and that it is at his
instance principally I make you this address.”

Latter-day access to Rochambeau’s complete correspondence makes
clear that the French general played a double game. Even while agree-
ing with Washington at Wethersfield that New York should be their
focus, he intended to engineer events toward the Chesapeake. The
comte felt compelled to follow Washington, but not blindly, and he
would sacrifice French lives for the American cause, but not foolishly. If
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Washington’s army fell apart, Rochambeau’s orders were to preserve his
own force and move it to the West Indies.

Whatever one thinks of Rochambeau’s duplicity toward his ally, it is
clear through the crystal lens of hindsight that his strategic understand-
ing was sound. British resources were concentrating in the Chesapeake.
Cornwallis was vulnerable from land and sea in ways that Clinton, given
the difficult bar at Sandy Hook and the massive defenses built up in New
York over nearly five years, was not. Cornwallis’s army was no longer the
insignificant sixteen-hundred-man force with which he had marched
into Virginia. The juncture with Major General William Phillips and
Brigadier General Benedict Arnold’s men and the reinforcements sent
from Clinton under General Alexander Leslie had given Cornwallis
around seven thousand troops, only three thousand less than Clinton
retained in New York. The loss of that army would be a significant blow
to the British.

The idea of attacking Cornwallis was not without flaws, starting with
the possibility that his army would not even be there when de Grasse
arrived. The Marquis de Lafayette seemed certain that Cornwallis was
abandoning the Chesapeake and had communicated as much to Wash-
ington. Nor could Lafayette hold Cornwallis at Yorktown until the fleet
arrived. His army was so outnumbered and outclassed that Cornwallis
could brush him aside and head back to the Carolinas anytime he chose.
But those possibilities notwithstanding, Rochambeau felt that the Chesa-
peake was the best place to strike, and he was not reticent about per-
suading de Grasse to his way of thinking.

On June 6, still one week prior to receiving de Grasse’s letter from
the Sagittaire, Rochambeau wrote the admiral again with a new wrinkle.
The French army had money enough to last only through August 2o.
More was coming on the convoy announced by Rochambeau’s son, but
even that would extend the army’s solvency only another two months.
Rochambeau asked de Grasse to use “the influence of his credit” to bor-
row “up to the amount of 1,200,000 livres in specie.”

The letters de Grasse read on July 16 had been written over the course
of months as events in America unfolded, but the effect of reading one
right after another must have thrown the issues into dramatic relief for
the admiral. Luzerne had also written, and he, too, emphasized that the
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Chesapeake was their most promising theater for successful operations.
The last letter from Rochambeau was the bleakest yet:

I'must not conceal from you, Monsieur, that the Americans are at the end
of their resources, that Washington will not have half of the troops he
reckoned to have, and that I believe, though he is silent on that, that at
present he does not have 6000 men; that M. de La Fayette does not have
1000 regulars with militia to defend Virginia.

Rochambeau urged de Grasse to bring as many troops with him as he
could: “4000 or 5000 men will not be too many.”

Before sending that letter, Rochambeau had read Washington’s let-
ter to de Grasse, in which Washington made clear that their target was
New York. “I yield, as is fitting, my opinion to his,” Rochambeau wrote,
though certainly that weak concurrence would not undo all his forgo-
ing arguments in favor of the Chesapeake.

De Grasse considered his options while the fleet resupplied itself and
mended the various wounds inflicted by battle and the sea. On the
morning of July 23, his entire squadron was threatened by an unfortu-
nate accident aboard the 74-gun Intrepide. All French naval vessels on
the American station served either brandy or taffia, a drink like brandy
but stronger, for breakfast. (Wine was served with midday dinner and
with supper.) That morning, the clerk of the Intrepide went below to draw
taffia for the crew. When only a trickle came out of the barrel, he held
his candle closer to the tap to see what was wrong. The flame jumped
over to the liquor, and the cask burst into flames.

At 7:30 A.M., “the Intrepide made a signal of distress,” wrote an officer
of the fleet, “but no one could imagine what the matter was.” No flames
or smoke could be seen, but down below the men were frantically fight-
ing the fire. At first, the clerk had tried to put it out himself; by the time
he called for help, it was too late.

To prevent the fire from spreading through the fleet, the officers of
the Intrepide ordered the anchor cable cut. The big ship drifted ashore
and ran up on the mud, clear of the other vessels. On board, the fran-
tic crew began to throw barrels of gunpowder over the side for fear of
the explosion that would otherwise be inevitable when the fire reached
the magazine. The cannons had been left loaded, as was likely the prac-
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tice, and now “The gun carriages were broken so as to point the can-
nons up.” In that way, when the powder cooked off and the guns fired,
the shot would, with luck, fly harmlessly skyward.

As the men of the seventy-four flung everything they could reach over
the side, the boats of the other men-of-war and the merchant ships in
the harbor swarmed around, fishing things out of the water or towing
them away. With no flames showing outside the hull, there seemed lit-
tle danger, but down below the fire was spreading fast. Finally, someone
shouted “Sauve qui peut!” (liberally translated, “Run for your lives!”),
and the hundreds of men on the ship dropped what they were doing
and fled to the boats.

Black, thick smoke roiled up from below, blotting out the sun, and
flames poured out of the open gunports. One by one, the guns went off,
until “the roadstead, the town, and the shore, received her whole broad-
side.” Moments later, the fire reached the remaining powder, and the
man-of-war’s stern blew apart, blasting splinters in every direction,
“wounding many and killing some.” Just over four hours after the clerk
had gone for the breakfast taffia, the massive ship of the line was gone.

Incredibly, two days later, word arrived that the 40-gun frigate Incon-
stante, sailing off the coast, had caught fire in exactly the same way. With-
out the aid of a nearby fleet, the disaster had been much worse. More
than two hundred men had been killed.

These accidents were unwanted distractions for de Grasse, who con-
tinued to wrestle with his options. By the end of the month, he had made
his decision. On July 28, he sent a letter back aboard the Concorde to
Rochambeau saying he would embark troops on board “25 or 26 ships
of war which will leave this place on August g and reach as soon as pos-
sible Chesapeake Bay, the place which seems to me to have been indi-
cated by Rochambeau, Washington, Luzerne, and Barras as the surest
to operate best as you propose.”

De Grasse had more than Rochambeau’s request to consider. The
admiral was under orders to support France’s other ally, Spain, with their
operations in the region. Thus, the senior Spanish military commander
in the Americas, Bernardo de Gdlvez, essentially held veto power over
de Grasse’s decision to go to America. Gdlvez was planning an attack on
Florida but did not intend to launch it until the winter, so he was will-
ing to let de Grasse do as he wished at least until the end of October.
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About thirty-four hundred French troops under the command of the
Marquis de Saint-Simon had been lent to Galvez, and Galvez now lent
them to de Grasse on the condition that they be back by November.
These were not the five or six thousand that Rochambeau and Washing-
ton had hoped for, but they were a significant force.

Galvez sent his aide Francisco de Saavedra to Cap Francois to coor-
dinate plans with de Grasse, and the two men laid out a strategy for
mutual cooperation over the next nine months. The ideas agreed upon
at this conference would have profound effects on the outcome of the
American Revolution. A decision was made not to divide de Grasse’s
forces, but rather to fall with a full hammer blow on one target after
another. Thus, the entire French fleet, not just a portion of it, would be
sailing for the Chesapeake.

This was the one thing the British did not expect. The convoy of mer-
chant ships bound back to France with the year’s trade from the West
Indies had sailed with de Grasse to Cap Francois and remained under
his protection. British observers assumed that part of de Grasse’s fleet
would be held back to escort those ships to Europe and that another
part would be retained in the West Indies. Thus, when Rodney sent a
warning to Arbuthnot on August 13, he wrote, “The French fleet under
Monsieur de Grasse, when they left the Grenades to collect their con-
voy, consisted of 26 sail of the line and two large ships armed en-fllite;
and I imagine, at least 12 of those ships . . . will be in America.” Had de
Grasse taken only a dozen ships to America, as Rodney guessed, Graves’s
fleet would have been nearly equal in strength to the French and, thanks
to copper bottoms, superior in speed and maneuverability.

Instead, de Grasse left only one 64-gun ship of the line to escort the
convoy, which arrived safely in France months later. He left none of his
fleet in the West Indies, where it was agreed “that a Spanish squadron
should protect the coasts and commerce.” Even without the addition of
Barras’s squadron, that decision would give de Grasse overwhelming
strength off the American coast.

The admiral’s last concern was the money Rochambeau had asked
that he secure for maintaining the army. He approached local French
merchants, who agreed to make a loan on two conditions. One was that
de Grasse detach more men-of-war to escort the convoy to Europe, and
the other was for collateral to secure the loan. De Grasse refused the
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first request, as he did not want to weaken the force he would send to
America, but he pledged his plantation on the island for collateral, as
did the captain of the Bourgogne. The merchants accepted this counterof-
fer, probably hoping that the money would not be repaid, for the plan-
tations were worth considerably more. But they were unable to raise the
cash, so de Grasse appealed instead to a Spanish official in Cap Francois.
The official wrote the Spanish governor in Havana, who was able to raise
the sum in the course of a day through public and private funds. The
women of Havana reportedly offered their diamonds for the cause. The
frigate Aigrette was sent to collect the money.

On August 5, the order passed through the fleet to unmoor—that is,
to come to a single anchor and prepare to get underway. Then, at
4:00 A.M. on August 6, the order came to loosen sail. One by one, the
ponderous ships, twenty-six in all, hauled their anchors dripping from
the warm Caribbean water and gathered way, working slowly out of the
narrow channel through which they had entered the harbor almost
three weeks before.

De Grasse did not head directly for America but instead sailed toward
Cuba to collect Aigrette and her valuable cargo. The fleet picked its way
through the Old Channel between Cuba and the Bahamas, what one
officer called “the famous dreaded channel, where no French fleet had
ever passed.” That route would get them to the environs of Havana more
quickly than the more easily navigated but longer route through the
Yucatan Channel, and the diversion toward Cuba would help disguise
their destination from the British. The fleet spent anxious days in the
tricky passage, challenged by reefs and shifty winds.

Many of the French sailors hoped for shore leave in Havana, “the rich-
est and strongest place in America,” but that was not to be. On August
18, g miles off the coast of Cuba, the fleet hove to and the pilots who
had guided them through the Old Channel were sent ashore. Two ships
of the line that had not sailed with them from Cap Francois now joined
them, raising the French strength to twenty-eight of the line. With
Aigrette in company, they turned north toward the twin capes of the
Chesapeake.



CHAPTER 21 An Operation to the Southward

THROUGH THE FIRST few weeks of July, the French and American troops
remained in camp at Dobbs Ferry, north of New York, doing little more
than get accustomed to one another. Admiral Graves sent frigates up
the Hudson River past the encampment and as far as Tarrytown, caus-
ing consternation but resulting in nothing more than a long-range
exchange of gunfire and the capture by the British of a boatload of
French bread, fifty uniform coats, and some other supplies.

On July 13, George Washington sent a request to the Comte de
Rochambeau for more than two thousand men and artillery for a march
to King’s Bridge, which spanned the Harlem River at the northern tip
of Manhattan Island. At the same time, around two thousand Ameri-
cans, “consisting of the most active and soldierly young men and offi-
cers,” were also made ready to move out. These men, nearly four
thousand in all, were “to cover and secure a reconnoitre of the Enemys
Works on the No. end of York Island.” A driving rain prevented them
from marching on the fourteenth, and it was not until July 21 that they
moved.

Meanwhile, Washington and Rochambeau decided to see what they
were up against. On July 18, the two generals, along with a few of their
senior officers and an escort of 150 dragoons, crossed the Hudson River
to New Jersey, then rode along the western shore of the river observing
Sir Henry Clinton’s defenses across the water. What they saw was not
encouraging.

A few days later, Rochambeau called on Washington “in the name of
Count de Barras, for a definitive plan of the Campaign,” as Washington
recorded in his diary. Ostensibly, the questions posed by Rochambeau
were designed to clarify the plan for the Comte de Barras and “make it
known to the Compe de Grasse on his arrival in these seas.” In actuality,
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however, the questions, which rehashed many of the issues supposedly
settled at the Wethersfield conference, represented another attempt to
persuade Washington to turn his attention to the Chesapeake.

“Let us suppose that the Count de Grasse does not look on it as prac-
ticable to force Sandy Hook,” the first hypothetical read, “and that he
does not bring with him any Land Troops.” Rochambeau reminded
Washington that such a scenario was likely, as “the Seamen look on
Sandy Hook Bar as impossible to force,” and the letters from the min-
istry in France made no mention of de Grasse’s bringing more soldiers.
With no additional troops, the French and American armies together
would not be much larger than the British army defending New York.
Did Washington then think “that it will be possible to undertake with
success something against that place”?

And if not, the questions continued, “could not the operations be
directed against Virginia, M" De Grasse be sent to Chesapeake Bay . . .”?
Still phrasing his suggestions as questions, Rochambeau laid out how
troops could be marched to Head of Elk and transported by water to
Virginia. “Would not we then be in a condition to undertake with suc-
cess on Lord Cornwallis and force him to evacuate Virginia?” (Itis inter-
esting to note that even in this imagined scenario, Rochambeau does
not envision actually capturing Cornwallis’s army.)

Washington admitted in his answer that “It is next to impossible at
this moment, circumstanced as we are, and laboring under uncertain-
ties to fix a definitive plan for the Campaign.” Any plan would have to
depend on the situation at the time of the Comte de Grasse’s arrival. He
did allow that if the admiral could not get his ships over the bar in outer
New York Harbor and did not bring troops, then “we ought to throw a
sufficient garrison into West Point, leave some Continental Troops and
Militia to cover the country contiguous to New York, and transport the
remainder (both French and American) to Virginia.”

He could hardly have answered otherwise, given how Rochambeau
had posed the questions, but he nevertheless concluded that in the right
circumstances, “New York and its dependencies should be our primary
object.” Again, he urged Barras to go to the Chesapeake to prevent Corn-
wallis from reinforcing Clinton.

Though still focused on New York, Washington began thinking more
about Virginia. The reconnaissance of New York may have made it
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clearer to him that taking the city would be a formidable task, one that
was perhaps beyond the means at his disposal. The day after receiving
Rochambeau’s questions, he wrote a letter to de Grasse that was to be
delivered to the admiral upon his arrival on the American coast. After
outlining the strengths and locations of American, French, and British
forces, he warned de Grasse that “The American [army] is at this time
but small, but expected to be considerably augmented. In this however we
may be disappointed.” Using the same language he had used with
Rochambeau, he reiterated that New York was the primary object.

Toward the end of the letter, however, he wrote that “The second
object, in case we should find our force and means incompetent to the
first, is the relief of Virginia.” The extent to which he was starting to lean
in that direction was clear from his revelation to de Grasse that “prepa-
rations are making to facilitate such a movement.” To that end, Wash-
ington had ordered the Marquis de Lafayette to establish magazines in
Virginia, to increase the number of his mounted troops as much as pos-
sible, and to establish a safe and reliable express between his headquar-
ters and New York. “But of this I hope there will be no occasion . . . )"
Washington concluded.

A little more than a week later, Washington wrote to Lafayette
addressing the young Frenchman’s desire to return to New York. Wash-
ington seemed to take for granted that Cornwallis would be sending
troops to Clinton or perhaps already had. Lafayette, Washington wrote,
would likely be happy that he was in Virginia, “especially when I tell you,
that, from the change of circumstances with which the removal of part
of the Enemy’s force from Virginia to New York will be attended, it is
more than probable that we shall also intirely change our plan of oper-
ations.” He hinted at the likelihood of a superior French fleet arriving
on the coast but did not dare write anything too specific, given how
many of his letters seemed to end up on Clinton’s desk. He told
Lafayette that he wished he could send “a confidential person to you to
explain at large what I have so distantly hinted . . . ” but he did not know
anyone apart from his own staff whom he trusted enough to send, and
his staff were too busy to go.

On July 21, the four-thousand-man reconnaissance force moved down
to Morrisania at the southern end of what is today the Bronx, where the
Harlem River meets Long Island Sound, but the British had abandoned
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their posts there and retreated into New York. The American and
French troops marched back toward King’s Bridge, where they
remained until the twenty-third, then returned to Dobbs Ferry, having
accomplished nothing.

The British in New York were aware of their enemy’s movements but
did not feel particularly threatened. Before the French and Americans
fell back from King’s Bridge, Clinton rode out to the north end of Man-
hattan Island to observe their lines. He ordered a few cannon fired at
the allied troops to flush them out, which “enabled him to form a good
judgment of their numbers.” His observations caused him little concern.
After observing the French and Americans for a few hours and from
several vantage points, “he returned to his house at the 4 mile stone to
Dinner.”

During the few skirmishes that the French and Americans fought with
the British during this reconnaissance, the French troops got a better
sense for what the Continental Line was made of. Baron Ludwig von
Closen wrote in his diary, “I admire the American troops tremendously!
It is incredible that soldiers composed of men of every age, even chil-
dren of fifteen, of white and blacks, almost naked, unpaid and rather
poorly fed, can march so well and withstand fire so steadfastly.” The
American army may have been more ragtag than ever, but years of cam-
paigning had given them a steady professionalism that even a European
soldier could respect. The Baron de Steuben, who was then in Char-
lottesville sick with exhaustion, deserved a good measure of credit for
that transformation.

The allied troops remained in their camp north of Manhattan Island
as preparations continued for a move against New York. More than two
hundred boats had been built, repaired, or collected. Heavy ordnance
and stores had been moved into position. All Washington lacked was suf-
ficient men.

Immediately after the Wethersfield conference, the commander-in-
chief had sent letters to the northern states asking that they enroll men
in the army and forward them to camp. But after six years of fighting,
war-weariness and apathy made recruiting nearly impossible even when
the states tried hard, which they often did not. Of the sixty-two hundred
men Washington had “pointedly and continually called for . . .,)” only
176 had arrived from Connecticut and 8o from New York. To make mat-
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ters worse, Clinton received a reinforcement of nearly three thousand
German recruits around this time.

With so inadequate a force, Washington wrote in his diary, “I could
scarce see a ground upon wch. to continue my preparations against New
York . . . and therefore I turned my views more seriously (than I had
before done) to an operation to the Southward.” He began to inquire
after the availability of transports to shift men and supplies to Virginia,
and he ordered artillery chief Henry Knox to start thinking about how
heavy guns might be moved south.

Washington was slowly turning his sights to a campaign in the Chesa-
peake, unaware that the decision had already been made for him. Then,
on August 14, he received a letter from Barras in Newport that changed
everything. Six days earlier, Barras reported, the well-traveled Concorde
had arrived at Newport with the letter de Grasse had written at Cap
Francois detailing his intended operations in the Chesapeake and his
desire “to have every thing in the most perfect readiness to commence
our operations in the moment of his arrival.”

Itis hard to imagine what Washington thought as he read Barras’s let-
ter. He understood immediately that he must give up, at least for the
foreseeable future, his idea of moving against New York, a plan that had
been central to his thinking for nearly three years. Fortunately, his
thoughts had already been turning toward Virginia. He certainly appre-
ciated how significant a blow to the British a defeat of Cornwallis would
represent. He probably did not think it would end the war, as the taking
of New York would certainly have done. Even Rochambeau, who had
campaigned both overtly and covertly for a campaign in Virginia, was
thinking only of driving Cornwallis from the state.

What’s more, the entire operation hinged on French naval suprem-
acy. For more than three years, Washington had wished for that, and
time and again he had been disappointed. He certainly must have been
buoyed by Barras’s report that de Grasse would be coming “with between
25 and 29 Sail of the line and g200 land Troops . . . ,” but, at the same
time, he likely harbored a healthy skepticism toward French projections
and promises.

The scenario taking shape in the Chesapeake would be nearly iden-
tical—though on a larger scale—to that which had played out earlier in
the year when Washington had hoped to trap Arnold in Virginia.



256 GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GREAT GAMBLE

Arnold’s force had had its back to the water, pinned in place by a
swelling American army, with control of the sea the deciding factor. The
French navy had let him down on that occasion, just as they had every
time before that.

All these considerations must have played out in his mind as he con-
sidered shifting his and Rochambeau’s armies, and the entire focus of
the war, to the Chesapeake. But he did not hesitate to make his move.

Yorktown and Gloucester

In Virginia, Lord Cornwallis was still digging in, pushing his men twelve
hours a day through killing heat to complete the works on both sides of
the York River. “[W]e have bestowed our whole labour on the Glouces-
ter Side,” he wrote to Clinton in response to yet another request that
troops be sent to New York, “but I do not think the Works there, (after
great fatigue to the Troops) are at present or will be for some time to
come, safe against a Coup de Main with less than one thousand men.”

While Gloucester Point was being fortified, engineers began to lay
out the defenses in Yorktown. Portsmouth was still being evacuated.
Observing British movements from his headquarters at Malvern Hill and
pondering the reports of spies and deserters, Lafayette had been strug-
gling to comprehend Cornwallis’s plans. Thinking at first that the British
might be making a waterborne push up the York and Pamunkey rivers,
Lafayette moved his troops to Newcastle on the Pamunkey, only to learn
that the British had stopped at Yorktown. The Frenchman wrote to
Anthony Wayne that when a general “is to Guess at Every Possible Whim
of an Army that flies with the Wind and is not within the Reach of Spies
or Reconnoiters He Must forcibly Walk in the dark.”

One thing became clear to Lafayette, however, and that was how vul-
nerable Cornwallis had made himself. In a very timely letter to Washing-
ton, he wrote, “Should a french fleet Now Come in Hampton Road the
British army would, I think, Be ours.”

By the second week in August, it was clear that Cornwallis was going
no farther than Yorktown. Lafayette had earlier apologized to Washing-
ton for the fluctuating intelligence he was sending north. By way of
explanation, he wrote, “I am positive the British Councils Have also
Been fluctuating.”
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Now he was able to report that “Lord Cornwallis is Entrenching at
York and Gloucester. The Sooner we Disturb Him the Better.” Lafayette
had received Washington’s cryptic letter hinting at the possibility of mov-
ing operations to Virginia. The Frenchman assured Washington that he
understood and begged for more details.

Lafayette also reported that Cornwallis’s army was sickly, which was the
case. Lieutenant Colonel John Simcoe and his men were so sick that Sim-
coe wrote to Clinton asking that the Queen’s Rangers be returned to New
York, as a sea voyage might be the only thing that would get them well.

By August 22, Cornwallis reported that the defenses at Gloucester
were well along and that Portsmouth had been completely evacuated.
The work at Yorktown, however, was only just beginning, and in that cli-
mate “all the labour that the troops here will be capable of, without ruin-
ing their health, will be required at least for six weeks to put the
intended works at this place in a tolerable state of defense.” Cornwallis
warned Clinton that he had only five heavy cannon and six hundred
stand of spare arms. What’s more, provisions were being consumed at
an alarming rate by the troops, by a number of Loyalists who had sought
refuge in the British camp, and by the many freed and escaped slaves
he had hired on for the work.

By this time, Clinton had plenty of evidence that Washington might
be heading south. The American and French troops had marched 18
miles north from Dobbs Ferry, crossed the Hudson at King’s Ferry to the
town of Stony Point, and then marched 40 miles south to camp near
Chatham, New Jersey, 7 miles southeast of Morristown. Clinton wrote to
Cornwallis warning him that Washington might be planning to “suspend
his offensive operations against this post and to take a defensive station
at the old post of Morristown, from whence he may detach to the south-
ward.” Having just received his reinforcement of German troops, Clin-
ton requested that Cornwallis “keep with you all the troops you have
there.” He was even willing to send Cornwallis “such recruits, convales-
cents, etc. . . . which are all that I can at present spare.”

Washington was now fully committed to the Chesapeake, but Clinton
was not yet certain of that. He warned that the movement might be a
feint and that Washington might move north again, which he “certainly
will do if de Grasse arrives.” Should de Grasse not show up in New York,
Clinton offered to send more troops to reinforce Cornwallis. Not once
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in the letter, however, did he raise the possibility of de Grasse going to
the Chesapeake.

By the third week in August, Lafayette had moved downriver from
Newcastle to the fork where the Pamunkey and Mattaponi join to form
the York, about 27 miles above Yorktown. It was then that he received a
letter from Washington informing him that his previously moribund
campaign was about to become the chief theater of action for the war.
“Count de Grasse . ..,” Washington wrote, “was to leave St. Domingo the
gd. of this month with a Fleet of between 25 and 29 sail of the line, and
a considerable Body of Land forces. His destination is immediately for
the Chesapeak.”

Washington instructed the Frenchman to position his troops to pre-
vent Cornwallis from slipping away into the Carolinas. If Wayne’s troops,
who were preparing to march south and join Nathanael Greene, had
not yet left (they had not) or had not gone too far, he was to stop them.
Lafayette was not to call out a large body of militia for fear of raising
Cornwallis’s suspicions. Like any good hunter, Washington did not want
to spook his prey.

Lafayette was just weeks shy of his twenty-fourth birthday when the
responsibility for overseeing the most crucial part of the war was tem-
porarily dumped in his lap. It would be a tricky job to hem in Cornwal-
lis, whom he had come to respect and fear, without letting on what he
was doing. He likely did not fully appreciate that Clinton’s orders, more
than any threat from his motley army, were responsible for Cornwallis
having stayed put thus far.

On reading Washington’s letter, Lafayette flew into action. He senta
letter to Governor Nelson requesting a call-up of six hundred militia,
enough to help but not enough to alert the British. He called for all
boats on the Roanoke to be destroyed so as to hinder any possible move-
ment of the British army southward into North Carolina. He ordered
Wayne to prepare to cross the James River at Westover, and he moved
his own troops south toward Jamestown and James Island, which he
thought might make a good spot to join the Pennsylvanians.

This, Lafayette understood, could well be the first scene of the final
act of the six-year-old War for Independence. The young Frenchman
could not end his letter to his beloved Washington on a businesslike
note. “Adieu, My dear General,” he wrote. “I Heartly thank You for Hav-
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ing ordered me to Remain in Virginia and to Your goodness to me I am
owing the Most Beautifull prospect that I May Ever Behold.”

After all the blood and suffering, after all the years in which it seemed
impossible that the Americans could even hold an army together, much
less defeat a powerful, well-trained, well-equipped enemy—and worse,
an enemy with an overwhelming command of the sea—now, finally, all
the stars were aligning, all the elements coalescing to make a final victory
possible. It had not happened through any grand plan, any coordinated
effort. Many factors, each operating independently of the others, had
conspired to let things fall into place. If one wished to see the hand of
Divine Providence in such a circumstance, a good case could be made.
Provided, that is, the French fleet could take control of the seas.

As August drew to an end, all of Cornwallis’s forces were in Yorktown
and Gloucester. Lafayette’s troops were leveling the defenses at
Portsmouth that General Leslie, Brigadier General Arnold, and Major
General Phillips had put such effort into constructing. The thirty ships
of Cornwallis’s squadron, mostly transports but also the 44-gun Charon
and two frigates, were crowded together in the York River.

The defenses at Yorktown were laid out, but construction was just
beginning by August g1, starting with a fort and battery that would com-
mand the river and give Clinton his protected anchorage. That morn-
ing, Cornwallis awoke to a sight that could not have pleased him. A
French ship of the line and two frigates lay at anchor at the mouth of
the York River, and with them was the armed vessel Loyalist, once part of
Cornwallis’s squadron but now a prize.

Cornwallis sent a lieutenant from the Charon with a squad of dragoons
down to Old Point Comfort to see what was going on. Upon his return,
the lieutenant reported to Cornwallis, and Cornwallis in turn wrote a
terse note to Clinton: “[T]here are between go and 40 Sail within the
Capes, mostly Ships of War, & some of them very large.”

The Comte de Grasse had arrived.

“I immediately determined to proceed”

More than a month earlier, when de Grasse’s fleet was coming to anchor
at Cap Francois, Admiral George Brydges Rodney had still been in com-
mand of the British fleet in the West Indies. It was clear to Rodney that
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naval operations would be shifting to the coast of North America, but
he was unsure whether he himself could be part of it. His health, which
had never been great, had suffered considerably in the tropical climate.
For some time, he vacillated between going to New York with the bulk
of his fleet or returning to London.

Rear-Admiral Samuel Hood, who would take over if Rodney left, was
driven to distraction by his superior’s indecision. Hood had long been
writing nasty letters about Rodney behind his commander’s back. Now
he wrote to George Jackson, Second Secretary of the Admiralty, “It is
quite impossible from the unsteadiness of the Commander-in-Chief to
know what he means three days together.”

There was probably more on Rodney’s mind than just his health.
After months of sparring with de Grasse, he had nothing to show for it.
Tobago had been lost, and he was already hearing repercussions about
his actions at St. Eustatius. Some of the British merchants whose goods
he had confiscated and sold as prizes of war had been engaged in prac-
tices that were unethical but not actually illegal, and now they wanted
compensation for their losses. It would only get worse.

Against that backdrop, Rodney dearly would have liked to chalk up
a major victory before sailing home, but in the end his poor health won
out. On August 1, he sailed for England, leaving Sir Samuel Hood in
command in the West Indies.

Hood was unsure where de Grasse was or what his next move would
be, so he did not know with any certainty what he himself should do. On
August g, while still in the West Indies, he “spoke with an armed brig
from New York with dispatches from Sir Henry Clinton and Rear-
Admiral Graves addressed to Sir G. Rodney.” Since Hood had sup-
planted Rodney, he took it upon himself to read the correspondence.
Clinton’s letter to Rodney was the one in which he asked the admiral to
come in person to New York and enclosed intelligence suggesting that
de Grasse was on his way.

The information from New York convinced Hood that de Grasse was,
indeed, heading that way. After the armed brig had taken fresh water
on board, he sent her back with word to Clinton that he would sail
immediately for the coast of America. He would follow Rodney’s origi-
nal plan of going first to Cape Henry to see if the French were in the
Chesapeake. “From thence I shall proceed to the Capes of Delaware;
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and not seeing, or hearing anything of De Grasse, or any detachment of
ships he might have sent upon this coast, shall then make the best of my
way off Sandy Hook.”

Hood took on board the 49" Regiment, whom he would deliver to
Clinton, and, at first light on August 10, his heavy first- and second-rate
ships of the line won their anchors, let fall their massive topsails, and
stood out to sea with the steady easterly trade wind off their quarters.
He had hoped to link up with four other ships of the line under the com-
mand of another of the admirals on the West Indies station, Rear-
Admiral Francis Drake, a descendant, though indirectly, of the famous
sixteenth-century circumnavigator. Drake had not returned from a
scouting mission to Fort Royal, so Hood proceeded without the addi-
tional ships, but as his squadron was standing out to sea, Drake appeared
and joined them. Hood’s fleet—fourteen ships of the line, four frigates,
one sloop, and a fireship—shaped a course for America.

Hood was off Cape Henry on August 25, with de Grasse six days
behind and making for the same spot. Seeing no French squadron
inside the bay, Hood headed north, his fleet lifted along by the prevail-
ing southwesterly winds of the temperate-latitude summer. He found the
Delaware Bay equally free of French ships, and on August 28, his
squadron rounded up and dropped anchor on the seaward side of
Sandy Hook. Hood, “foreseeing great delay and inconvenience might
arise from going within the Hook,” did not attempt to cross the bar. Get-
ting in and out of New York Harbor was a tricky business for deep ships
of the line, requiring the right combination of wind and tide. This, he
knew, was not a time to get trapped in harbor.

Neither Admiral Graves nor General Clinton was in the city, Clinton
having traveled to Long Island to discuss with Graves the plans they had
been laying for an offensive against Newport. With most of Rocham-
beau’s army gone from that town, and only a handful of French regu-
lars and American militia protecting Newport Harbor, Barras’s squadron
made a tempting target, and they were considering how they might
exploit it. For all of Clinton’s former fears for the safety of New York, he
did not seem overly worried now that the campaign by the combined
French and American armies was underway. “[TThe enemy’s menaces
of attacking New York had not induced any very great apprehensions
for my posts in that district,” he later wrote.
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Hood had his boat swayed over the side, went ashore, and located the
two senior officers. Graves felt that Hood should move his ships into the
harbor, but Hood, though junior to Graves, demurred. Instead, the
aggressive Hood “humbly submitted the necessity which struck me very
forcibly, of such of Rear Admiral Graves’s squadron as were ready com-
ing without the Bar immediately.” Upon hearing Hood’s report from the
West Indies, Graves realized that he might indeed have to get to sea
quickly, so he ordered his ships to join Hood’s on the seaward side. As
it happened, light winds held Graves’s ships in the harbor for four days,
a God-given I told you so for Hood.

As Clinton, Graves, and Hood continued their conference on Long
Island, they received startling news—Barras had sailed with his entire
squadron three days before. It is unclear why that news took three days
to travel from Newport to New York, but that, coupled with Hood’s warn-
ing that de Grasse was underway, spurred Graves to action. “I immedi-
ately determined to proceed with both squadrons in hopes to intercept
one or both if possible,” he reported to Philip Stephens, Secretary of the
Admiralty.

On August 31, the last of Graves’s ships crossed the bar. Hood’s
squadron, which had arrived from the Caribbean only three days before,
heaved up their anchors, catted and fished them, and set sail to a mod-
erate breeze from the west northwest. The go-gun Barfleur, flagship of
Sir Samuel Hood, made a salute to Graves’s flagship, the 98-gun Lon-
don, which returned the salute with thirteen guns. Their course, as
recorded in the Londorn’s log, was simply “South.”

Rodney had sent two more ships of the line, the Torbay and Prince
William, to Jamaica to escort a convoy, with positive orders to join Graves
after their mission was completed. The commanding officer there, how-
ever, chose to keep the ships with him, and they did not arrive at New
York until October 11. Even without those vessels, however, Graves was
likely feeling confident as he made his way south. Barras had eight sail
of the line, and Graves’s fleet now consisted of a formidable nineteen,
including the two three-deck flagships of ninety or more guns. What
strength de Grasse might bring to bear Graves could not know, but he
did not imagine it would be overwhelming.

The admiral had no idea what he was sailing into.



CHAPTER 22 The Arrival of de Grasse

THE FRENCH FLEET took twelve days to make the thousand-mile passage
from Cuba to the Virginia capes. Their average speed of about 8o miles
per day was pitiful given the northward lift of the Gulf Stream and the
favorable prevailing winds. The Comte de Grasse claimed to have been
“hindered by calms as much as one could be . . . ,” but many of the
French ships were not coppered, and the fleet could only sail as fast as
the slowest vessel, which was slow indeed.

Despite their glacial progress, they managed to scoop up a number
of British vessels along the way. This helped keep the fleet’s approach a
secret from Cornwallis, as those ships might otherwise have alerted the
British in Virginia. On board one of the captured vessels was the ailing
and terribly unlucky Francis, Lord Rawdon, who was on his way home
to England to convalesce. The young nobleman, just twenty-six years old,
had distinguished himself in the Battle of Bunker Hill at age twenty, had
served as Sir Henry Clinton’s aide-de-camp (before becoming one of
many young British officers to fall out with Clinton), had seen action at
the Battle of Monmouth, and had shown himself a brilliant tactician in
his victory over Nathanael Greene’s larger army at the Battle of
Hobkirk’s Hill just the previous April. Now he would have the chance
to witness even more history unfold. Over the next month and a half,
from the deck of a French man-of-war, he would see the English
defeated by land and sea.

By August 29, the day after Rear-Admiral Samuel Hood’s squadron
anchored outside Sandy Hook, de Grasse’s fleet was approaching the
Virginia capes in light and variable winds, with men in the chains heav-
ing the leads as they came into soundings. Tallow smeared on the bases
of the leads picked up samples from the sea bottom, from which an
experienced pilot could tell a great deal. “Lead showed fourteen fath-
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oms,” recorded the log of the Citoyon, “sand grey-yellow and fine, with
pieces of shell.”

The wind was dropping and the sunlight fading, and the pilots on
board the deep-keeled men-of-war suggested that the fleet come to
anchor. Thick hawsers rumbled out of hawsepipes as the massive best
bower anchors of the ships of the line dropped into the “grey-yellow”
sand of the seabed and the fleet came to rest with Cape Henry 6 leagues,
or 18 miles, to the west.

A frigate was dispatched through the fleet with orders from de Grasse
for the ships to be ready to weigh anchor at four o’clock the following
morning. In the predawn hour, the hawsers were heaved aboard again,
anchors were catted, and the fleet got underway for the final run
between Cape Henry and Cape Charles and into the Chesapeake Bay.

The wind began to pick up, blowing brisk and fair out of the east
southeast as the French ships stood into the Chesapeake and prepared
to anchor in Lynnhaven Bay, tucked inside Cape Henry about 25 miles
southeast of the York River mouth. De Grasse had divided his fleet into
three squadrons, and now he ordered them to anchor in columns by
squadron, with “the squadron commanders each at the head of their
column.” It was in this array that the startled lieutenant of the Charon,
sent to Old Point Comfort, first saw the overwhelming naval force across
the water.

No sooner had de Grasse’s flagship, Ville de Paris, come to anchor than
an aide-de-camp from the Marquis de Lafayette boarded with a letter to
the admiral outlining the positions of the American and British troops.
Lafayette suggested that de Grasse send ships up the James River to pre-
vent the English from crossing and making their escape into the Caroli-
nas. De Grasse agreed to do so, adding that the ships would also cover
the landing of the Marquis de Saint-Simon and the thirty-four hundred
men under his command. Additionally, de Grasse would send “three or
four vessels up York River to force General Cornwallis to decide whether
to hold the right or the left side of the river.”

De Grasse was eager to move. “For several reasons the combined
troops must then be ready to go into action immediately . .. ,” he wrote
to Lafayette. He was concerned that sending so many men and boats
ashore would leave him in a poor position to fight Admiral Thomas
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Graves if the combined British fleet should arrive. A swift stroke against
the enemy would also prevent Lord Cornwallis from placing further
obstacles in the way of the attackers and give him a healthy fear of his
enemy. But primarily, de Grasse knew he could only stay until the mid-
dle of October; knowing how operations could drag out, he did not want
to risk having to withdraw his troops midsiege.

Lafayette did not think an immediate assault was a good idea. The
allied forces would be outnumbered even after being augmented by
Saint-Simon’s troops, particularly as Cornwallis had stripped the vessels
in his squadron of sailors who were now helping to build the defenses
at Yorktown. The marquis told George Washington that “unless I am
greatly deceived their will be madness in attacking them now with our
force.” He was reasonably confident of beating Cornwallis if he sallied,
but not while he was behind his works.

Before de Grasse could insist further, he received a letter written
jointly by General Washington and the Comte de Rochambeau on
August 17 outlining their plans “to shift the whole of the French Army
and as large a detachment of the American as can be spared, to Chesa-
peak, to meet Your Excellency there.” Thus reassured that the allied
armies were on their way, the admiral was placated for the time being.
He contented himself with deploying Saint-Simon’s troops and waiting
for the second shoe to drop on Cornwallis.

“I am distressed beyond expression”

That second shoe was dropping fast. As in the final act of a Shake-
spearean drama, all the players were assembling on stage. Lafayette and
Cornwallis had been chasing one another around Virginia for months.
De Grasse and Saint-Simon had arrived. Now Washington, Rochambeau,
Graves, and Hood were on their way.

According to his diary, Washington made the decision to move his
army and the entire focus of the war from New York to Virginia on
August 14, the day he received word that de Grasse was bound for the
Chesapeake. He had, however, been contemplating the idea for some
time—perhaps since his July 18 reconnaissance of Clinton’s defenses in
New York—and the arguments for abandoning New York had been crys-
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tallizing in his mind with active prompting from Rochambeau. From his
entry of August 14, itis clear how much thought he had already put into
the relative merits of a northern or southern campaign:

Matters having now come to a crisis and a decisive plan to be determined
on, I was obliged, by the shortness of Count de Grasses’ promised stay on
the Coast, the apparent disinclination of their Naval Officers to force the
harbour of New York and the feeble compliance of the States to my req-
uisitions for Men, hitherto, and little prospect of greater exertions in the
future, to give up all idea of attacking New York; and instead thereof to
remove the French Troops and a detachment for the American Army to
the Head of Elk to be transported to Virginia for the purpose of co-
operating with the force from the West Indies against the Troops in that
State.

He put aside his earlier objections to moving the army south—the
impossibility of transporting troops by sea, the devastation the heat
would wreak on troops on a long march—in light of the very real possi-
bility of trapping Cornwallis’s entire army at Yorktown.

On August 19, just five days after learning that de Grasse intended to
sail to the Chesapeake, and with no certainty that he would actually do
so, Washington watched the American and French troops begin their
epic march for Virginia in a driving rain. Clinton may have had the
upper hand in men, supplies, and naval superiority, but Washington pos-
sessed a decisiveness and a willingness to gamble that the British gen-
eral could not touch, and it would cost Sir Henry the war.

As the French army was transported across the Hudson River at Stony
Point, Washington made his headquarters 10 miles upriver at the house
opposite West Point where Benedict Arnold and Major John André had
plotted Arnold’s treason. The initial troop movement was disguised as
an advance toward Staten Island and the prelude to an attack on New
York. Thirty cumbersome flatboats were mounted on carriages to give
the impression of a pending amphibious assault. The French built ovens
within sight of the city as an indication that their army would not be mov-
ing for a while.

The deception worked to the extent that Clinton was never certain,
right through the end of August, whether Washington and Rochambeau
were staying put or marching for the Chesapeake. Even the French and
American troops had no idea what was in store. After crossing the Hud-
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son and marching south along the river, Sergeant Joseph Plumb Martin
recalled, “We then expected we were to attack New-York in that quarter,
but after staying here a day or two, we again moved off and arrived at
Trenton by rapid marches.” Doctor James Thacher wrote, “Our situation
reminds me of some theatrical exhibition, where the interest and expec-
tations of the spectators are continually increased, and where curiosity
is wrought to the highest point. Our destination has been for some time
[a] matter of perplexing doubt and uncertainty.”

That uncertainty was put to rest for the American and French soldiers
when the army began filing off in three columns south through New Jer-
sey. By the third week in August, all the British posts in New York had
been left behind, and the troops were marching for Philadelphia.
Thacher wrote, “wagons have been prepared to carry the soldiers’ packs,
that they may press forward with greater facility. Our destination can no
longer be a secret. The British Army, under Lord Cornwallis, is unques-
tionably the object of our present expedition.”

By the end of August, Washington and Rochambeau were in Phila-
delphia, having traveled ahead of the armies so that they might see to
the massive logistical arrangements needed to move men, horses,
supplies, and heavy siege artillery by land and sea to Yorktown. The
march south, the part of the plan under Washington’s immediate con-
trol, was proceeding smoothly. But the naval component of the plan,
over which Washington had no control at all, was causing him consider-
able anxiety.

Reports from observers monitoring the waters off New York were
coming in, and they were not what Washington wanted to hear. During
the march south, the commander-in-chief received word that eighteen
large men-of-war, thought to be Admiral Rodney’s fleet, had arrived off
Sandy Hook. Combined with the ships under Graves’s command, that
would make a British fleet of twenty-three ships of the line, a near match
for de Grasse.

Those numbers were exaggerated, of course. Hood had arrived with
fourteen ships of the line, and subsequent expresses reported the num-
bers more accurately. On September 1, an express from New York indi-
cated that the combined fleets of Graves and Hood had disappeared
over the horizon, heading south. Washington guessed, correctly, that
they were hunting for Barras’s squadron, but where the Comte de Bar-
ras was or what he was doing, Washington did not know.
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Barras had been senior to de Grasse prior to the latter’s promotion,
and he did not care to serve under de Grasse now. Nor had de Grasse
insisted that he do so, giving Barras the option of joining him in the
Chesapeake or continuing to operate in the North Atlantic. To the
mutual horror of Washington and Rochambeau, Barras had decided to
carry out an attack on Newfoundland. Both generals wrote to suggest in
no uncertain terms that this was no time to divide the French naval force
on the American coast. Barras had relented grudgingly and, after enu-
merating the reasons that he should not do so, had agreed to sail for the
Chesapeake with the siege artillery the French had stored at Providence
and the troops remaining in Newport.

Now all the fleets—those of Graves, Hood, Barras, and de Grasse—
were at sea, and how it all might play out was anyone’s guess. If the com-
bined British squadrons met Barras alone, they would likely take his
squadron apart. But if Barras and de Grasse met up first and then
encountered the combined British fleet, de Grasse’s already superior
numbers would be overwhelming. Or then again, if the British made it
to the Chesapeake before any of the French ships did, the current effort
to capture Cornwallis might be as great a failure as the earlier effort to
capture Arnold had been.

Any of these scenarios was as likely as any other. There was palpable
anxiety in Washington’s words when he wrote to Lafayette from Phila-
delphia on September 2:

But my dear Marquis, I am distressed beyond expression, to know what
has become of the Count de Grasse, and for fear the English Fleet is occu-
pying the Chesapeake (towards which my last accounts say they were steer-
ing) should frustrate all our flattering prospects in that quarter. I am not
a little solicitous for the Count de Barras, who was to have sailed from
Rhode Island on the 23d Ulto. & from whom I have heard nothing since
that time. Of many contingencies we will hope for the most propitious

events.

There were not many men to whom Washington would have written
such a frank expression of his fears, but Lafayette was one of them.
There was no turning back, and the commander-in-chief made it clear

that, worries notwithstanding, he was letting his chips ride:
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You See, how critically important the present Moment is. For my own part
I am determined still to persist, with unremitting ardor my present Plan,
unless some inevitable & insuperable obstacles are thrown in our way.
Adieu my Dear Marquis! If you get any thing New from any Quarter, send
it, I pray you, on the Spur of Speed; for I am all impatience & anxiety, at the
same time, that I am With sentiments of the warmest affection & personal
regard Your Most Obedt. Servt.

Washington would have been much more at ease, at least for the
moment, if he could have known what was happening on the high seas
and in the Chesapeake. Lafayette had written to him just the day before
to say, “From the Bottom of My Heart I Congratulate You upon the
Arrival of the french fleet.” Lafayette’s letter went on to provide a run-
down of troop deployments around Yorktown and an inventory of wag-
ons, supplies, and all the other issues relevant to the upcoming
campaign. “It Appears Count de Grasse is in a Great Hurry to Return
[to the West Indies],” he warned his commander-in-chief.

De Grasse also wrote to Washington at this time. Washington had
asked the admiral in his letter of August 17 to send small vessels, trans-
ports, and frigates up the bay to Head of Elk so as to carry the combined
armies down to Yorktown, but de Grasse replied that he had few small
vessels, only his ships of the line, which were too big for the purpose,
and four frigates that were needed to blockade the James River. The
British were pretty well bottled up at Yorktown and Gloucester, however,
and the French fleet was anchored inside Cape Henry, ready to meet
any force coming to relieve Cornwallis, “whom I regard as blockaded
until the arrival of Your Excellency.”

The admiral explained to Washington that he had “resolved to attack
York with the Marquis de la Fayette’s troops and those which I brought
in my ships,” but on reading Washington’s letter had decided instead to
await the arrival of the generals and their men. He told Washington that,
if needed, he could supply eighteen hundred men from the fleet as well
as siege guns. These, he warned Washington, would be mounted on gun
carriages designed for shipboard use, not field carriages, “but their bul-
lets create quite as much disturbance as if they were mounted on gun
carriages used on land.” Understanding that Washington would be eager
for word of the fleet’s arrival, de Grasse gave the packet of correspon-
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dence to the captain of a cutter from his fleet with instructions to sail
for Baltimore and see that the letters were delivered as quickly as possi-
ble to the commander-in-chief.

As word of the fleet traveled north, Washington traveled south. By
September 5, the rear of the French army was arriving in Philadelphia,
the American army having marched through that city three days before.
The citizens of the capital, along with the Continental Congress, turned
out to watch and cheer as the 2-mile-long train of tough, ragged Amer-
ican veterans marched past in the great cloud of dust raised by their bat-
tered shoes and bare feet. The people turned out to witness the French
army as well, presenting a very different sight in their immaculate white
uniforms, so elegant that one French aide-de-camp was mistaken for the
general he served.

As the French rear proceeded through the city, Washington rode for
Head of Elk to oversee the embarkation of the artillery on what few ves-
sels his aides had managed to gather. As he passed through the town of
Chester, an express rider hurried up, driving his horse hard. His instruc-
tions from Brigadier General Mordecai Gist in Baltimore had been to
ride day and night to find the general. Now he handed over the packet
of letters from the Chesapeake, within which was the news Washington
wanted more than any other to hear.

“I' have received with infinite satisfaction, My Dear Marquis, the infor-
mation of the Arrival of the Count de Grasse,” Washington wrote to
Lafayette. What he did not know as he read those welcome words was
that 250 miles south, even as he was breaking the seals on the letters, de
Grasse’s fleet was slipping their anchor cables and sheeting home top-
sails. On the long swells of the Atlantic Ocean, with not one American
taking part, the fate of the nation was about to be decided.

Graves and de Grasse

On Saturday, September 1, Admiral Thomas Graves’s squadron left
Sandy Hook astern and headed southward in pursuit of the French; Bar-
ras or de Grasse, they did not know who they might find. The cryptic
entry in the flagship London’s journal records the first day’s sailing: “at
7 Bore away & M[ade] Sail Standing to y Suthward in all 19 Sail of y Line
a fi[f]ty Gun Ship & Some Frigts with a Fier [Fire] Ship. Saw Strang Sails
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in Diferant Points of y Compass which we Chaced. But Did Not Com
up with.”

The fleet enjoyed an easy run down the coast in light to fresh breezes
that veered from northeast to southwest and back again. The weather
began to turn nasty as they approached the Virginia capes in the
predawn hours of September 5, with heavy downpours and lightning
illuminating the fleet in flashes of yellow. The men turned out from ham-
mocks to swarm aloft in the dark and wet. Perched on footropes a hun-
dred or more feet above the rolling deck, they sent down the topgallant
yards and close-reefed the canvas topsails, which could weigh upwards of
a ton when wet. It was, for them, the most unremarkable of jobs.

As the sun came up, the weather began to moderate. Topgallant yards
and sails went up again as reefs were shaken out of topsails. “Mod [erate]
& Clear at 6 AM,” the London’s log reported. The fleet was plowing along
at five or six knots in the fresh breeze, about as well as those heavy, bluff-
bowed vessels could hope to do even with their coppered bottoms. In
the forechannels, seamen stood strapped to the rigging and cast their
conical leads into the ocean ahead, letting the marked lines run out to
measure the depth. The leadsmen found consistent depths between 16
and 24 fathoms, comfortable for the big ships, and a fine white sand
stuck to the tallow.

Their course was southwest, and Cape Henry, forming the southern
boundary of the Chesapeake Bay entrance, lay a few hours’ sailing time
ahead when Graves ordered the signal made for the frigates Richmond
and Solebay to come within hailing distance. Faster and much nimbler
than a lumbering line-of-battle ship, frigates were the scouts, messen-
gers, and mounted cavalry of an eighteenth-century fleet. When the
Richmond and Solebay ranged alongside, Graves ordered them to “Look
Into Chesepeek for y Enmiens Fleet.”

This was familiar territory for Graves. He had sailed that way six
months before looking for a French fleet, but then there had been only
nine ships of the line in the British fleet, not nineteen, and the prize for
which they had contended was Arnold’s small division, not Cornwallis’s
army, the loss of which could influence the course of the war. And in
March, of course, Graves had not been in command.

By nine thirty, the frigates had taken their look into the Chesapeake
and were racing back to the fleet. “[A]bout 10 A.M,” Hood later wrote,
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“one of the look-out frigates made the signal for a fleet, and at eleven
we plainly discovered twenty-four sail of French ships of the line and two
frigates at anchor about Cape Henry.” This was clearly not just Barras’s
squadron. The daunting sight of all those masts arrayed across the
mouth of the Chesapeake told Graves that de Grasse had arrived.
Though he never recorded as much, the admiral likely guessed that he
was seeing the combined fleets of Barras and de Grasse. He would have
been even less sanguine had he known that all those ships were de
Grasse’s squadron alone, and that Barras, whose ships he had passed
after leaving New York without either fleet seeing the other, was still on
his way.

But even if he had known that, it would have made no difference. His
next move had been decided for him. He would have to fight. Signals
were made “to Call In all Cruzers”—that is, for the outlying ships to close
with the fleet—and for the ships to clear for action.

With the command “clear for action,” the otherwise orderly opera-
tion of a man-of-war turned instantly into a frenzy of activity. A ship the
size of London carried a full complement of more than seven hundred
men, and every one of them had a job to do and a place to be during
action. The temporary bulkheads that screened off the officers’ quar-
ters came down so that the gun decks were completely open fore and
aft. Guns were made ready, and netting was rigged over the upper deck
to catch shattered rigging falling from aloft. The ship’s boys, now desig-
nated “powder monkeys,” took up the long leather cylinders with which
they would carry gunpowder cartridges to the guns. Sailors were issued
sidearms to use in (or against) boarding parties, officers took command
of their divisions, and the ships’ captains, swords buckled on, uniforms
in good order, stood on the windward side of their quarterdecks.

Graves’s fleet had been sailing in a haphazard manner, but now it was
time to fall into line of battle, that orderly line of ships that was the stan-
dard arrangement for a sea battle in the eighteenth century, as it had
been for centuries before and would continue to be until the middle of
the nineteenth century when rifled, exploding ordnance made wooden
ships and broadsides obsolete. The log of Hood’s flagship, Barfleur,
records that sometime around eleven o’clock that morning, Graves
made “the Sigl. for the Line ahead at two Cables length asunder”—that
is, the fleet would form one line with two cable lengths, or about 480
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yards, separating the stern of one ship from the end of the jibboom (an
extension of the bowsprit) of the ship behind it. At those intervals,
Graves’s fleet stretched out over four and a half nautical miles.

The British fleet was arranged in three divisions, each led by one of
the three admirals. Hood’s division was in the van, or lead, with the
74-gun Alfred at the head of the line. Following was the sixty-four
Belliqueux, the seventy-four Invincible, and then Hood’s powerful three-
decker, the go-gun Barfleur. Two more seventy-fours completed the first
division.

Admiral Thomas Graves commanded the second division as well as
the fleet as a whole. His flagship was the London, a g8-gun second-rate
and the largest ship in the British fleet. (A first-rate carried 100 to 120
guns.) Preceding London were the sixty-four America, the seventy-four
Resolution, and the seventy-four Bedford, whose masts had been cut away
the previous winter to save her from being driven ashore on Long Island.

The rear division, commanded by Sir Francis Drake, consisted of the
two seventy-fours Terrible and Ajax, followed by Drake’s flagship, the
70-gun Princessa, then the seventy-four Alcide, the sixty-four Intrepid, and
the seventy-four Shrewsbury. In all, Graves had nineteen ships of the line
and seven frigates mounting 1,408 guns and manned by 11,511 men.
This was far more guns and men than Cornwallis had under his com-
mand, but not more than de Grasse.

The French saw the British fleet at about the same time the British
saw the French. The Comte d’Ethy, captain of the 74-gun Citoyon, wrote
in his journal, “The vessels that were moored farther ahead in the Bay
Signaled 25 sails toward the East. The Admiral answered immediately to
that signal. The look-outs on top of the masts counted 24 at 10:15.” Like
Graves, de Grasse had frigates patrolling his fleet’s perimeter, and these,
too, came racing into the bay with signal flags flying. Also like Graves,
the French admiral had initially hoped this newly discovered fleet was
Barras’s squadron but quickly realized it was not.

The British had arrived at an awkward time. The French fleet was still
in the process of disembarking Saint-Simon’s thirty-four hundred men
and artillery and replenishing their water supply. These demanding jobs
required most of the boats of the fleet and around ninety officers and
twelve hundred sailors, all of whom were currently engaged in that work.
Worse, it was not the landsmen or ordinary seamen who had been given
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the job of manning the boats, but the most skilled and experienced
hands.

De Grasse might have stayed where he was. It would have been a tricky
job for Graves to attack the fleet at anchor, working in through the shal-
lows around the mouth of the Chesapeake. But the French admiral had
reason to believe that Barras was on his way, and if Barras stumbled into
Graves’s superior force, he might be annihilated before the anchored
fleet could come to his aid, particularly if the tide or wind was against
them.

These thoughts likely occurred to de Grasse, but he did not record
any sort of debate, internal or otherwise, about his course of action. The
admiral immediately gave the signal for the French fleet to prepare for
battle and to get their men and boats back on board. D’Ethy ordered
his ensign hoisted with a weft (tied in a long bundle), the signal for the
boats to return, but to no avail. The fleet was at anchor in Lynnhaven
Bay, while the boats were as much as go miles away up the James River.
While some were close enough to see the signals and return, many were
not, and many prime seamen would have to be left behind.

Nor was there time for the laborious task of raising the anchors,
which could take an hour or more. “At half past eleven,” wrote one offi-
cer, “orders were given to slip our cables, and leave the buoy.” Rather
than hauling the anchors up, the huge cables were allowed to slip over-
board—or, in some cases, were cut away—with a buoy on the end to
mark them for later retrieval. Admiral Hood noted that the French ships
had “their topsail yards hoisted aloft as a signal for getting under sail.”

Three ships of the line had worked their way up the York River to
keep close tabs on Cornwallis, and de Grasse left them there, reducing
to twenty-four the number of ships he could take into battle. One by
one, the big men-of-war hoisted in their boats, buoyed and slipped their
cables, and slowly gathered way under topsails and staysails. Around
noon, the tide began to ebb, and with that lift and a light wind from the
north northeast, the fleet stood out to sea. De Grasse signaled for the
vessels to clear the bay in no particular order, just as fast as they could.
The Battle of the Capes, perhaps the most significant naval battle in
American history, was underway.



CHAPTER 23 The Battle of the Capes

THE FRENCH FLEET getting underway from Lynnhaven Bay resembled
chaos more than the orderly execution of a naval evolution. The
entrance to the Chesapeake between Cape Henry to the south and Cape
Charles to the north is more than 12 miles across, but the northern half
of the opening is laced with shoals covered by 2 to 4 fathoms at low
water, and eighteenth-century ships of war were liable to run aground
in less than 4 fathoms (24 feet) of water. (HMS Victory, Lord Nelson’s
flagship at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, was built in 1765 and drew 28
feet g inches.) Charts of the time suggest that these waters were even
less navigable two centuries ago than today. Then, as now, Middle
Ground Shoal squatted like a loose stopper in the neck of a bottle just
north of the halfway point between the capes. To further complicate nav-
igation, Horseshoe Shoal extended 12 miles east southeast from the
Hampton shore north of Old Point Comfort, bounding Lynnhaven Bay
to the north and leaving a gap less than 2% miles wide between its east-
ern terminus and Cape Henry, effectively extending the confines of the
James River almost to the Atlantic Ocean. These shoals to the north and
northeast greatly limited the fleet’s maneuvering room, and twenty-four
cumbersome ships of the line needed a lot of room to maneuver.

The wind was light and shifting between northeast and east north-
east, which forced the fleet to tack several times to clear Cape Henry.
Only the ebb tide, running strong and all but sweeping the French fleet
out of the bay, allowed the Comte de Grasse’s ships to put to sea. For all
the hurry and confusion, they were underway in remarkable time. As
one observer wrote, “The maneuver was accomplished with such speed
that, although go officers and 1,200 sailors were absent at the debarka-
tion, nevertheless the fleet was arranged within three quarters of an
hour”

275
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The Comte d’Ethy, captain of the Citoyon, recorded that de Grasse’s
orders called for “the fleet to form into line of battle very quickly, even
if not in their proper post.” The Citoyon was part of the arriére-garde, or
third division. Rather than slip her cable, the sailors managed to get the
secondary anchor, the small bower, up before getting underway. The
seventy-four gathered speed under topsails and staysails, standing east
on a larboard (port) tack.

The Citoyon’s first officer was one of those who had been left behind,
and the acting first officer was on the forecastle getting the cat tackle
rigged to haul up the anchor the rest of the way. The big ship headed
for sea, keeping close to the Cape Henry shore and clear of the other
vessels gathering way but making right for an invisible, barely submerged
sandbar.

Then the frigate Aigrette, which had tacked over to starboard and was
standing north into the bay, passed close ahead of Citoyon’s bow. An offi-
cer on board the frigate shouted a warning to the Citoyon’s first officer
that if the seventy-four did not alter course, she would run aground on
Cape Henry. The first officer raced aft to warn d’Ethy, but the captain
was not so sure and did not care to make a quick and unexpected
change of course amid the crowd of ships. He called over to Aigrette to
confirm and was told, he later recorded, that “her pilot was positive that
if I continued this way, I would be on a sand bar.”

Now fully convinced, d’Ethy gave the command for the men to go to
stations to tack the ship. With little canvas spread and the wind light and
fluky, the heavy Citoyon must have been agonizingly slow to turn from
port to starboard tack. Finally, she settled onto her new course, sailing
away from Cape Henry and ducking behind the stern of the massive Ville
de Paris, de Grasse’s flagship. At last, “being free of all the vessels sailing
out of the bay,” d’Ethy wrote, “I tacked again to port to get out too.”

The hurried departure of the French fleet prevented the ships from
assuming their proper line of battle. Indeed, they were hardly organized
atall. “The fleet formed in very bad order,” one participant wrote, “for,
to tell the truth, there were only four vessels in line, the Pluto, the Bour-
gogne, the Marseillais, and the Diadéme” These four vessels, all seventy-
fours, were pretty much on their own, having cleared the capes much
sooner than the rest. About a mile astern of them and to leeward
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were the seventy-fours Réflécheand Caton. Command of this first division
fell to Admiral Louis Antoine de Bougainville in the 8o-gun Auguste,
which, like most of the fleet, cleared the capes well astern of the four
lead ships.

De Grasse’s 104-gun flagship, the first-rate Ville de Paris, sailed out
between the seventy-fours Destin and Victoire, in the middle of the line,
the proper place for the admiral in command. Just ahead of this cluster
was the 8o-gun Languedoc, carrying Admiral Baron de Monteil. With
Bougainville commanding the avante-garde and de Grasse and Monteil
in the center, or corps de bataille, there was no flag officer in command
of the arriére-garde, so de Grasse signaled Monteil to fall back and take
command there.

The Citoyon was feeling the absence of so many of the ship’s company,
as were all the other vessels in the French fleet. Accounts varied, but
between twelve hundred and eighteen hundred sailors had been left
ashore. “Missing from Citoyon,” d’Ethy wrote, “counting absents, the
dead, the sick, [were] about two hundred men and five officers,” more
than a third of the usual complement. D’Ethy ordered the acting first
officer to see that the great guns were manned, but there were too few
hands to work them all. So he ordered “all the marines as well as the offi-
cers, to replace those missing, but it was still not enough.” Finally, he had
to strip the crews from the smaller upper-deck guns and send most of
the sail handlers below to man the ship’s main batteries. It was an inaus-
picious beginning to what promised to be a major sea fight.

As the French emerged from the Chesapeake, they could see the Eng-
lish fleet about 12 miles to the northeast, a distance the converging fleets
could close in about ninety minutes if the breeze continued light. The
English were upwind, meaning, in the naval parlance of the day, that
they held the weather gauge. Gliding toward the French with the wind
almost directly from astern, the English were blessed with maximum
maneuverability.

The French fleet, in contrast, was close-hauled with their larboard
tacks aboard, meaning that they were sailing as close to the wind as they
could with the wind coming over their left, or larboard, sides. With the
wind wafting in from the northeast, the best the French could manage
was a southeasterly heading. They could not get up to the British, but
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the British could run down on them. The choice of how to attack
belonged to Admiral Graves.

Line of Baitle

Unlike de Grasse, Graves had had ample time to get his ships into for-
mation, and he had them under tight control. One French officer wrote,
“the English were in the best possible order, bowsprit to stern, bearing
down on us, and consequently to our windward.” Another French offi-
cer observed that the British “made an immense number of signals to
each other before engaging us.” From the London’s gaff, mastheads, and
yardarms, Graves flew signal flags calling for the rear division to make
more sail; for the Alfred to lead more to starboard; for the rear division
to make still more sail; for the Centaur to keep her station; for the lead
ships to increase their lead; for the Resolution, America, and Bedford to get
into their stations; and so on. Graves would maintain this stream of sig-
nals until nightfall put an end to it.

Around 12:45 P.M., as the first French vessels were clearing the capes,
Graves decided to tighten his line of battle. The wind began to freshen,
but the weather continued fair. Royal Oak’s journal recorded that “at 40
Minutes past 12 the Admiral md. the Sign! to form the Line of Battle
ahead at one Cables length asunder.” Graves was cutting the distance
between ships from two cable lengths to one, shortening his line from
more than 4/ to a little over 2/ nautical miles.

By deploying haphazardly as he did, de Grasse had presented Graves
with a rare opportunity to destroy his enemy’s fleet piecemeal, pounc-
ing on the lead French ships and crushing them with overwhelming
force before the rest of de Grasse’s fleet could get into the fight, but
Graves failed to exploit the opening. Rear-Admiral Samuel Hood would
later complain to his friend George Jackson, Second Secretary of the
Admiralty, that the French “began to come outin a line of battle ahead,
but by no means regular and connected, which afforded the British fleet
a most glorious opening for making a close attack to manifest advan-
tage, but it was not embraced.”

Other contemporaries joined Hood in condemning the failure, and
historians, too, have found fault with it. Graves’s inclination to maintain
a proper line of battle seems to have outweighed all other considera-
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tions. British admirals of the day operated under a set of fighting instruc-
tions issued by the Admiralty, which treated the line of battle as sacro-
sanct and discouraged individual initiative. It was likely the influence of
these instructions combined with his own conservative outlook on naval
tactics that led Graves to make the choices he did.

At one o’clock, still closing on Cape Henry and the French fleet,
Graves hauled down the signal for line ahead and ran up the signal for
the fleet to form an east-west line while maintaining the cable-length’s
separation between ships. The fleet slowly turned more westerly to sail
roughly parallel with the French fleet, but in the opposite direction. Had
the fleets been able to close with one another on their respective head-
ings, the result would have been a classic line-of-battle evolution, the two
lines passing one another on opposite tacks while exchanging broad-
sides, but they were still too far apart for this.

For forty-five minutes, Graves’s fleet ran west by south (i.e., a little
south of due west) as the admiral hoisted signal after signal and the
French fleet cleared Cape Henry for the open sea. Citoyon, the lead ship
in the last division of the French fleet, cleared Cape Henry at 1:45 with
seven ships following astern of her. Only then could Graves see with cer-
tainty what he was up against. London’s log recorded, “At 2 found the
Enemy’s fleet to consist of 24 Ships of the Line and 2 frigates their Van
bearing So. g miles standing to the Eastward with their Larboard Tacks
on board. in a Line ahead.”

The fine weather began to deteriorate, turning squally, and the ships
shortened sail, taking the first reef in their topsails. By then, it was clear
to Graves that he would not converge with the French line of battle on
that tack. In his report to Secretary of the Admiralty Philip Stephens, he
wrote, “when I found that our van was advanced as far as the shoal of
the middle ground would admit of, I wore the fleet and brought them
upon the same tack with the enemy, and nearly parallel with them.” By
this, Graves meant that he ordered the fleet to turn simultaneously from
a westerly heading to an easterly heading, roughly the same course that
the French were sailing.

All together, like dancers in an eighteenth-century minuet spread
over miles of ocean, each of Graves’s two- and three-decked ships turned
in place, changing from a west-by-south heading to a course that was
south of east and nearly parallel with the French line still slowly form-
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ing to leeward. Now the line of battle was reversed. Whereas before,
Rear-Admiral Hood had commanded in the van, or the lead, and Sir
Francis Drake the rear, now Drake had the van and Hood the rear, with
Graves still maintaining the center. The seventy-four Shrewsbury, which
had been last in line, now led, with the sixty-four Intrepid astern of her
and the seventy-four Alcidenext. Fourth in line was Drake’s flagship, the
Princessa.

Both fleets were now running east by south on a larboard tack, but
the French were still struggling to form their line of battle. More omi-
nously for de Grasse, the lead ships in the French van were “greatly
extended beyond the centre and rear, and might have been attacked
with the whole force of the British fleet.” Graves still had a chance to
exploit the lack of cohesion in the French line by swooping down on the
four lead ships with his entire lead division and likely destroying them
before the rest came up, then taking on each cluster of French vessels
as they closed. Had he done so, at least by Hood’s estimation, “several
of the enemy’s ships must have been inevitably demolished in half an
hour’s action, and there was a full hour and half to have engaged it
before any of the rear could have come up.”

Instead, soon after the English fleet came around to their easterly
heading, Graves ordered his ships to heave to—effectively to stop in
place by turning the sails set from the mainmast in such a way that they
countered the drive of the other sails—“in Order to let the Center of
the Enemy’s Ships come abreast of us.” Incredibly, Graves was giving the
enemy a chance to get organized before attacking them. Sixteen ships
back, fourth from the end of the line, Sir Samuel Hood aboard his flag-
ship Barfleur must have torn his hair out upon hearing his signal officer
relay that order.

Graves might have feared losing control of his line of battle if the fight
devolved into a general melee. His actions seemed to be those of a man
who valued complete control over opportunistic advantage, as indicated
by the constant stream of signals flying from his flagship.

De Grasse was happy to use the time Graves provided to get his line
of battle in order. He signaled for the fleet to make more sail and to
tighten its line, and he ordered “all vessels to follow the movements of
the lead vessels.” But the French admiral, like Hood, could see the dan-
ger his van was standing into, getting so far ahead and to windward of
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the rest of the fleet. Around three o’clock, he ordered them to alter
course to leeward, making their heading more southerly so as to angle
away from the British line. This would give the rest of the fleet a greater
opportunity to catch up, “in order that the entire fleet with combined
power might be able to produce so much stronger fire.”

The afternoon was wearing on, the hours of daylight dwindling, and
still the guns of the two fleets were silent. The British fleet remained par-
tially hove to, their speed checked to allow the French line to draw more
nearly abreast. “So soon as I judged that our van would be able to oper-
ate,” Graves wrote, “I made the signal [for the van] to bear away and
approach, and soon after to engage the Enemy close.” It was time for
the maneuvering to end and the fighting to begin.

“['T]he action was begun at 4 o’clock”

Graves’s flagship London kept her main topsail aback, the wind pressing
the sail from the wrong side and slowing the ship to a crawl, as the admi-
ral directed his fleet. At §:17 .M., he repeated his signal for the ships in
the van—the Shrewsbury, Intrepid, and Alcide—to “keep to Starbd.” The
French fleet was sailing roughly in line ahead, to leeward and south of
the British fleet. By ordering the lead ships to bear off to starboard,
Graves was angling his line down on the enemy. But the fleet was still
sailing in line ahead, arrayed along an imaginary line that extended
from the lead ship through the flagship and back through Hood’s rear
division. In that line, they were approaching the French at an angle—
the two fleets resembling a chevron of geese—which meant that the
Shrewsbury would reach the enemy first and would find herself momen-
tarily alone as the other ships followed behind, not an ideal way to go
up against a superior fleet.

Around three thirty, Graves ordered “the Ships A Stern to Make more
Sail.” He had already narrowed the separation between ships from two
cable lengths to one, then increased it back to two. Now he once again
signaled for the ships to form up one cable length apart. The London’s
log read, “the Enemys Ships advancing very Slow and evening approach-
ing the Adml. judging this to be the Moment to attack made the Sigl.
for the Ships to bear down and Engage their Opponents, filld. the Main
Topsail & bore down to the Enemy.”
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British Admiral Thomas Graves has his fleet in a tight
line-of-battle formation and has been on a westerly
heading for roughly an hour when, a little after 2:00
p.M., he judges that his ships are getting too close to
Middle Ground Shoal. He signals his fleet to wear

g around to an easterly heading while, to the south,
French Admiral Comte de Grasse’s fleet is still struggling
to get out of the bay and form a line of battle.
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After heaving-to long enough to allow the French fleet S N
to emerge from the bay, Graves orders his fleet to “bear
away and approach” a little after three o’clock. In
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line-ahead formation, the British van (the leading ships) N
sail down on the French. Meanwhile, de Grasse orders
his van ships to bear off on a more southerly course to v E

allow the rearmost ships to get in line.




Around 4:15 the lead ship in the British line, the Shrewsbury, opens
the fight as she reaches the French line. With the signal for “line
ahead” still flying from the London (Graves’s flagship), the British
ships maintain their line rather than sail down on their opposite
numbers. While the van ships are locked in a hard fight, the rearmost
ships are not engaged at all. Meanwhile, de Grasse’s van ships remain
too far ahead of the center of his fleet.
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< The Battle of the Capes—September 5, 1781

Distances not scale

I British [ French A/\/Vind Direction

A wind shift at around 5:00 p.M. threatens to prevent the French
center from coming to the support of the van. Trying to prevent this,
de Grasse orders the fleet to steer more southerly. At 5:25,
Rear-Admiral Samuel Hood, in command of the British fleet’s rear
squadron, believes that Graves has finally hauled down the signal for
line ahead—something the London’s journal records Graves as having
done an hour earlier. Assured at last that he is free to get out of line
and join the fight, Hood turns his division down on the enemy, but
they are too late to do more than exchange fire at long range.
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With their topsails full and the black muzzles of their great guns run
out from tiers of gunports, white water curling back from their cutwa-
ters, massive bows rising and falling in the swells of the open ocean, the
British fleet bore down at an oblique angle toward the French. Every
man aboard every ship—more than thirty thousand men in all, more
than the combined land forces of both sides in the American theater—
stood tensed and waiting for that first smoldering slow match to touch
off the priming in the first vent and fire the first shot in what would be
known as the Battle of the Capes.

The Montagu was the first ship to fire, but at too great a distance to
do much good. The Royal Oak was next. Her log recorded seeing “at 4
o’Clock the Signal for each Ship to steer for and engage his opponent
in the Enemy’s Line. . . . [A]t 12 Min® the Sigl. for Battle, immediately
we were engaged with our Opponent, all the Fleet were soon in Action.”

At the head of the line, Shrewsbury was the first to engage at close quar-
ters, her broadside of more than thirty-seven 18- and g2-pounder guns
roaring out as she drew alongside Réfléche, the fourth ship in the French
van, just ahead of Bougainville’s flagship Auguste. The two ships closed
to about a musket shot apart—a few hundred feet, less than point-blank
range for a g2-pounder—battering one another mercilessly. The cap-
tain of the Réfléchewas killed, and Captain Mark Robinson of the Shrews-
burylost his leg. Shrewsbury’s first officer was killed along with twenty-five
men, and forty-six were wounded. The Shrewsbury’s foremast and fore-
yard were both shot through in three places. The fore and main topsail
yards were shot clean away, and the main topmast was shot through just
above the cap, with only the straining topmast shrouds keeping the mass
of rigging and spars from going by the board. “[T]otally disabled very
early from keeping her station,” the ship drifted, shattered and barely
under command, her remaining company led by the second lieutenant.

Behind Shrewsbury, the 74-gun Intrepid ranged up into the fight, guns
blazing, “exposed to two ships of superior force, which the noble and
spirited behavior of Captain Molloy obliged to turn their sterns to him.”
Intrepid was then set upon by two of the French van, likely the Auguste
and Diadéme, and she paid the price. Her topsails were shredded in the
broadsides, and all her masts and yards below the topgallants were shot
through. Gaps in the smoke revealed that her fore topsail yard was hang-
ing broken, and her main topmast had been shot through in two places
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and was threatening to come down. Her rudder, too, was severely dam-
aged, as well as “five side timbers, each of them cut in two—the upper
quarter-gallery shot to pieces, and the stern-gallery much damaged.” The
carpenter reported sixty-five shot holes in the starboard side, including
“nineteen between wind and water,” or near her waterline.

One by one, the British ships converged with the French line, their
bows exposed to the enemy’s broadsides as they approached. At 4:11,
according to the London’s log, Graves “hauld down the Sigl. for the Line
ahead that it might not interfere with the Sigl. to Engage close.”

This hardly mattered for Drake’s division in the van, who were get-
ting into the fight as quickly as they could. But with the British fleet
approaching the French at an angle, Hood’s squadron in the rear was
still beyond even extreme cannon range. And Hood believed, as he
afterward wrote, that “the London had the signal for close action flying,
as well as the signal for the line ahead.” Others, too, would claim that
Graves never hauled down the signal for line ahead.

It was nearly a repeat of Vice-Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot’s debacle at
the Battle of Cape Henry, the difference being that Arbuthnot had failed
to replace the signal for line ahead with the signal for close action,
whereas Graves apparently flew both at the same time. The result was
the same—the rear division failed to engage in any effective way.

The question of what flags were flying during the Battle of the Capes
would be fiercely debated for years to come. The Royal Oak, which was
stationed just astern of the flagship, does not record in her log the sig-
nal for line ahead being hauled down, nor does the log of Hood’s
Barfleur. The London’s log, however, is quite specific about when the sig-
nal was down and when up. The day after the battle, Graves wrote a
memorandum to his captains explaining, “When the signal for the line
of battle ahead is out at the same time as the signal for battle, it is not
to be understood that the latter signal shall be rendered ineffectual by
too strict an adherence to the former.” In other words, Graves
explained—when it was too late—that he meant the signal for close
action to take precedence over the signal for line ahead.

His captains had not seen it that way, and they knew from precedent
that a commander left the line of battle at his own peril. If things went
poorly, either the enemy or a subsequent court martial would likely end
his career. Admiral Hood penned a scathing rebuttal, apparently for his
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own satisfaction, on the back of his copy of Graves’s memorandum. Had
the signal for line ahead been hauled down, or had the captains under-
stood that the signal for close action took precedence, the ships would
have turned out of line and fallen on their opposite numbers in de
Grasse’s disorderly grouping with one sudden hammer blow. With de
Grasse’s rear struggling to get into the fight, they might have inflicted
real damage against an even number of vessels.

Instead, the British captains maintained their line ahead, approach-
ing the French at an oblique angle, because it was their understanding
that the line of battle was always to be maintained if that signal was fly-
ing. “Now, had the centre gone to the support of the van,” Hood later
complained to Jackson, “and the signal for the line been hauled down,
or the commander-in-chief had set an example of close action, even with
the signal for the line flying, the van of the enemy must have been cut
to pieces,” and the rest of the British line would have been brought into
the fight.

It was an important point for Hood to make. His rear division did not
participate in the battle, and it was later suggested that Hood had not
tried as hard as he might to join the action. This was an ugly accusation,
implying an unwillingness to support his commanding officer—or
worse, though it was never overtly stated, cowardice.

Thanks to this confusion, Drake’s division doled out and received the
majority of the punishment. Alcide, Drake’s flagship Princessa, Ajax, and
Terrible each in turn took their place in the line. While Shrewsbury and
Intrepid had taken a pounding, the French were also mauled, with
Drake’s ships nearly overwhelming Bougainville’s. A French officer
wrote, “The four ships in the [French] van found themselves, conse-
quently, entirely cut off from the rest of the fleet, and constantly
engaged with seven or eight vessels at close quarters.”

Around that time, de Grasse, still trying to connect his van to the cen-
ter, made the signal for the ships to turn more southerly and bear away
even more. The lead ships did not comply, finding the order “impracti-
cable, as they were fighting within gun-shot distance, and would have
got a severe handling, had they presented the stern.”

Diademe, sixth in the French line, was locked in battle with several ves-
sels, including Drake’s Princessa, which was firing from so close that the
wadding from the Princessa’s guns kept flying aboard the French ship
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and setting her on fire. In short order, Diadémewas so battered she could
hold out no longer. Her crew prepared to board Princessa in hopes of
carrying the flagship by fighting hand to hand on her deck, but Princessa
pushed on ahead. Diadéme had only four g6-pounders and nine 18-
pounders left in her battery that were still serviceable, but these she
turned on 7Zerrible, which was joining the fight astern of Ajax.

Behind Diadéme was the 8o-gun Saint-Esprit, which had also engaged
with Princessa, her captain, M. de Chabert, having been wounded in the
exchange. Seeing how hard pressed Diademe was, Chabert “hoisted sail
and was soon in her wake; then he opened a terrible fire, that the gen-
tlemen of Albion could not stand, and had to haul their wind.”

Princessa, too, took extensive damage in the exchange. “Main topmast
shot thro’ in three places Maintopsail Yard shot away 12 feet from the
arm—a shot through the middle of the fore-mast 10 feet under the
hounds—foretop gallant mast shot thro’.” The list went on at length. It
does not seem to have been the practice at the time to tow a ship’s boats
astern during battle, and it’s clear from the action reports why that prac-
tice was later adopted. All the ships that were closely engaged reported
“All the boats damaged,” “boats much hurt,” and the like.

Graves continued to manage his line as they headed into the swirl of
smoke and flames at the point of convergence. Less than ten minutes
after the action had commenced, he once again hoisted the signal for
line ahead. The British ships were starting to bunch up as they raced to
get down to the French, and Graves wanted them to maintain their
proper spacing.

The flagship was still about a mile from the enemy, extreme range for
a g2-pounder, when she began firing at what Hood would later dismiss
as “a most improper distance,” while the other ships in the center also
opened up on the enemy. D’Ethy, aboard Citoyon, was unimpressed.
“The enemy to windward were firing from a distance so that they could
say that they fought,” he wrote in his journal. “It was quite different at
the head of the two fleets. We could only see fire and smoke from both
sides.”

For half an hour, the two fleets continued on their courses, sailing
roughly southeast with the wind a little forward of the beam. The breeze,
which had earlier been strong, lightened again in the late afternoon.
Those ships still able to hold their places in line continued to trade fire
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with heavy guns as more and more ships got into the fight. The weak
and variable winds made it difficult for the arriére-garde, or rear of the
French line, to get up with the center, and Hood’s division continued
to follow in the wake of the London, obeying the signal for line ahead
that Hood believed was flying but which the London’s log would claim
was hauled down a second time at 4:27.

“At 5 o’clock,” wrote Karl Tornquist, a Swedish observer with de
Grasse’s fleet, “when the wind had veered 4 points [to our disfavor], our
avant-gardie was too much to windward.” A veer, or shift, of four points,
or 45 degrees, would have resulted in the wind blowing more or less
from the east, leaving the French van almost dead to windward of the
rest of the fleet, which was still struggling to catch up, and in even
greater danger of being cut off. De Grasse again ordered the ships in
the van to turn more southerly so that they would be running downwind
to getin line with the rest. According to Tornquist, de Grasse, “who with
much eagerness desired a general engagement,” made that signal “in
order to invite Admiral [Graves] to follow.”

Graves reported that “The van of the enemy bore away to enable the
center to support them, or they would have been cut up.” (When Admi-
ral George Brydges Rodney read Graves’s report sometime later, he was
apoplectic about the whole thing, but that line in particular stuck in his
craw. “His letter I cannot understand,” Rodney fumed, “and his terms,
particularly his cut up, a term neither military or seamanlike; it must
have been a mistake in printing; he meant cut off the vans from the cen-
tre.”) But Graves showed little inclination to follow the French line to
leeward.

The first eight ships in the British line did the bulk of the fighting
and took the brunt of the punishment. Hood complained that “our cen-
tre division did the enemy but little damage, and our rear ships being
barely within random shot, three only fired a few shot.” According to
Hood, Graves finally hauled down the signal for line ahead at 5:25,
nearly a full hour after the time recorded in the London’s journal. The
London’s journal, meanwhile, recorded that Graves “Repd. y Sigl. for a
Closer Action,” around 5:25 and says nothing about the signal for line
ahead. Whatever the truth, Hood took this as his cue to get into the
fighting at last.
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Hood’s rear division peeled off from Graves’s division in the center
and ran off to leeward to catch the French fleet, finally putting an end
to Graves’s line-ahead formation. Soon they were about half a mile to
leeward of the center division, bearing down as fast as they could, but
they were too late. Even as they descended on the French van, the
French were running off to leeward in accordance with de Grasse’s
orders.

The French corps de bataille and arriére-garde were just straggling into
the line of battle as Hood’s division swept down. Citoyon was the lead ship
in the rear division. “At 5:45,” d’Ethy wrote, “the three-deck vessel at the
rear of the enemy, came close, as well as two other vessels ahead of
her, to the Palmier and Solitaire) a seventy-four and a sixty-four that
formed the end of the center division. The three-deck vessel must have
been Hood’s Barfleur, which hove to and tried a few shots at the French
ships opposite them. “He fired a few shots, as did the other two vessels
that were hove to like him. . . . [F]ire became general all the way to us,
but it did notlast long.” Citoyon was hit a few times in the hull and masts,
and a few shots passed through her sails. Barfleur reported no damage
at all.

The sun was approaching the western horizon as Barfleurand Citoyon
exchanged their long-range shots, and Graves was thinking about his
formation for the night and what he would do when the sun came up
the next day. Around six o’clock, the London “Made the Solebay’s & For-
tunee’s signal to come within Hail.” When the two frigates ranged along-
side the three-deck flagship, Graves issued their orders. “After night I
sent the frigates to the van and rear to push forward the line and keep
it extended with the enemy, with a full intention to renew the engage-
ment in the morning.”

The London’s log recorded that at 6:24 p.M., Graves made “the Sigl
for the Line 1 Cable length and haul’d down the Sigl for Close Action,”
one of the few instances where her log and that of Barfleur agreed. “%
past, the fire ceased on both Sides,” the log continued.

Six months of shuffling fleets around the Atlantic, of planning and
worrying, orders, speculation, and recrimination had come down to
ninety bloody minutes off the capes of the Chesapeake Bay. And still the
fate of Lord Cornwallis and his army was undecided.



CHAPTER 24 “The signal was not understood”

As THE SUN set over Virginia to the west, the gunfire died away and the
great pall of smoke that had enveloped the head of the fleet was pulled
apart and swirled away by the evening breeze. The fighting was over for
that day. The British fleet had go men killed and 246 wounded, the
French about the same.

Admiral Graves sent the frigates Solebay and Fortunee to relay instruc-
tions for the disposition of the fleet through the night hours. It was
Graves’s intention to have Sir Francis Drake’s squadron, in the van,
match the course and speed of the French fleet and to extend the rest
of his line so it was parallel with the Comte de Grasse’s, putting them in
a proper line of battle to resume the fight at dawn.

Around seven o’clock that evening, the London ran up the night sig-
nal for line ahead at two cable lengths asunder. Soon after, the Fortunee
ranged up out of the twilight, close-hauled, having passed Graves’s
instructions to the van. The word she brought back was that “several of
the ships had suffered so much that they were in no condition to renew
the action until they had secured their masts.” The four that had suf-
fered the most damage—Shrewsbury, Intrepid, Montagu, and Princessa—
were so holed and torn up aloft that they could not maintain their places
in the line. Aboard Princessa, the main topmast was expected to come
down at any moment.

The 74-gun Terrible, rearmost in Drake’s division, was also in rough
shape. She had gone into the action with her foremast badly cracked
and her hull leaking so much that she required near constant pumping,
and the fight with the French had not helped matters. Now she had two
shots clean through her already-damaged foremast and two more buried
in it. Her topsails were torn up, and she had several holes between wind
and water (i.e., in the side of her hull close to the waterline). “The

200
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pumps blown, and only kept together by tarr’d canvas, lead and would-
ings [tight wrappings of line],” she reported, “. . . makes two inches water
in 25 minutes.”

The Battle of the Capes was an epoch-making event, yet there had
been nothing extraordinary in the performance of either fleet. The
French had fought well given their handicaps: the surprise appearance
of Graves, the fact that so many of their men had been left ashore, and
the fact that only half the fleet was copper bottomed, which meant that
in the light air prevailing they had not been able to form a line of bat-
tle as efficiently as they would have wished. Lacking the weather gauge,
they had not been in a position to act offensively and thus could only
react to their enemy’s tactical decisions.

Some historians have criticized de Grasse for giving battle at all. Cer-
tainly, his prime directive was to support the Comte de Rochambeau and
General Washington in their operations, and abandoning the Chesa-
peake even temporarily put those operations at risk. But de Grasse knew
that the Comte de Barras was likely at sea and making for the Chesa-
peake and that he might fall victim to Graves if he did not fight Graves
first.

De Grasse, though, has suffered much less criticism than Admiral
Thomas Graves. Rear-Admiral Samuel Hood and Graves’s ostensible
friend Admiral George Brydges Rodney began heaping abuse on him
shortly after the battle, and the criticism was taken up by other contem-
poraries and later by historians. Some of it was deserved, but much was
not.

Hood made three complaints against Graves’s conduct of the battle.
First, he faulted Graves for not falling on the French fleet as quickly as
possible, while the disorganized ships were haphazardly clearing the bay.
It is certainly possible that the British might have wreaked havoc at that
vulnerable time, but it is also possible that they could have run into trou-
ble among the tricky tidal currents and sandbars at the bay entrance.
Graves would certainly have lost tactical control of his fleet if they had
swept down in no particular order, and the battle would have devolved
into a series of ship-to-ship duels.

The second fault Hood found was that Graves heaved to and gave the
enemy time to form a line of battle rather than falling on the separated
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ships of the van and destroying them. Of all the chances missed, this
seems the most obvious. Hood thought it a huge mistake, “when the
enemy’s van was greatly extended beyond the centre and rear, that it was
not attacked by the whole force of the British line.”

Graves, however, did attack de Grasse’s van. As he explained to the
Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of the Admiralty, after wearing the fleet
around and putting it on the same tack as the French, he “lay with the
main topsail to the mast dressing the line and pressing toward the
enemy, until I thought the enemy’s van were so much advanced as to
offer the moment of successful attack. . .. The enemy’s centre and rear
at this time were too far behind to succour their own van.”

When Graves finally did give the order for the ships “to bear down
and Engage their Opponents,” the French van was still far ahead of its
center, and de Grasse kept trying to close that gap throughout the
course of the battle. Perhaps Hood felt that Graves should have moved
in for the attack earlier, rather than allowing more of the French fleet
to exit the bay. But perhaps Graves was afraid that the French would
return to the shelter of the capes before he could get at them. Unfortu-
nately, Graves made no record of his thoughts or intentions for that day,
leaving only speculation in his wake.

The one point that is indisputably true is that at least half of Graves’s
fleet took no effective part in the battle. Many did not even fire a gun.
Had those powerful ships, including the three-deckers London and
Barfleur, come into the fight, the result might have been different. But
why did so many of the British fleet not close with the enemy? That has
been the most intriguing, debated, and unanswerable question in the
entire affair.

Hood believed that the signal for line ahead flew continuously
throughout the battle, alongside the signal for close action, and that the
line-ahead signal took precedence. This he stated unambiguously, both
to George Jackson and apparently to Graves. Hood was either sincere in
this statement or lying to cover his own inaction, but the log of the
Barfleur does not record the signal for line ahead coming down until
5:25 P.M.

Graves claimed, and the Londorn’s log seems to confirm, that the sig-
nal for line ahead was up only at a few specific times and was hauled
down specifically so as not to interfere with the signal for close action.
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On the other hand, it seems unfair to accuse Hood of not wishing to
engage the French, since once Hood believed that the signal for line
ahead had been hauled down, he appears to have wasted little time
going after the enemy, though by then it was too late. Graves seemed
satisfied with Hood’s explanation, at least in the immediate aftermath
of the battle. He wrote to Sandwich while still at sea off the Chesapeake,
“I think had our efforts been made together, some of their van, four or
five sail, must have been cut to pieces. The signal was not understood. I
do not mean to blame anyone, my Lord. I hope we all did our part.”

Graves’s letter was certainly more charitable than the vituperative
Hood was willing to be. Hood never admitted even the possibility that
he might have been wrong about the signal for line ahead or that he
might have misunderstood Graves’s intentions.

An interesting quirk in the Barfleur’s log, however, suggests some pos-
sible confusion. The log records that at 4:00 p.M., “the Admiral Made a
Sigl. with a Blue & Yellow Checquer’d flag with a White pandant [pen-
dant] over it.” Later, the log reads “20 Minutes past 4. haul’d down the
White pendant & keept the Blue & Yellow Checquer’d flag flying.”

It is unusual for a ship’s log to describe a flag rather than simply stat-
ing its meaning, nor does the log indicate what the officers on Barfleur
took those flags to mean, suggesting that perhaps they did not know.
Certainly a great deal of the blame for the outcome of the Battle of the
Capes lies in a failure to communicate.

One reason for this failure was a lack of familiarity. Hood and Drake
were fresh from the West Indies and had operated under Graves’s com-
mand for all of five days. At the time of the American Revolution, there
was a standard set of shipboard signals issued by the Admiralty, but admi-
rals could and did edit and augment those signals to fit their ideas of
how a battle should be waged. Graves had his own signals, and he must
have provided them to Hood prior to their sailing, but Hood and his
officers could not have been intimately familiar with Graves’s system by
the time they met de Grasse’s fleet.

More to the point, Hood could not have had a sense for what Graves
expected in the context of a battle—whether, for example, Graves con-
sidered maintaining the line to be of paramount importance. Graves
would write on September 6 that his captains were not to consider that
the signal for close action “shall be rendered ineffectual by too strict an
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adherence” to the signal for line ahead. That he wrote those words on
the day following the battle would suggest that he had not made the
point explicit beforehand.

Ironically, Rodney had included in his fighting instructions language
that specifically addressed that issue, writing, “every ship in the squadron
is to steer for the Enemy which, from the disposition of the two
squadrons must be her lot to engage, not withstanding the signal for the
Line ahead will be kept flying.” Hood had operated under those fight-
ing instructions in the West Indies, but he did not know whether Graves
had the same imperative in mind.

Whether the signal for line ahead was kept flying during the entire
battle is a question that will never be answered. Hood raised another
interesting question when he pointed out to Jackson that Graves might
have “set the example of close action even with the signal for the line
out.” Had Graves wanted the fleet to close quickly with the French rather
than maintain its line ahead and come into the fight one ship at a time,
he could have turned London out of line and made right for the enemy.
Between that and the signal for close action, it seems likely that the oth-
ers would have understood his intent and followed suit. Instead, the Lon-
don stayed in line, and Graves never explained why, though it seems
likely that he was concerned about maintaining order in a fleet consist-
ing largely of captains whom he did not know. The end result was that
the already outnumbered British fleet never brought their full weight

of metal to bear on the French and thus lost their one hope for victory.

“Handsomely in a Pudding Bag”

Washington left Rochambeau in Philadelphia on September 4 or 5 and
pressed on for Head of Elk to oversee the embarkation of the artillery.
From the capital, the French troops marched south toward the town of
Chester on the Delaware River, but Rochambeau and his entourage
decided to make the passage in a small vessel. The French were using
the opportunity presented by the march south to visit various battlefields
of the Revolution, as tourists would continue to do from then on. At
Trenton and Princeton they had been treated to a review of the scenes
of action by Washington himself. On September 5, drifting down the
Delaware in lovely late summer weather, they were able to observe vari-
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ous sites of the American defense in 1777 against the advancing British
and Hessian troops.

Baron Ludwig von Closen was with Rochambeau’s party on the river,
and he wrote that “it would be difficult to have a more beautiful view
than that of Philadelphia as one leaves it by water.” As they moved down-
stream, they took note of the various fortifications and the locations of
the chevaux-de-frise, the underwater obstructions that had slowed but not
stopped the British fleet four years earlier.

On Mud Island, the Frenchmen could see Fort Mifflin, one of the
chief defensive posts in the series. “They are really trying to finish this
fortification,” von Closen noted, “but God only knows when it will be
done, since it appears to be the American principal to work only on threat-
ened places (by and by the American motto).” Baron de Steuben and the
Marquis de Lafayette in Virginia would certainly have agreed with that
sentiment, though they might have argued further that even an imme-
diate threat by the enemy was not enough to motivate most Americans.

As Rochambeau and his aides approached Chester, they saw a sight
few had seen before or would ever see again. Von Closen wrote, “We dis-
cerned in the distance General Washington, standing on the shore and
waving his hat and a white handkerchief joyfully” The Frenchmen likely
guessed what news might make the stoic Washington behave in such a
manner, and, as they disembarked, the commander-in-chief told them
that de Grasse was in the Chesapeake with twenty-eight sail of the line
and three thousand troops.

A deep-felt and universal joy swept over the party. “MM. de Rocham-
beau and Washington embraced warmly on the shore,” von Closen
observed, and his words hint at the occasional tension that existed
between the two generals. Von Closen had no doubt of who was respon-
sible for things falling neatly into place. He wrote that Rochambeau
“must indeed have felt deep satisfaction in having the time draw near
when his long-considered plans would be executed and in winning the
approval of General Washington, who originally had been bent on a
campaign against New York.”

The news and concomitant excitement whipped through the army.
The troops spoke of Lord Cornwallis as if he had already been captured.
Von Closen warned that “one must not count his chickens before they
are hatched.” But then he added, “It is true that he will be taken soon.”
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In Williamsburg and in the lines surrounding Yorktown, the excite-
ment ran even higher. St. George Tucker, who had stood in the second
line at the Battle of Guilford Courthouse before being overrun by
Cornwallis’s men, and who was now a colonel of the Virginia Militia, was
barely able to contain himself as he wrote the “torrent of good news”
to his wife, Fanny. He recounted the arrival of de Grasse’s fleet, “with
four thousand land forces sent to our assistance by Louis the Great.”
The French troops, he reported, were ashore and marching for
Williamsburg.

Tucker had heard a rumor, not true, that de Grasse had promised the
commodore of Cornwallis’s small fleet that he would put every man to
the sword if that fleet was destroyed before the ships became French
prizes. He heard another rumor, this one true, that Lord Rawdon was a
prisoner on board the French fleet. The troops in Virginia were not gen-
erally aware that Washington was marching to join them, however. Only
just that morning, September 5, had Tucker learned “to my great sur-
prise and pleasure” that Washington was at Head of Elk.

Heaping good news upon good news, Tucker wrote to Fanny that the
Comte de Barras’s squadron was on the way from Rhode Island and
expected at any time. Tucker did not know if Rochambeau and his men
were on board Barras’s ships, but, in a clear sign of how confident the
Americans were feeling, he did not think it mattered very much.

There was only one thing Tucker wished he could add to the letter,
and that was word that Cornwallis’s army was already in their possession.
But that news, he hoped, “in that providence to which I prostrate myself
with grateful adoration for the present happy aspect of our affairs, will
be the subject of some future letter.”

That same day, General George Weedon wrote to Nathanael Greene
from Fredericksburg, “The business with his Lordship in this State will
very soon be at an end, for suppose you know e’re this that we have him
very handsomely in a pudding bag with 5000 land forces and about 60
ships including transports.” Weedon went on to congratulate Greene for
not swallowing Cornwallis’s bait and following him to Virginia, a deci-
sion that events had proved correct.

While it was clear to everyone that taking Cornwallis would be a sig-
nificant turning point in the war, it was not yet clear that it would be the
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final turning point. Weedon looked forward to shifting operations to
South Carolina “the moment we do the business here.” Nonetheless,
there was a sense in the American camp that the end was near. Tucker
intimated to Fanny that he would be seeing her again soon. Weedon
wrote, “I am all on fire. By the Great God of War, I think we may all hand
up our swords by the last of the year in perfect peace and security!”

All the Americans who had heard of the arrival of de Grasse’s fleet
were jubilant. What they failed to appreciate was that the fleet’s arrival
did not necessarily make them master of the seas. Washington received
the news on September 5, the same day that both Tucker and Weedon
penned their letters and the same day that de Grasse’s fleet left the
Chesapeake to do battle with Graves. Even as the Americans were cele-
brating a victory in the offing, the contest for control of the seas was play-
ing out.

Battle’s End

Diadéme was the most heavily damaged ship in the Comte de Grasse’s
fleet. A French officer wrote that “she had lost 120 men and had no sails
or rigging, having received 125 balls in her hull and 12 under the water
line. We should have had to abandon her, had the sea run high.”

Calm seas and light winds prevailed through the night after the bat-
tle, a blessing for both fleets as they were “Employ’d Knotting and Splic-
ing the Rigging, Carpenters Stopping the Shot holes &<¢.” Despite the
damage his fleet had suffered, Admiral Graves managed to get his ships
into some semblance of a line with signal lanterns burning in the rig-
ging to help each vessel keep her station. Furope and Montagu, the lead
ships in the center division, were in bad shape. At nine o’clock that
evening, the Montagu hailed the flagship to say she was too shot up to
keep her station. Her rudder was split and her masts were in danger of
coming down, particularly as the standing rigging that supported them
was hanging in shreds, with “Nineteen lower shrouds, ten topmast
shrouds, six backstays . . . the running rigging and sails very much cut.”

London and the ships farther astern had also taken hits, but those
seemed more in the manner of lucky shots from the French than the
destruction wrought by ship-to-ship action, though some of those lucky
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shots did real damage. London had three guns dismounted, two men
killed, eighteen wounded, and her “Main & Fore Mast Dangerously
Wounded.”

The two fleets sailed on through the night, parallel to one another,
maintaining a roughly southeasterly course away from the Chesapeake.
The wind was light, shifting from northeast to east as the fleets main-
tained a larboard tack. At dawn, Cape Henry was about 20 miles astern.

As the sun came up, Graves could see de Grasse’s fleet about g miles
to the south and to leeward of the British line. He wrote that “they had
not the appearance of near so much damage as we had sustained,
though the whole of their van must have experienced a good deal of
loss.”

Graves still retained the weather gauge, which meant that de Grasse
could not bring him to battle. That must have been a relief to Graves,
despite his determination of the night before to resume the fight. “We
continued all day the 6h. in sight of each other repairing our damages,”
he wrote. Sir Francis Drake shifted his flag to the seventy-four Alcide,
while the crew of Princessa sent up a new main topmast. Graves sent Cap-
tain Colpoys of the frigate Orpheus to take command of the Shrewsbury,
whose captain had lost his leg and whose first officer had been killed in
the opening moments of the battle.

Terrible was in a shape befitting her name. She had six hand pumps
augmenting her chain pumps, which were falling apart even as the men
furiously cranked them up and down to keep the water from gaining.
Captain William Finch was informed by the carpenter that if the hand
pumps were abandoned, the water in the hold would be 6 feet deep
within an hour. Terrible’s foremast, cracked before the battle, was threat-
ening to go over the side.

To the south, from the quarterdeck of Citoyon, the Comte d’Ethy
could see the furious activity in the British fleet. One of the British ships
was repairing damage to her mainmast. Five were replacing their top-
masts, no small task on a vessel as big as a ship of the line. Before the
topmast could be got down, the topgallant mast, yard, and sail had to
be lowered to the deck. Then the topsail yard and sail, along with its
attendant rigging, easily a ton or more of gear, had to be lowered as well.
Topmast shrouds, stays, and backstays had to be loosened, and finally
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the entire topmast was lowered through the top and eased down to the
deck. Then the entire process had to be reversed as the new topmast was
sent up. Now the rigging had to be put on and set up—that is, tightened
and adjusted—a more difficult process than casting it off.

All of September 6 was taken up with repairs to the British and
French fleets. In the late morning, Graves sent word to Rear-Admiral
Hood “desiring his opinion whether the action should be renewed.”
For some reason, Hood seems to have taken offense at having his opin-
ion solicited through a third party. His petulant reply to Graves read,
“I dare say Mr. Graves will do what is right; I can send no opinion, but
whenever he, Mr. Graves, wishes to see me, I will wait upon him with
great pleasure.”

No attempt was made to renew the action, though the ships were just
a few miles apart, sailing slowly in the light breeze with their larboard
tacks aboard. That evening, Graves sent for Hood and Drake, and the
three admirals met in the great cabin of the London. There, Graves
related intelligence he had received concerning the French ships left in
the Chesapeake, and a letter from Clinton to Cornwallis, which he was
sending to Cornwallis aboard the frigates Richmond and Iris (the former
American frigate Hancock). Hood was of the opinion that the entire
British fleet, not just the frigates, should make for the Chesapeake, but
that advice was not followed.

At daybreak on September 7, the fleets remained in largely the same
situation, with the Chesapeake even farther to the west. The breeze was
almost nonexistent, and Graves’s ships were unable to hold a proper
line. Then, around ten thirty, the wind began to fill in, this time from
the southwest. Suddenly, for the first time, de Grasse held the weather
gauge.

“The admiral signaled the fleet to form a battle line,” d’Ethy wrote.
The French fleet trimmed their sails to a starboard tack and began to
work their way toward the British fleet. De Grasse arranged his ships in
échiquier, or checkerboard fashion—that is, with the ships in a staggered
line—as he cautiously approached the enemy.

Graves formed his fleet into a line of battle, but the entire day was
consumed by maneuvers as de Grasse adjusted his line to make certain
the French retained the weather gauge. “We had not speed enough in
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so mutilated a state to attack them had it been prudent,” Graves wrote,
“and they shewed no inclination to renew the attack, for they generally
maintained the wind of us, and had it often in their power.”

The following day, the wind swung into the northeast again, blowing
strong. During the night, the London close-reefed her topsails and later
sent her topgallant yards down to the deck to reduce weight and
windage aloft. “Squally with Thunder & Lightning & Rain,” her log
recorded.

Dawn revealed the French fleet still to the south and about 12 miles
off. De Grasse was becoming concerned about the distance he was
putting between himself and the Chesapeake, and he continued to
worry about the possibility of Graves intercepting Barras. One French
officer wrote, “The English held the north, and it was precisely from this
direction that the French expected M. de Barras from Newport. It was
essential to gain the weather gage of the enemy, to prevent his reveng-
ing himself upon that squadron.”

Accordingly, de Grasse tacked his fleet to starboard and stood off
toward the north, his ships again arranged in checkerboard fashion.
Graves’s squadron was still sailing roughly southeast in line ahead, and
according to French sources was “in a line badly formed, and appeared
inclined, notwithstanding their bad order, to dispute the wind.”

The two fleets were converging on opposite tacks, the French close-
hauled, the British with the wind astern. De Grasse made the signal for
his foremost ship “to pass within the distance of a pistol shot of the
enemy.” On that heading, the two fleets would pass and exchange broad-
sides, but once having passed, the British would be left to leeward, giv-
ing the French the weather gauge.

Not wanting to give up his windward position, Graves ordered his
fleet to tack in succession. One by one, the big ships turned into the
gusting wind, their heavy sails flogging as they came around on the new
heading, settling on the same tack as the approaching French. But
Graves was too late. He did not have enough time to tack the entire fleet
before the French were up with them, and he did not want to get caught
under French guns in the middle of the evolution. When only three
ships had come about, Graves ordered the rest to form a rear guard and
run off before the wind, yielding the weather gauge to de Grasse. The
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French fleet continued on without firing on the British. Now they were
between Graves and the Chesapeake and, perhaps, Barras.

Graves had other things to worry about. 7Terrible had been taking on
water fast even in moderate seas, and now, with the wind and seas rising
and the man-of-war’s hull working more, things became much worse.
Her captain made a signal of distress, and Graves sent the frigates
Fortunee and Orpheus to assist.

Later that night, the British fleet wore around so that they too were
sailing roughly north by west, beginning to retrace the track they had
been sailing since wearing off to port tack at Middle Ground Shoal more
than three days before. Soon after, Intrepid signaled that she wished to
speak to the admiral. The fleet hove to, and Graves was informed that
Intrepid’s main topmast had gone over the side and they feared their fore
yard would go at any moment. “These repeated misfortunes in sight of
a superior enemy, who kept us all extended and in motion,” Graves wrote
to Secretary Philip Stephens, “filled the mind with anxiety and put us in
a situation not to be envied.”

The following day was September g, four days since the two fleets had
met off the capes, and they were still within sight of one another though
upward of 10 miles apart. The weather was overcast, and occasionally
the fleets disappeared from each other’s view. They were nearly 100
miles from the Chesapeake.

The Comte de Grasse, meanwhile, was rethinking his situation. It was
clear that bringing Graves to action would not be easy as long as the
British were reluctant to engage. The farther he got from the Chesa-
peake, the more likely it became that a shift of wind would make it
impossible for him to return. He had around thirteen hundred of his
men ashore, not to mention the boats and the thirty-four hundred
troops under the Marquis de Saint-Simon whom he was responsible for
returning to the Spanish in the Caribbean. It was time to head back to
the capes.

De Grasse’s intentions were clear to Hood, if not to Graves. “On the
g, the French fleet carried a press of sail,” Hood wrote to George Jack-
son, “which proved to me beyond a doubt that De Grasse had other views
than fighting.” Hood was eager for Graves to order the British fleet to
set sail as well and make for the Chesapeake to cut off de Grasse, but
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Graves did not. Rather, at nightfall, Graves put the fleet about on the
opposite tack and soon after ordered them to heave to. In the morning,
the French fleet was nowhere to be seen.

“This alarmed me exceedingly,” Hood wrote, “and I debated with
myself some little time whether I should venture to write Mr. Graves a
few lines or not.” Hood did not think it proper for a subordinate officer
to send advice unsolicited to a senior (though he thought nothing of
writing incendiary comments behind his commanding officer’s back),
but, in the end, he decided to throw discretion to the wind. He wrote to
Graves, saying, “I flatter myself you will forgive the liberty I take in ask-
ing whether you have any knowledge where the French fleet is, as we
can see nothing of it from the Barfleur” Hood went on to suggest that
the French were likely making for the Chesapeake, and he asked rhetor-
ically if the frigates Graves had sent to reconnoiter might not be cut off,
and if de Grasse would not “succeed in giving most effectual succour to
the rebels?”

The note was passed to Hood’s repeating frigate, the vessel used to
repeat signals that might not be visible to ships in a line of battle, or to
relay messages. The frigate raced to the London to deliver it to Graves.
Soon after, Graves summoned Hood, along with Drake, to another coun-
cil of war aboard the flagship. Hood was astonished to find that the
senior admiral was as ignorant as Hood was of the whereabouts of the
French fleet and, more incredibly, had not sent any of the fleet’s several
frigates to shadow them. De Grasse had been allowed to disappear over
the horizon.

Graves asked the others for their opinions as to what should be done.
Hood said that his letter had explained his views, but if Graves wished
him to say more, it was simply that they “should get into the Chesapeake
to the succour of Lord Cornwallis and his brave troops if possible . .. )"
but he believed it was too late. De Grasse, he had no doubt, had already
blocked the way into the Chesapeake, “which human prudence sug-
gested we ought to have done against him.”

There was another matter for the admirals to consider. Terrible was
increasingly in danger of sinking. Her captain, Finch, had thrown over-
board five of the lower-deck guns and had asked permission to jettison
the guns from the forecastle and quarterdeck. He also wished to take
off the stores and distribute them to the fleet, as they “may be of Service
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to some other Ship, and in our present Situation we should be as well
without them.”

The following day, Finch sent another letter to Graves informing him
that the pumps could not keep up and that he had divided the crew for
distribution to other ships, if need be. He included certificates signed
by the ship’s five lieutenants, the master, the boatswain, the gunner, and
the carpenter testifying that they did not believe 7Terrible could make it
into port and that no additional number of men sent on board would
help. The council of war reviewed these and the earlier notes from Finch
and concluded that they should “take out her People and sink her.” Sep-
tember 10 was taken up with getting out what supplies they could and
redistributing her crew around the fleet. On the following day, “H[is]
M{[ajesty’s] Ship Terrible was Sett on fier.”

De Grasse had indeed set out for the Chesapeake, just as Hood had
feared. Two strange sails were sighted en route, and the fleet gave chase,
but they turned out to be the Glorieux and the Diligenterejoining the fleet
after having remained behind in the bay. The fleet stood on toward the
Chesapeake with the frigates Aigrette and Diligenteleading the way.

As they approached the capes, they encountered Richmond and Iris,
whom Graves had sent to reconnoiter, making for open water with all
the sail they could carry. The British frigates had decided to venture into
the bay and cut away the buoys marking the anchors the French had left
behind in their hurry to get to sea, a stroke that would amount to little
more than an annoyance to the French. After a sharp fight that nearly
the entire French fleet tried to join, the two frigates were taken. As one
French officer wrote, “They paid dearly for the petty advantage of cut-
ting the buoys which the fleet had left at the anchorage.”

On September 11, as Admiral Graves was burning the sinking 7erri-
ble, the Comte de Grasse’s entire fleet dropped anchor in Lynnhaven
Bay. The Comte de Barras was already there, having anchored the night
before. In the holds of Barras’s ships were the siege artillery that would
batter Cornwallis’s defenses into dust.

Graves was still far at sea, having lost sight of de Grasse on the tenth.
Once the poor Terrible had burned down to her waterline, Graves put
the fleet on a heading for the Chesapeake, though he must have strongly
suspected that he was too late. He sent the frigate Medea racing ahead
to look into the bay and report back.
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On the morning of September 13, Medea returned with the unhappy
news that “the French fleet are at anchor above the Horse Shoe in
Chesapeake.” Graves forwarded this news to Hood with a request for
Hood’s opinion on how to proceed. Graves must have known he would
get an unpleasant reply, and Hood did not disappoint. He sent a note
back to the admiral expressing his extreme concern about the disposi-
tion of the French fleet, but “itis no more than what he expected.” Hood
went on to write, in the third person, “Sir Samuel would be very glad to
send an opinion, but he really knows not what to say in the truly lamen-
table state we have brought ourselves.”

For the third time since the battle, the three admirals met in the spa-
cious great cabin of London to discuss the intelligence brought by Medea.
They considered “the position of the Enemy, the present condition of
the British Fleet, the season of the year so near the Equinox, and the
impracticality of giving any effectual succour to General Earl Cornwal-
lis in the Chesapeake.”

With all that in mind, “It was resolved, that the British Squadron . . .
should proceed with all dispatch to New York, and there use every pos-
sible means of putting the Squadron into the best state for service.” For
the time being, Cornwallis would be abandoned. There was nothing else

they could do.



CHAPTER 25 The Siege of Yorktown

LieuTENANT COLONEL BANASTRE Tarleton wanted Lord Cornwallis to
fight his way out. He thought the army had a good chance. And he was
convinced that it was their only chance.

British spirits had been lifted briefly by the appearance of Admiral
Graves’s fleet and the Comte de Grasse’s immediate departure from the
Chesapeake. The heavy gunfire from the fighting at sea could be heard
clearly from Yorktown, some 5o or 60 miles away. For days, as the two
fleets ran southeast out to sea and then turned to retrace their outward
journeys, Cornwallis’s army waited to learn the outcome of the battle.
Many American soldiers, meanwhile, were not even aware that de Grasse
had left or that a naval battle was being fought.

Then, on the evening of September 10, as Tarleton later recalled,
“This state of hope was interrupted by the arrival of Count de Barras’s
division in the Chesapeake from Rhode island.” Soon after, word
reached Yorktown of de Grasse’s victory and the British fleet’s return to
New York. Things were growing bleaker by the day. The British, better
informed than many Americans, were already aware that General
George Washington and the Comte de Rochambeau were on their way
south with their armies.

Cornwallis sent out Tarleton with a handful of dragoons to reconnoi-
ter the American lines. Tarleton’s intelligence, combined with a report
brought in by a Loyalist woman regarding the allied troop strength, led
Cornwallis to believe that a night march followed by a predawn attack
could succeed in breaking out the army and allowing them to march for
the Carolinas.

Before he could try this roll of the dice, however, word arrived from
Sir Henry Clinton. The commander-in-chief acknowledged receiving
Cornwallis’s letter reporting the arrival of de Grasse’s fleet, and he
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informed Cornwallis that he had “no doubt that Washington is moving
with at least six thousand French and rebel troops against you.” Clinton
went on to say, “I think the best way to relieve you is to join you, as soon
as possible, with all the force that can be spared from hence, which is
about four thousand men.” The troops were already embarked on trans-
ports, and Clinton was only waiting for word that it was safe to sail. Addi-
tionally, Rear-Admiral Robert Digby, en route to relieve Graves of his
temporary command, was expected to arrive any day with more ships to
reinforce the New York fleet.

Clinton’s letter had been written on September 6, while the fleets
were still at sea repairing their battle damage, and Cornwallis received
it on September 16 after it was somehow smuggled through the Ameri-
can lines. The problem with Clinton’s plan, as Tarleton would later point
out, was that Clinton had no idea what he was talking about.

When the commander-in-chief wrote the letter, he did not know the
outcome of the Battle of the Capes. But by the time Cornwallis received
the letter, de Grasse and Barras were anchored nearby with an over-
whelming force, Washington and Rochambeau’s armies were at Head
of Elk, and the defenses at Yorktown were “in too unfinished a state to
resist a formidable attack.” With de Grasse’s fleet in the Chesapeake,
Clinton had no reasonable way to land the troops he proposed to send.
Worse, though Clinton could not know this for certain, the addition of
four thousand men would still have left the garrison at Yorktown badly
outnumbered.

Tarleton made all those points in his memoirs, but it is not clear that
he made them to Cornwallis. Even if he did not, Cornwallis was perfectly
aware of the situation. But, rather than attempt his contemplated break-
out, he was willing to dig in and wait for Clinton to come. “If I had no
hopes of relief,” he wrote Clinton, “I would rather risk an action than
defend my half finished works; but as you say Digby is hourly expected,
and promise every exertion to assist me, I do not think myself justified
in putting the fate of the war on so desperate an attempt.”

Tarleton thought this was ridiculous, but even writing after the war,
he could not find fault with his beloved Cornwallis. “England must
lament the inactivity of the King’s troops,” he wrote, “whether it pro-
ceeded from the noble Earl’s misconception, or from the suggestions of
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confidential attendants, who construed the commander in chief’s let-
ters into a definitive promise of relief.”

Cornwallis felt that he could find provisions for six weeks “[b]y exam-
ining the transports with care, and turning out useless mouths.” The cav-
alry horses could not be kept alive. And, despite agreeing with Clinton’s
plan, Cornwallis did not seem terribly optimistic. Writing to Clinton on
September 16, he said, “This place is in no state of defense. If you can-
not relieve me very soon, you must be prepared to hear the worst.”

Alittle more than a month later, Clinton heard just that.

The Siege of Yorktown was won at the Battle of the Capes. All the strat-
egy and maneuvering that followed on the American side were simply
the steps prescribed to reach an inevitable end, and the subsequent
plans made by Clinton and Graves were little more than wishful think-
ing, largely divorced from reality. That fact is clear in hindsight and was
clear enough at the time, as evidenced by the outpouring of joy upon
de Grasse’s arrival and the extent to which even those Americans jaded
by years of disappointment soon looked on Cornwallis’s capture as a
foregone conclusion. The French and American troops moving toward
Yorktown numbered around sixteen thousand men. With the addition
of the men from the blockaded ship, Cornwallis had about eighty-three
hundred, many of whom were sick. Even the cautious Washington was
willing to write in his general orders of September 6, “Nothing but the
want of exertion can possibly blast the pleasing prospect before us.”

After hearing the news of de Grasse’s arrival on September 5, Wash-
ington moved on ahead of the army to Head of Elk, from where he
hoped to send the troops by water down the Chesapeake Bay to
Williamsburg. Despite having sent orders for vessels to be collected, he
found there “a great deficiency of Transports.” He remained at Head of
Elk for a couple of days, “writing many letters to Gentn. of Influence of
the Eastern Shore, beseeching them to exert themselves in drawing
forth every kind of Vessel which would answer.”

He and Rochambeau and a company of guards then continued on to
Baltimore, where there was “Great joy in town, illuminations, address,
&c.” The next day, Washington left for Mount Vernon, about 60 miles
away, riding hard to get there as soon as possible. It was the first time in
six years that he had been home. With him was Colonel Jonathan Trum-
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bull, the future painter, then secretary to the commander-in-chief.
Rochambeau and his entourage followed at a more leisurely pace.

Trumbull, the young Connecticut Yankee, was taken with the trap-
pings of southern aristocracy, noting Mount Vernon’s “elegant seat and
situation, great appearance of opulence and real exhibitions of hospi-
tality & princely entertainment.” Rochambeau arrived a day later, and
the two generals and their “families” spent a few days at Mount Vernon
before heading south toward Jamestown. Washington must have felt
mixed emotions indeed, the pangs of regret over having to leave his
beloved Mount Vernon jumbled together with joy at the very real possi-
bility of capturing Cornwallis’s entire army, a thing that just a month ear-
lier he had not even dared to consider.

Washington was about 20 miles south of Mount Vernon when
another express rider caught up with him. The letters the rider carried
contained “an account of an action between the two Fleets, & that the
French were gone out from the Bay in pursuit of the English. The event
not known.”

This was the first that Washington had heard of the Battle of the
Capes, and he was distressed to read that de Grasse had left the Chesa-
peake and that no one knew where he was or what the outcome of
the battle had been. Suddenly, there loomed the real possibility that
the whole debacle of the previous spring involving Benedict Arnold,
the Marquis de Lafayette, Vice-Admiral Arbuthnot, and Chevalier
Destouches was playing itself out again.

The news was old, of course, and the outcome had been decided days
before, but Washington did not know that, and he feared the ruination
of all his plans. With so many resources shifted south, with such spiral-
ing optimism at the news of de Grasse’s arrival, failure now would have
vastly greater consequences than the disappointment he had suffered
in the spring from the failure to capture Arnold. Failure now might
finally break the spirit of a war-weary nation. No one had been more
ecstatic over the possibility of a pending victory than Washington, and
the letters must have been a terrible blow.

“Much agitated,” Trumbull wrote.

The company rode grimly on, and the following day, word of the
naval battle’s outcome began to filter back to them. “Rumours of the
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return of the French Fleet, with some advantage,” Trumbull wrote,
“which relieved our fears.”

On September 15, Washington and Rochambeau rode unannounced
into Williamsburg. The Virginia militia, caught unaware on the outskirts
of the encampments around the town, did not have time to parade for
Virginia’s favorite son. St. George Tucker was surprised and delighted
when Washington recognized him and addressed him by name. Soon
after, the Marquis de Lafayette, Thomas Nelson, and the other senior
officers in Williamsburg rode up to greet their arriving commander-in-
chief.

“Never was more joy painted in any countenance than theirs,” Tucker
wrote. One might expect no less, as the leader they so loved and
admired had arrived at what seemed likely to be the scene of his great-
est triumph. Lafayette, in keeping with his youth and national charac-
ter, “rode up with precipitation, clasped the General in his arms and
embraced him with an ardor not easily described.”

As word spread of Washington and Rochambeau’s arrival, troops and
civilians alike turned out to greet them. The Marquis de Saint-Simon
persuaded the officers to ride through the French lines. “The troops
were paraded for the purpose and cut a most splendid figure,” drawn
up in perfect lines, their white uniforms glowing in the late afternoon
sun. Cannons boomed out a salute as the generals rode into the camp
of the Continental Line. By then, a great parade of people were follow-
ing behind, and “men, women and children seemed to vie with each
other in demonstrations of joy and eagerness to see their beloved
countryman.”

It was a spontaneous outpouring of joy. Nearly all the American
troops at Williamsburg, and those who were on their way, were veterans
of the years of suffering and deprivation that had characterized the War
for Independence. Veterans of one defeat after another, they had clung
stoically to the cause when so many others—including one of their most
respected general officers, the traitorous Arnold—had given up on it.
Now, in the fine, cool days of mid-September in Virginia, their moment
had come at last. “We are all alive and so sanguine in our hopes,” Tucker
told his wife. Though the work of capturing Cornwallis had scarcely
begun, Tucker assured his wife that the British general “may now trem-
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ble for his fate, for nothing but some extraordinary interposition of his
guardian angels seems capable of saving him and his whole army from
captivity.”

“[M]on cher petit général!”

Among Washington’s first priorities was a meeting with the Comte de
Grasse. On the day of his arrival in Williamsburg, the commander-in-
chief wrote to de Grasse “to express the Pleasure, which I have in con-
gratulating your Excellency on your Return to your former station in
the Bay.” One can imagine the relief Washington felt on learning with
certainty that both de Grasse and Barras were safely at anchor and that
the Battle of the Capes had been a victory for the French fleet.

Washington made a few immediate requests of the admiral. One was
that de Grasse send as many transports as he could to Head of Elk. The
second was that he send “some fastsailg Cutter” to take him and
Rochambeau out to the flagship. And the last was that he furnish
Rochambeau’s aide-de-camp with some means of returning to Head of
Elk “to hurry down the Troops embarking on the Bay.”

De Grasse was happy to comply. In fact, he had anticipated the first
two requests and had already set his vessels in motion. “[A]ll the trans-
ports which M. du Barras had brought with him . . .” had been dis-
patched to Head of EIk, and, to add insult to British injury, he had also
sent the 44-gun Romulus, which Captain de Tilly had captured on the
first French foray to the Chesapeake the previous February, as well as
some of Cornwallis’s vessels that his fleet had taken on their arrival.

To convey Washington and Rochambeau to the Ville de Paris, the
admiral sent his personal launch, which carried them down College
Creek in Williamsburg to the James River. There they boarded the Queen
Charlotte, a former British 18-gun ship and the vessel that had been car-
rying Lord Rawdon when de Grasse scooped her up as a prize on his way
to the Chesapeake.

Accompanying the commander-in-chief and Rochambeau were the
Marquis de Chastellux, one of Rochambeau’s subordinate generals and
the officer who had first leaked to Washington the plan for de Grasse’s
arrival on the American coast; French engineer General Louis Dupor-
tail, who had served under Washington since Valley Forge; General
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Henry Knox, head of American artillery and one of Washington’s most
trusted officers; and Colonel Jonathan Trumbull. A fair wind carried
them down the James River, but the turn of the tide forced them to lie
overnight in the river’s lower reaches. The next morning they completed
the 60-mile trip to Lynnhaven Bay and the Ville de Paris.

De Grasse’s fleet made an awesome sight, stretched out across the
mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. As Sergeant Joseph Plumb Martin
described it, the more than one hundred masts with sails furled “resem-
bled a swamp of dried pine trees.” James Thacher called it “the most
noble and majestic spectacle I ever witnessed, and we viewed it with inex-
pressible pleasure.” It was undoubtedly the largest collection of men-of-
war that Washington had ever seen. One can imagine that he was awed
by the size of the powerful flagship as his boat drew alongside the tow-
ering three-decker. It is likely that Ville de Paris was only the second ship
of the line Washington had ever been aboard, after the Duc de Bourgogne
in Newport. She was certainly the largest ship he had been aboard, as
few in the world were larger.

The generals and their entourages were “received with great cere-
mony and military naval parade and most cordial welcome,” as befitted
the occasion. Jonathan Trumbull, for one, was much taken with de
Grasse. “The Admiral is a remarkable man for his size, appearance and
plainness of dress,” he wrote. De Grasse was a big man, bigger even than
Washington. There is a story that upon meeting Washington, de Grasse
threw his arms around him in the Gallic manner and shouted “mon cher
petit général!” (my dear little general!). If true, that was another first for
Washington.

When the greetings and ceremony ended, the officers got to work.
Washington had written out six questions that he wished to address with
the admiral. In a preamble, he had written, “The Peace & Independence
of this Country, & the general Tranquility of Europe will, it is more than
probable, result from our Complete success.” Complete success, he sug-
gested, could only be achieved if the French fleet remained in the
Chesapeake as long as was necessary. Disgrace and the ruin of the Amer-
ican cause would be the probable result if they did not.

The first two questions had to do with how long de Grasse could
remain and whether he could leave any of his ships behind when it came
time to convey Saint-Simon’s men back to the West Indies. De Grasse
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answered that his instructions called for him to depart on October 15,
but, given the stakes and the enormity of the arrangements that had
been made, he agreed to remain until the end of October. He could stay
no longer, and on November 1, his fleet and Saint-Simon’s men would
be heading for warmer climes.

Washington asked next if de Grasse could push ships up the York
River above Yorktown to facilitate communications between the east and
west banks. De Grasse did not think that necessary, but he agreed to try.
Question four was how many men de Grasse could spare to aid the land
forces. The admiral said he could “offer 1800 or 2000 men from my
Ships; But I wish that these troops may not be employed but in a Coup
de Main.”

Next, Washington asked if de Grasse might spare some ships to block-
ade Wilmington, North Carolina, and capture the harbor of Charleston.
To that, de Grasse replied simply, “The form of my Vessels do not admit
of the enterprise,” by which he might have meant that they were too
deep of draft for those waters. But what he really meant, though he
did not say it, was that he was not about to start splitting up his fleet
and sending them to other ports when he had no idea where Graves
might be.

Finally, Washington asked whether de Grasse could spare any can-
nons and powder. De Grasse replied that he could provide both, but
after his sparring with Admiral Rodney in the West Indies and with
Admiral Graves off the capes, he could spare “but a small quantity of the
latter.”

Trumbull recorded that the business was “soon dispatched to great
satisfaction.” This was largely true, though Washington was disappointed
that de Grasse would stay no longer than November 1 and had not
agreed with any certainty to send ships up the York River above York-
town. The land forces would have six weeks to dislodge Cornwallis
before the British would once again command the seas. Siege-craft was
time consuming, and there was not much time.

“After this, dinner is served,” Trumbull wrote, “and then we view the
ship, her batteries, accommodations, &c, - a noble prospect, - the world
in miniature.” Nearly all the captains in the French fleet had come
aboard the Ville de Paris to meet the famous George Washington. Around
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sunset, Washington, Rochambeau, and their party climbed down the
steep sides of the flagship and into the boat that ferried them back to
the Queen Charlotte. Sailors cheered them from the yards, tops, and
shrouds of surrounding ships, and the guns of the Ville de Paris roared
out a salute. The Queen Charlotte’s anchor came up, and the little ship
got underway, moving slowly toward Hampton Roads in the light air.

All through the night and into the following day, the ship drifted in
the lower James River with barely enough wind to give her steerage. In
the afternoon, the wind piped up, and the Queen Charlotte was finally
making decent way upriver when she ran hard aground. Washington
and the others spent their second frustrating night aboard.

The next morning, the ship was still lodged in the unforgiving mud
of the river, so the army men left her and took to the ship’s boat instead.
With the mast stepped and the sail set they made good time, while the
Queen Charlotte, free of the bottom at last, followed astern. Trumbull
wrote, “we sail fast in our boat, as the wind freshens up, but not very com-
fortably. We are wet with the sprays. Our little ship comes up with us,
and we return to her.”

The wind continued to rise, and soon the Queen Charlotte was forced
to come to anchor in the lee of the land to ride out the blow. The offi-
cers spent their third night on board, and in the morning the ship
weighed anchor and beat upriver against a headwind, making slow prog-
ress. Darkness fell, and Washington and his comrades spent a fourth
night on the ship. In the morning, with the wind still on the bow, they
once more took to the boat and, hugging the shoreline, arrived in
Williamsburg around noon, nearly four days after leaving the flagship
at anchor 6o miles away. They could have walked that distance in half
the time.

Washington’s irritation can be imagined. He had been allotted six
weeks by the admiral in which to force Cornwallis’s surrender, and he
had used almost a tenth of that allotment just getting back to camp. He
was somewhat mollified, however, when he discovered that most of the
troops he had left at Head of Elk had arrived. About a week earlier,
Joseph Plumb Martin had reached Head of Elk with his regiment to find
“a largefleet of smallvessels, waiting to convey us and other troops, stores,
&c. down the bay.” Despite the number of vessels, there were not enough
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for all the men. Most of the troops continued on by land, while the small
ships were crammed beyond capacity with all the men and gear they
could carry, which made for crowded and uncomfortable conditions.

“We passed down the bay,” Martin wrote, “making a grand appear-
ance with our mosquito fleet.” The ships dropped anchor in Annapolis
around September 12. The next day they continued on, but they were
soon recalled. Rumors of a naval battle were reaching inland, and no
one knew what the outcome had been. If the French had lost, this was
the end of the line. A French cutter was sent down the bay to gather
intelligence while the fleet remained at anchor.

On September 15, the day Washington arrived at Williamsburg, Dr.
James Thacher aboard the schooner Glascoin Annapolis heard the good
news that “the naval engagement between the two fleets has resulted in
the defeat of the British.” The same storm that lashed Washington’s com-
pany aboard the Queen Charlotte slowed the mosquito fleet as well, but
most of the vessels arrived near Jamestown by September 22, the day
before Washington made it back to camp.

Around the same time, Admiral de Grasse sent three ships of the line
and a frigate up the York River, close to Yorktown. Until then, Cornwal-
lis had enjoyed fairly easy communication with New York, correspon-
dence from Clinton having either made its way into the British lines at
Gloucester on the east side of the river and then by boat across to York-
town, or been carried by small sailing craft right through the French
fleet and up the York River. Now the French squadron threatened to cut
even that tenuous lifeline.

Commodore Thomas Symonds, captain of the Charon and comman-
der of the naval detachment under Cornwallis, had among his fleet the
fire ship Vulcan, though, indeed, any wooden vessel could serve as a fire
ship. A few days earlier, in an attempt to block the French from sending
ships above the town, Symonds had sunk ten transport ships between
Yorktown and Gloucester, a common but generally futile tactic. But
there were still plenty of transports left. When Symonds’s guard boats
reported that the three French men-of-war were “not keeping that look
out, which might be expected from advanced Ships . . . ,” he ordered
four of the remaining transports “to be fitted out as Fire Vessels, with
the utmost expedition.”
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Around midnight on the night of September 22, the five ships got
underway and headed unseen downriver toward the French men-of-war.
The night was dark, the wind and tide just right for the attack, but the
men who manned the ships were not quite up to the perilous mission.
“[T]he impatience, or want of resolution of the officers and sailors of
the transports, soon rendered all advantages useless,” Tarleton wrote. As
so often happened in fire ship attacks, the crews set off the combustibles
too early. Suddenly presented with the sight of blazing ships bearing
down on them, the French men-of-war opened up with their broadsides.

Captain Palmer of the Vulcan showed more resolution than the oth-
ers and held his ship on course, but the gunfire was too much for his
men. They took to the boat and were ready to abandon him when he
finally set the ship on fire, though she was still too far from the French
to do any good.

The fire ships at least put a scare into the French, which was as much
as fire ships generally did. The men-of-war cut their cables to get away,
and in the process two of them ran into each other and went aground,
though they soon got off. In one of the last bold strokes Cornwallis
would make in the war, he had managed to do little more than annoy
the enemy.

De Grasse had a scare of a different sort in store for Washington. In
Williamsburg, Washington received intelligence that Admiral Digby had
arrived in New York, though the number of vessels with him was
unknown. Naturally, Washington forwarded what information he had
to the admiral, who did not react as Washington had imagined he would.

“The enemy are beginning to be almost equal to us,” de Grasse wrote
back, “and it would be imprudent of me to put myself in a position
where I could not engage them in battle.” Earlier intelligence had sug-
gested to de Grasse that Digby would bring six ships of the line. This still
left de Grasse with a significant superiority, but not enough to suit him,
particularly if the British fleet should again catch him at anchor.

De Grasse suggested that he leave two ships of the line and all the
sloops and frigates in the bay and put to sea with the rest of his fleet so
as to meet the enemy on equal footing if they were to arrive and try to
force their way into the Chesapeake. The admiral was no doubt recall-
ing what a close thing it had been when he had to send his fleet out to
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meet Graves in a broken and straggling line. He suggested that he might
even sail to New York, “where, perhaps, I could do more for the com-
mon cause, than by remaining here, an idle spectator.”

Washington was horrified. “Sir,” he replied, “I cannot conceal from
your Excellency the painful anxiety under which I have labored since
the receipt of the letter which you have honored me.” The commander-
in-chief went on for several pages reiterating how close the allies were
to capturing Cornwallis—“as certain as any military operation can be
rendered by a decisive superiority of strength”—and how much Corn-
wallis’s defeat would do to bring the war to a close.

Washington laid out every argument he could think of in his letter to
de Grasse, but it turned out that he might have saved himself some ink.
Even as he was composing his cri de coeur, de Grasse assembled his offi-
cers in a council of war to consider his proposal, and they did not like
it, either. The admiral wrote to Washington that even though “the plans
I had suggested for getting under way while the most brilliant and glo-
rious did not appear to fulfill the aims we had in view.” Instead, de Grasse
would shift the major part of his fleet into the mouth of the York River
and station four or five ships in the James.

Three days later, the American and French troops in Williamsburg
moved against Cornwallis’s defenses at Yorktown.

“[T]he epoch which will decide American Independence”

In the early morning hours of September 28, the American and French
armies began the 11-mile march from Williamsburg to the outskirts of
Yorktown. They set out in a single column with Continental troops lead-
ing the way, but en route they split, with the Americans marching off to
the right and the French to the left. The British put up virtually no resis-
tance. The pickets that Cornwallis had positioned out beyond his
defenses were driven in. Tarleton’s dragoons, protecting the British left,
were dissuaded from attacking when a few field pieces were brought up
and fired in their direction. That night, Washington and his staff slept
in the open with just the limbs of a tree for shelter. Trumbull, already
thinking of posterity, suggested that the tree “will probably be rendered
venerable from this circumstance for a length of time to come.”
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Cornwallis’s main defensive works were backed up close to Yorktown,
known alternately as York, which had been a thriving tobacco port, its
commercial activity peaking around 1750. The town consisted of around
two hundred and fifty buildings on a bluff about go or 40 feet above the
York River. Some two thousand people had lived in Yorktown prior to
Cornwallis’s arrival, but preparations for the siege had lowered those
numbers considerably. Until then, Yorktown had been largely spared
from the ravages of war that had swept through much of the tidewater
region of Virginia. Now its turn had come.

The British defenses consisted of a line of earthworks a little over a
mile long, forming a rough semicircle around the town. The works
were punctuated by eight redoubts, out from which Cornwallis’s largest
guns faced in every direction. Those guns, however, were neither very
large nor very numerous. There were sixty-five cannon in all, none
larger than 18-pounders, puny compared with the many g2-pounders
the French had brought to the party. To get what guns he had, Cornwal-
lis had had to strip the Charon of her main battery.

Along with the eight redoubts builtinto the inner perimeter of earth-
works, two more, known as Numbers g and 10, had been built free
standing, not connected to the earthworks, which provided additional
coverage against an attack from that direction. About a half-mile out
from the inner defenses, Cornwallis had constructed another line of
redoubts and entrenchments. The lay of the land made the British left
most vulnerable to attack, so it was there that Cornwallis concentrated
this second perimeter.

As Washington and Rochambeau reconnoitered the British works,
Cornwallis took the measure of his enemy. Most of the British troops
were positioned in the outer defenses, and Cornwallis, putting a bold
face on things, wrote to Clinton that there was “one wish throughout
the whole army, which was that the enemy would advance.” But Wash-
ington gave no indication that he was going to throw lives away with an
unnecessary frontal assault.

That night, a boat snuck through the French fleet with word from
Clinton. The commander-in-chief informed Cornwallis that a council of
war of the general officers and admirals had determined that “above five
thousand men, rank and file, shall be embarked on board the King’s



318 GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GREAT GAMBLE

ships, and the joint exertions of the navy and army made in a few days
to relieve you, and afterwards co-operate with you.” The fleet would con-
sist of twenty-three sail of the line which, it was hoped, would be under-
way by October 5.

Clinton’s letter addressed none of the obvious problems inherent in
this plan, including the fact that the British land and naval forces would
still be vastly outnumbered. But it was enough for Cornwallis, who wrote
that the plans gave him “the greatest satisfaction.” Believing that rein-
forcements were on the way, Cornwallis decided to abandon the outer
works and pull his forces back to the inner line of defenses around York-
town, hunker down, and wait for relief.

Around that time in London, American Secretary George Germain
wrote to Clinton, displaying yet more of the thoughtless optimism and
utter denial that had characterized so much of the British approach to
the war in North America and that had led directly to the hopeless posi-
tion they were now in. “I trust before the end of that Month [August]
Sir Samuel Hood will have been with you, and that after his junction
with Admiral Graves, Our Superiority at Sea will be preserved,” he wrote.
That being the case, Germain was confident that Washington would not
attack New York, and he looked forward to hearing of Clinton’s success-
ful move against Philadelphia.

The first day of October opened with a surprise for the allied forces.
“In the morning it is discovered that the Enemy have evacuated all their
exterior works, and retired to their interior defense near the town,”
Trumbull wrote in his journal. The Americans and French were pleased
to get that real estate for free. As Washington wrote in his diary, “Imme-
diately . . . we possessed them, and made those on our left (with very lit-
tle alteration) very serviceable to us.”

Cornwallis may have hoped the allies would launch a frontal assault,
a coup de main, but they did not. Instead, they elected to dig. Follow-
ing the method formalized by Marshal Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban
during the reign of Louis XIV, the allied plan was to dig trenches paral-
lel to the British defenses, initially out of cannon range but getting pro-
gressively closer to the enemy’s works. Smaller trenches called saps
would connect the “parallels,” which would be dug in a zigzag pattern
that prevented the enemy from enfilading them. The dirt excavated
from the parallels would build redoubts and earthworks.
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As the allies prepared to begin digging, Washington wrote words of
inspiration to the troops. Earlier, he had seen the capture of Cornwallis
as something that would be of great benefit to the war. By the time he
was standing on the abandoned British redoubts, looking over the
expanse of green and open ground to the brown earthworks around
Yorktown, he had come to fully appreciate the significance of what they
were doing. “The present moment offers, in prospect,” he wrote, “the
epoch which will decide American Independence.”

The first week of October was taken up with transporting heavy field
artillery from its landing place on the James River to the artillery park
established south of Yorktown, a job supervised by Henry Knox; with
preparing the material needed for the trenches; and with building the
first of the American redoubts facing the enemy. Finally, on the evening
of October 6, forty-three hundred French and American troops turned
out to begin work on the first parallel. Of those, fifteen hundred would
do the actual digging while the rest stood guard in case the British sal-
lied from their works. Before the digging began in earnest, Washington
hefted a pickax and struck a few blows in the ground. It was “a mere cer-
emony,” Joseph Plumb Martin wrote, “that it might be said Gen. Wash-
ington with his own hands first broke ground at the siege of Yorktown.”

From that evening on, the siege-work continued unabated, with all
the methodical inevitability of a properly engineered approach. Corn-
wallis’s guns roared incessantly, but though they managed to inflict a few
casualties, they did not slow the work. By October 10, the French and
American guns were in place. Trumbull wrote:

All our batteries open early this morning with a terrible roar. . . . 60 can-
non and mortars, exceedingly well served and judiciously thrown. Con-
tinue till 10 o’clock and slacken. The enemies fire silenced & they driven

from their lines, which can make no opposition to ours.

Like the first bit of earth to be turned, it was left to Washington to
fire the first shot from an American battery. A few hours before that,
Captain Johann Ewald had crossed the York River from Gloucester to
Yorktown to speak with Cornwallis. He found the earl at dinner with
some of his officers when the first shot was fired from the American
lines. The ball crashed through the wall of the home in which they were
sitting at table, took a leg from a lieutenant of the 76" Regiment, and
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killed the commissary general, a man named Perkins. Perkins’s wife had
been sitting between the two men but escaped unharmed.

Once begun, the barrage was unrelenting. Two days after the first
shot was fired, Ewald wrote, “The greater part of the town lies in ashes.”
Heated shot from the French batteries set the Charon and three of the
transports on fire, and they burned to the waterline while swinging at
their anchors.

On the night of October 11, the second parallel was begun. The com-
mander of the American forces working on that approach was Baron de
Steuben, who had rejoined the army after convalescing in Charlottes-
ville. As the only American officer with experience in this type of war-
fare, Steuben resumed his earlier role of military instructor, issuing
orders on how the troops were to position themselves in the trenches in
readiness for a British attack.

From the Battle of Bunker Hill onward, American troops had shown
a particular skill with the shovel, and that had not changed. In one night,
the sappers managed to open up a trench 7 feet wide, g% feet deep, and
nearly half a mile long.

The opening of the second parallel rendered the British redoubts
in advance of the works surrounding Yorktown, known as Numbers g
and 10, a threat to the American lines. The two redoubts were part of
the inner line of defense but not connected to those works; rather they
were a few hundred yards in advance. From that position the men in
Redoubts g and 10 would have been able to fire down the length of the
new parallel. Baron de Vioménil was given command of the French divi-
sion that would assault Number g, with Colonel Guillaume, Comte de
Deux-Ponts, his second. The Marquis de Lafayette’s light infantry was
responsible for taking Number 10, and Lieutenant Colonel Alexander
Hamilton would lead the attack.

Inside the British works, Ewald, wracked with fever but absent the
delusion that seemed to have struck many of his fellows, could see that
the redoubts were essential to holding back the siege. “I have told every-
one that as soon as one of these redoubts is taken the business is at an
end, and Washington has us in his pocket,” he wrote. “Yet still one hears,
‘But our fleet will come before that time and raise the siege.”” By the
morning of October 15, both redoubts were in the hands of the allies,
and, as Ewald had understood, almost nothing remained between Wash-
ington and victory.
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The previous day, Clinton had written a letter to Cornwallis updating
him on the status of his relief effort and the glacial progress of the fleet.
For the better part of a month, Graves’s ships had been repairing the
damage suffered in the Battle of the Capes and trying to resupply for a
return to the Chesapeake. That same day, Hood wrote to George Jack-
son, telling him that “the repairs of the squadron have gone on unac-
countably tedious, which has filled me with apprehension that we shall
be too late to give relief to Lord Cornwallis.”

Clinton’s letter outlined three potential spots in the Chesapeake
where the British fleet might land the five thousand troops being sent
to relieve the Yorktown garrison. He made no mention of how they
would get past the thirty-three ships of the line and the more than twelve
thousand American and French troops that stood between them and
Cornwallis. Hood had earlier proposed “to have three or four fire ships
immediately prepared . . . )” his thought being that “the enemy’s fleet
may possibly be deranged and thrown into some confusion, and thereby
give a favorable opening for pushing through.” The idea was insane.

Nor did it matter. On October 15, the Americans completed the sec-
ond parallel, connecting it to the newly acquired redoubts Numbers g
and 10. Cornwallis wrote to Clinton:

My situation now becomes very critical; we dare not shew a gun to their
old batteries, and I expect that their new ones will open to-morrow morn-
ing; experience has shewn that our fresh earthen works do not resist their
powerful artillery, so that we shall soon be exposed to an assault in ruined
works, in a bad position, and with weakened numbers. The safety of this
place is, therefore, so precarious, that I cannot recommend that the fleet

and army should run great risque in endeavouring to save us.

The next morning, an hour before dawn, Cornwallis sent out the one
and only sortie he would make against the American lines. Three hun-
dred fifty men stormed out, took two of the American batteries, and
spiked the guns before returning to their lines. But the effort was wasted.
By ten o’clock that morning, the spiked guns had been repaired and
were firing once again on the British works.

Cornwallis felt he had only two options left. One was to evacuate the
troops at Yorktown across the river to Gloucester, which would buy them
a little more time. The other was to surrender. Cornwallis chose the
former.
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On the night of October 16, he prepared sixteen large boats and,
after nightfall, moved part of his army across the York River. Before any
more could join them, however, a storm blew up with violent winds and
driving rain. The boats, some with troops still aboard, were swept down-
river. Cornwallis’s remaining options were now cut in half.

By the following morning, the American batteries were fully estab-
lished. “The whole of our works are now mounted with cannon and mor-
tars,” Dr. Thacher wrote, “not less than one hundred pieces of heavy
ordnance have been in continual operation during the last twenty-four
hours. The whole peninsula trembles under the incessant thunderings
of our infernal machines.” The hail of iron tore into the charred ruins
of the town of York and the remains of Cornwallis’s earthworks. Off to
the American left, French batteries were pounding away. Then, between
the intermittent salvos of the guns, there came the brisk tattoo of a drum
beating “parlay.” Beside the drummer stood a red-coated officer waving
a white handkerchief. Jonathan Trumbull wrote, “Expect to begin our
new roar of cannon, mortars, &c. but are prevented by the appearance
of a flag from his Lordship, which bears a letter proposing a sessation
of hostilities & a conference of commissioners to consider on terms for
the surrender of the ports of York & Glocester.”

The Siege of Yorktown was over.



EpiLocue: “A most glorious day”

“I maAvE THE mortification to inform your Excellency that I have been
forced to give up the posts of York and Gloucester, and to surrender the
troops under my command.”

Lord Charles Cornwallis wrote those words to Sir Henry Clinton on
October 20, 1781, the day after his army had officially surrendered.
Negotiations, begun on October 17, continued through the following
day. Cornwallis first proposed that the British and German troops be sur-
rendered as prisoners and then returned to their respective countries
“under engagement not to serve against France, America or their allies,
until released or regularly exchanged.” That idea George Washington
deemed “inadmissable.”

Washington saw no need to negotiate, rather informing Cornwallis
that he, Washington, would “declare the general Basis upon which a
Definitive Treaty and Capitulation must take place.” When Charleston
had fallen to the British siege seventeen months earlier, Clinton had
humiliated the surrendering garrison by ordering them to march out
with their colors cased—that is, with their flags rolled and covered, not
flying. Sir Henry had also rejected a second traditional token of a vic-
tor’s respect for the surrendering army, forbidding the Americans from
playing a British march as they paraded from their works. Now Wash-
ington informed Cornwallis that his army would receive the same terms.
The troops from Yorktown and the sailors of Cornwallis’s squadron
would then be marched to some part of the country where they could
be held prisoners of war.

Dr. James Thacher’s journal entry of October 19 begins, “This is to
us a most glorious day; but to the English, one of bitter chagrin and dis-
appointment.” Around noon, the victorious armies, American and
French, were drawn up on either side of the Yorktown road in a double
line that stretched over a mile long. As usual, the French presented the
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more impressive sight in their immaculate white uniforms, while the
Americans “were clad in small jackets of white cloth, dirty and ragged,
and a number of them were almost barefoot.”

At the head of the French line stood the Comte de Rochambeau and
his aides, with Washington and his “family”—his core group of officers—
at the head of the Americans. Thacher reported as many spectators as
soldiers but noted that complete silence was maintained by the thou-
sands present.

Around two o’clock, the British and German troops marched out
from the defenses surrounding Yorktown, their drums beating a British
march. It is unclear whether fifes played as well, nor is it known what
march the defeated soldiers chose, but centuries-old legend notwith-
standing, it was almost certainly not a tune called “The World Turned
Upside Down.” There is, in fact, no evidence that a march of that name
even existed then.

At the head of the British army was Brigadier General Charles
O’Hara, second in command, Lord Cornwallis having sent word that he
was ill and could not attend. It was almost universally assumed that he
was simply avoiding the humiliation of the surrender ceremony. The
Comte de Grasse, however, was genuinely sick and sent the Comte de
Barras to stand in for him.

Cornwallis had sent his sword with O’Hara to be presented to Wash-
ington, but Washington would not accept the sword from the second in
command, instructing O’Hara rather to give it to Ais second, General
Benjamin Lincoln. It was Lincoln who had been forced to surrender
Charleston to Clinton and Cornwallis, and he now had the satisfaction
of receiving Cornwallis’s surrender in return. He took the sword from
O’Hara as a gesture of accepting the surrender, then immediately
returned it.

The British troops were dejected and angry as they marched down
the road between the French and American lines. The Germans, hired
mercenaries who had little interest in the outcome of the war and could
blame their loss on the British command, were more serene. At the spot
designated for the troops to ground their arms, the British, according
to Thacher, “manifested a sullen temper, throwing their arms on a pile
with violence, as if determined to render them useless.” Lincoln, over-
seeing the procedure, quickly put a stop to that.
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Cornwallis’s letter to Clinton announcing the surrender was sent by
the sloop of war Bonetta, which, as one of the terms of capitulation, had
been left for Cornwallis to use as he wished. Soon after the British and
Germans laid down their arms, Bonetta put to sea and made her way to
New York. On her arrival there, however, she failed to find General Clin-
ton, Admiral Graves, or the British fleet.

As Bonetta had sailed north, the fleet, with Clinton and five thousand
troops aboard, was sailing south to rescue Cornwallis. The admirals and
captains had spent more than a month repairing and outfitting their
ships, and by the middle of October, the fleet was finally ready to get
underway. They weighed anchor and stood out to sea on October 19,
the same day that Cornwallis’s army marched out from their works and
surrendered, and a full two weeks after the date Clinton had promised
to Cornwallis. Bonetta and the fleet managed to pass each other at sea.

Around October 24, the British fleet was nearing Cape Charles when
a small schooner sailed toward them, a tiny, insubstantial craft among
the behemoth men-of-war. On board the schooner were three men, two
of them black, the other white. One of the black men, James Robinson,
was the former pilot of the Charon, the flagship of Commodore Thomas
Symonds’s little fleet at Yorktown. Robinson and the two others had
made their escape before Cornwallis had officially capitulated, and now
they delivered to Graves and Clinton the news those two men least
wanted to hear.

After further confirmation of Cornwallis’s surrender, Graves detached
the ship Rattlesnaketo carry his and Clinton’s dispatches to London “that
Government might be prepared to receive the particulars of so sad a
catastrophe.” Graves added that he hoped the Lords of the Admiralty
would not think that any part of the disaster had “proceeded from the
want of attention or exertion on my particular part.” With that, the fleet
put about and returned to New York.

The Lords of the Admiralty might not have been inclined to fault
Graves or themselves, but Clinton certainly did. In fact, Clinton gave the
Royal Navy nearly all the credit for the military disaster at Yorktown,
pointing out to American Secretary Lord George Germain that Corn-
wallis could likely have been saved if the fleet had “been able to sail at,
or within a few days of, the time we first expected.” Clinton, more than
anyone else in the British command, had always appreciated the cen-
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trality of sea power to the war in North America, and he rightly blamed
the loss of Cornwallis’s army on the loss of control of the sea.

For the tardiness of the relief operation, he blamed Graves and the
other admirals—Samuel Hood, Francis Drake, and the recently arrived
Robert Digby—while the admirals in their turn blamed the paucity of
naval stores in New York for their inability to get the fleet back to sea
more quickly. While that was valid to a point, it is also likely that the
admirals were in no hurry to embark on what they had to realize was a
dangerous and probably futile endeavor, one that carried the potential
for genuine disaster. None of them expressed such misgivings in any sur-
viving record, but that is not surprising. Expressing doubt was not always
the best career move in the Royal Navy. Sometimes it was better to drag
your feet while protesting that you were moving as fast as you could given
the Admiralty’s inability to keep the shipyards stocked.

For the overall failure in the Chesapeake, Clinton correctly blamed
the inferiority of the British fleet. “To this inferiority, then,” he wrote to
Germain, “I may with confidence assert, and to that alone, is our pres-
ent misfortune to be imputed.” Clinton never even mentioned the oper-
ations of the land forces. The defeat at Yorktown, he knew, was at its
heart a naval defeat.

If there was one constant in Sir Henry’s writing, it was that he him-
self was to blame for none of it. He reminded Germain that he, Ger-
main, had led Clinton to believe “that our fleet here would not only have
been augmented at least in proportion to that of the enemy, but that
our naval reinforcements would have arrived on this coast even before
theirs.” Despite his ongoing feud with Cornwallis, Clinton did not blame
the failure on his subordinate—not, that is, until he read Cornwallis’s
letter of October 2o0.

Clinton did not receive the letter sent aboard the Bonetta until he
returned to New York, but when he did read it he must have been livid.
In addition to relating the events that led to the surrender, Cornwallis
reiterated, forcefully and often, that he had never liked Yorktown as a
post to fortify, that the selection of Yorktown had been Clinton’s idea,
and that he, Cornwallis, would have made an effort to break out and
make a forced march for New York, or at least fought Washington on
open ground, if he had not been assured by Clinton that help was on
the way. The American Revolution may have effectively ended with York-
town, but the war between these two men, which had been kindled even
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before Cornwallis’s march into Virginia, would rage on until both of
them were dead.

Echoes of Yorktown

By the beginning of November, rumors reached Europe that Cornwal-
lis’s army was in a tenuous position at Yorktown, though ministers in
London and Paris did not know how seriously threatened the earl might
be. It was clear, however, that the loss of Cornwallis would be a signifi-
cant blow to British prospects in America. The Earl of Sandwich’s letter
of November g to Hood, written in response to Hood’s report on the
Battle of the Capes, reflected the British ministry’s thinking:

If you are not more successful in your present enterprise, the fate of which
is probably determined long before this time, there is, I fear, an end to all
our expectations of a favourable conclusion of the American war, and con-
sequently that all hopes of a peace in which the power and riches of this

country are not to be annihilated have no longer any existence.

Like the ministers in London, Benjamin Franklin and his fellow
diplomats in Paris were aware of the developing situation in the Chesa-
peake, at least in its broad strokes, and had been speculating about the
ramifications of the British army falling into Washington’s hands, or,
conversely, a victory by Cornwallis and Clinton over the allies. Of one
thing they felt certain: the outcome of the fighting in Virginia would
likely determine the outcome of the war one way or the other.

The news of Cornwallis’s capitulation finally reached Paris on Novem-
ber 20, five days before it reached London. Around midnight, a courier
to Franklin’s home delivered a note from the Comte de Vergennes, the
French foreign minister, throwing Franklin, as one observer put it, into
“an ecstasy of joy.” With help from Franklin, who knew a thing or two
about public relations, word spread quickly throughout France. The
country was immediately swept up in the old philosopher’s delirium,
and the victory was celebrated in the streets of every French city and
town.

Clinton’s letter from the Virginia capes arrived in London aboard the
Rattlesnake on November 25, and the reaction there was more sober if
no less intense. Lord Frederick North, the prime minister, on hearing
the news, exclaimed, “Oh God! it is all over!”
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The news came at a bad time for the North government and indeed
for anyone advocating a continuation of the war effort. In what had
grown from a colonial insurrection to a world war, the British had suf-
fered losses in India, Minorca, the West Indies, and Florida, and the
combined French and Spanish fleets were again threatening the English
homeland. Perhaps of greater importance, the “country gentlemen” of
England, whose taxes had largely financed the war, were growing ever
more recalcitrant about pouring money down the American drain.

By the spring of 1782, the North ministry was gone, swept from office
in the rising tide of discontent over the conduct of the American war, a
tide that finally spilled its banks with the receipt of the news from York-
town. North’s government was replaced by that of Charles Watson-
Wentworth, Lord Rockingham, a former prime minister and a supporter
of American independence. King George III disliked Rockingham
intensely, just as he disliked the thought of American independence, but
in the end he had no choice but to accept first the one and eventually
the other.

Despite war weariness on both sides of the ocean in the wake of York-
town, the conflict did not end there but continued another two years.
De Grasse sailed from the Chesapeake on November 4 as the end of the
hurricane season and his commitments to the Spaniards shifted his the-
ater of operations back to the West Indies. “I consider myself infinitely
happy,” he wrote to Washington, “to have been of some service to the
United States.”

De Grasse had initially agreed to escort troops under the command
of the Marquis de Lafayette to Wilmington, North Carolina, for an attack
on the British there, but ultimately decided he did not have enough time
for that. He and Washington discussed objectives they might pursue the
following year. General Washington hoped, perhaps even expected, that
the defeat of Cornwallis would end America’s war, but that was by no
means certain in October and November 1781.

The war with England was definitely not over for de Grasse, who con-
tinued to operate in the West Indies through the end of 1781 and the
first part of 1782. In April 1782, the admiral once again collided with
Rodney and Hood, but this time the British possessed the superior num-
bers, with thirty-six ships of the line to de Grasse’s thirty. The Battle of
the Saints was a disaster for the French. Six French ships were captured,
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including the massive flagship Ville de Paris, taken by Hood’s Barfleurand
the Russell.

De Grasse found himself a prisoner of war, and upon his return to
Paris, he was court-martialed. Although acquitted on most counts, he
fell into disfavor with the king and retired to his family home in Tilly.
He eventually regained favor at court, but he never again served in the
navy of France. The Comte de Grasse died in Paris in 1788 at the age of
Sixty-six.

The tall and burly de Grasse, one of the few men with an even more
imposing physical presence than Washington, was the only French admi-
ral to fulfill Washington’s vision of naval superiority, and in so doing
proved Washington’s thoughts on the subject correct. He and Wash-
ington met only twice, both times aboard the Ville de Paris. Today, below
the bluffs of Yorktown, near where the York River flows into the Chesa-
peake Bay, there stands a pair of statues showing the American
commander-in-chief and the French admiral conferring on the flag-
ship’s deck, a tribute to this brief and unlikely partnership that was so
instrumental in the winning of the American Revolution.

For Clinton and Cornwallis, the war was certainly over. Clinton
remained in New York until replaced by Sir Guy Carleton in the spring
of 1782, then returned to England, where he wrote his memoirs of the
war and resumed his seat in Parliament. In 1794, he was appointed gov-
ernor of Gibraltar, but he died before he could take that post.

Cornwallis was held as a prisoner of war before being exchanged for
the American congressman Henry Laurens, who had been captured at
sea by the Royal Navy and held in the Tower of London. Cornwallis then
resumed his military career, and he served as governor-general of India
and later as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, where he put down a rebellion
in 1798. He was then reappointed governor-general of India and died
there in 1805. His grave overlooks the Ganges River.

Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, also taken prisoner, later
returned to England on parole, where he was received as a hero. He
served in the House of Commons until 1812, and, though he saw no
more active military service, he retained his commission and was ulti-
mately promoted to general. He died in 1834 at the age of seventy-eight.

Lieutenant Colonel John Graves Simcoe also returned to England on
parole and was introduced to the king by George Germain. He, too,
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served in Parliament briefly before being appointed lieutenant gover-
nor of Upper Canada. He was an excellent administrator, helping to set-
tle the region—often by convincing his former cavalry soldiers to move
there—establishing a system of public education, and taking steps to
abolish the slave trade. (His old friend Tarleton, as MP from Liverpool,
was meanwhile actively working in support of slavery.) Simcoe is looked
upon as one of the founding fathers of Toronto and London, Ontario.
He also served briefly as commandant of St. Domingo (Haiti) and was
sent to replace the deceased Cornwallis in India, but he took ill en route
and returned to England, where he died in 1806.

The Rockingham government assumed office with its policy of end-
ing the American war already accepted, and the new government wasted
little time in implementing it. Plans were made for the evacuation of
New York and Charleston, with troops from those posts to be sent to the
Caribbean to reinforce the garrisons there. Though America was to be
abandoned, the new government was not ready to give up on all fronts,
particularly not in the valuable West Indies.

Sir Guy Carleton, the former governor of Quebec, replaced Clinton
in command of the army in North America in the spring of 1782. Carle-
ton had fought Benedict Arnold in the Battle of Valcour Island on Lake
Champlain in the autumn of 1776. Arnold’s ragtag fleet had been
demolished, but Arnold succeeded in postponing the British advance
from Canada into New York until 1777, and that set the stage for the
American victory at the Battle of Saratoga. There, General John Bur-
goyne surrendered the only other British army to be given up during
the war on October 17, 1777, four years to the day before Cornwallis
sent his drummer to the top of the earthworks at Yorktown to begin talks
with Washington. Now Carleton arrived in New York expecting to nego-
tiate a peace as well as to oversee the evacuation of the garrison there,
but after his arrival he discovered that negotiations had already begun
in Paris.

The surrender at Yorktown effectively ended America’s War for Inde-
pendence. Like sparks in the embers, a few inconsequential skirmishes
followed, but there was no major fighting in the former colonies from
that point forward. From an American point of view, the war had been
asimple fight between Continental troops and British and German sol-
diers for possession of the thirteen former colonies, and the peace that
concluded it might likewise have been expected to be straightforward.
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But the war was anything but simple for its other participants. It was
an enormously complicated, multinational affair, and the peace nego-
tiations were equally complex. The talks included not just the Ameri-
cans and British but France, Spain, and the various interests of the
Bourbons as well as the Netherlands. At issue were the many places
worldwide in which the European powers had territorial claims, includ-
ing the West Indies, the Mediterranean, Gibraltar, India, and, of course,
North America.

The complexity of the negotiations and the slowness of communica-
tions caused more than two years to elapse before the American war was
officially over. The Treaty of Paris was signed on September g, 1783, and
the British departure from New York—long delayed by logistical issues,
a dearth of shipping, and the flooding of the city by Loyalist refugees
and freed slaves—was finally completed in the months following. The
last British ships set sail from the harbor on November 25, and they were
barely out of view when General Washington led his Continental troops
down Broadway to The Battery. The hour of his triumphant return,
which he had longed for and fought for ever since the disastrous Battle
of Long Island more than seven years earlier, had arrived at last. This
was the hour that he had thought might be within his grasp in the sum-
mer of 1781. Instead, he had gambled everything on Yorktown. The
route had been more indirect, but it had led him here at last.

On January 14, 1784, the Congress of the United States heard a res-
olution calling for King George III and the United States “to forget all
past misunderstandings and differences that have unhappily interrupted
the good correspondence and friendship which they mutually wish to
restore.” The first article stipulated that “His Britannic majesty acknowl-
edges said United States . . . to be free, sovereign and independent
states.” The vote in Congress was unanimous. The war was won. The
Paris Peace Treaty was ratified. The United States was born.

George Washington and the Importance of Naval Power

George Washington had not been qualified to take command of the
army in 17%75. His last military experience had been seventeen years ear-
lier, and he had never led anything larger than a regiment. But he was
the most qualified American-born military officer available at the time—
and certainly the most famous. As it turned out, he was also exactly the
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leader the nascent United States needed in command of its armed
forces. Of all the men and women who contributed to the success of the
American Revolution, Washington is arguably the one individual with-
out whom it could not have been won. He was the indispensable man.

When he rode into Cambridge on July 2, 1775, Washington could
number among his shortcomings a lack of familiarity with the European-
style warfare that was to take place on the eastern seaboard. Most of his
campaigning during the French and Indian War, the early proving
ground of so many officers on both sides of the War for Independence,
had been done on the frontier. He was more familiar with woodland
fighting than with maneuvering regiments on an open field of battle.
And he knew almost nothing about ships and the sea.

Washington found a stalemate when he took command of the army.
Boston at that time was virtually an island, connected to the mainland
only by a narrow neck, and the Americans had the British garrison com-
pletely cut off by land. But as long as the sea lanes were open, there
would be no starving the enemy out, as the British were able to resup-
ply using the tens of thousands of tons of merchant shipping available
to them and sailing under the watchful eye of the Royal Navy.

This was Washington’s first lesson in the importance of sea power,
and he thought initially there was nothing he could do. The rebellious
colonies had no naval power to match that of the Royal Navy and no
means to acquire it. When it was suggested to him, likely by John Glover
of Marblehead, that armed schooners would suffice to capture unarmed
merchant vessels, Washington saw the wisdom in this and embraced the
idea. Soon he had seven vessels armed and fitted out and hunting the
ships carrying supplies into Boston. Washington had built himself a navy,
tiny though it was, and had introduced himself to the idea of contesting
the seas.

He saw the possibilities of naval power again in 17476, when Benedict
Arnold was able to challenge the British for control of Lake Champlain.
Still, Washington believed that America lacked the resources to build,
outfit, and man a navy to challenge that of Great Britain. Trying, he felt,
was a waste of time and money. He was probably right.

As the Revolution wore on, Washington could only watch as the
British navy transported troops up and down the coast—to New York,
Charleston, Philadelphia, Virginia—allowing them to strike at will and
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depart with the same ease. He came to understand that sea power was
the key to the war and that the Americans could never win unless they
possessed it, however briefly. And for that, he knew he had to look to
the French.

From the day in 1778 when France pledged its help in America’s fight
for independence, Washington hoped that they would provide the naval
superiority he wished for, and time and again they let him down. By July
1780, when the Comte de Rochambeau and the Chevalier de Ternay
arrived with a French fleet in Newport, Washington thoroughly under-
stood the strategic challenges he faced. He wrote to the French com-
manders that “In any operations, and under all circumstances, a decisive
naval superiority is to be considered as a fundamental principle, and the
basis upon which every hope of success must ultimately depend.”

Still, Washington would have to wait more than a year for all the stars
to align over Yorktown. And making them align would take an enormous
gamble on his part. Had he marched his army to the Chesapeake only
to find that the French fleet had gone elsewhere or been repulsed by
the British—as had happened earlier in the year in the abortive attempt
to take Arnold—the Continental Army would quite likely have simply
fallen apart and disbanded. Washington warned de Grasse of that very
thing, and if past performance had told him anything, it was that the
French navy was not to be counted on.

But de Grasse came through, and even as Washington and Rocham-
beau were marching their men south, Cornwallis’s downfall was decided,
not on the green fields of Virginia but on the gray and heaving waters
of the Atlantic off the Virginia capes. A decisive naval superiority was
indeed the basis upon which every hope of success ultimately depended.
And when, for that brief and shining moment, de Grasse gave that supe-
riority to the United States, he gave that nation its freedom as well.
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1778

July 10: Encouraged by the American victory in the Battle of Saratoga,
France declares war on Great Britain, enlarging the American rebel-
lion into a world war.

December 29: The British capture Savannah, Georgia. The failure of a
combined French/American force to retake the city the following
year convinces the British of the wisdom of their new plan to subdue

the former colonies from south to north.

1780
May 12: British generals Sir Henry Clinton and Lord Charles Cornwal-

lis force the surrender of Charleston, South Carolina. General Ben-
jamin Lincoln, commander of America’s southern army, is captured.
Cornwallis begins to move his army north through the Carolinas,
while Clinton returns to New York, which is surrounded but not
immediately threatened by George Washington’s northern army.

June 13: George Washington recommends Nathanael Greene to replace
General Lincoln in the south, but Congress instead gives command
of the southern army to Major General Horatio Gates, the nominal
but undeserving hero of Saratoga.

July 11: French troops under the command of the Comte de Rocham-
beau land at Newport, Rhode Island. General Washington welcomes
the arrival of the troops but is even more excited about the fleet that
accompanies them. Five years of war have convinced Washington that
America has no chance of winning as long as England maintains
unchallenged naval superiority.

August 16: Gates is badly beaten at the Battle of Camden, South Car-
olina, and abandons the battle on horseback, riding 180 miles north

in three days.
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September 23: Benedict Arnold’s treason—his plan to give the fort at
West Point, which he commands, and with it control of the Hudson
River to the British—is discovered. Arnold flees to the British.

October 14: Yielding at last to rising criticism, Congress removes Gates
from the southern command. Washington appoints Nathanael
Greene—an inspired choice—to command what remains of the

southern army.

1781

Late 17780 through January 17: Greene divides the already-weak south-
ern army in the face of Cornwallis’s stronger army—a highly unortho-
dox move. He sends Brigadier General Daniel Morgan with six
hundred men into the Carolina backcountry west of Charlotte, guess-
ing correctly that Cornwallis will divide his own army in response.
Cornwallis sends Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton after Mor-
gan’s wing, and Morgan, making brilliant tactical use of his regular
troops and militia, defeats Tarleton at the Battle of Cowpens, South
Carolina, on January 17.

January g4-January 20: Benedict Arnold, now a British general, is sent
to Virginia by Sir Henry Clinton to destroy rebel supplies flowing
south to Greene’s army and to establish a British base on the Chesa-
peake Bay. Arnold leads a raiding party up the James River to Rich-
mond, burning and looting, then retires to Portsmouth to start
fortifications for a base.

February 20: Washington sends the Marquis de Lafayette to Virginia
with twelve hundred men in hopes of capturing Benedict Arnold’s
troops. The French fleet is to assault Arnold’s position from the water,
forming the other half of the pincer. The fleet heads south from New-
port, and the British fleet leaves Long Island in pursuit.

March 15: Lord Cornwallis defeats Nathanael Greene at the Battle of
Guilford Courthouse, North Carolina, but at such a heavy cost to his
army that, after initially marching his army to Wilmington, he decides
to abandon the Carolinas and march for Virginia.

March 16: The French and British fleets meet outside the Chesapeake
for the Battle of Cape Henry. The British are mauled but win a tacti-
cal victory when the French abandon their attempt to get to Virginia.
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Lacking control of the bay, the Americans are forced to abandon
their assault on Arnold.

April 28: A French fleet under Admiral de Grasse arrives in the West
Indies.

May 19: Cornwallis crosses into Virginia and links his army with that of
Benedict Arnold. The combined army moves at will through tidewa-
ter Virginia during the summer, scarcely hindered by Lafayette’s infe-
rior force.

August 1: In execution of ambiguous orders from Clinton, with whom
he is now feuding, Cornwallis begins to fortify Gloucester and York-
town, Virginia.

August 14: Washington gets word that de Grasse will shift his fleet from
the West Indies to the Chesapeake, and he and Rochambeau begin
to move their armies south to meet the French fleet in the hope of
trapping Cornwallis. It is a virtual replay of the move against Arnold
the previous spring, only this time against Cornwallis’s entire army.
Washington gambles everything on the effort, marching south with
most of his army.

August go: De Grasse arrives in the Chesapeake with a powerful fleet
and three thousand additional French troops.

September 1: The British fleet under the command of Admiral Thomas
Graves leaves New York to pursue the French fleet and to relieve
Cornwallis.

September 5: The British fleet arrives off the Chesapeake. The Battle of
the Capes ensues, and de Grasse’s superior fleet drives the British off.
The sailors in this battle outnumber all the soldiers on both sides of
the war in North America. When the victorious French fleet returns
to the Chesapeake, Cornwallis’s capture is all but assured.

October 14: French and American troops storm two of Cornwallis’s
redoubts and capture them. This is the only significant fighting dur-
ing the Siege of Yorktown.

October 17: Cornwallis sends word that he would like to discuss terms
of surrender.

October 19: The British army marches out from the works at Yorktown
and formally surrenders. It is the end of significant combat in the
American Revolution. The following spring, peace negotiations
begin.
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303 take out her People: Council of War, ibid., 8o.

303 H[is] M[ajesty’s] Ship Terrible: Log of the London, Chadwick, Graves
Papers, 197.

303  They paid dearly: Shea, French Fleet, 73,

304  the French fleet are at anchor: Graves to Hood, Chadwick, Graves Papers,
93-

304 it is no more than what and following: Hood to Graves, ibid., 93.

304 the position of the Enemy and following: Council of War, ibid., 83.

CHAPTER 25 THE SIEGE OF YORKTOWN

go5  This state of hope: Tarleton, Campaigns, 365.

306 no doubt that Washington is moving: Clinton to Cornwallis, ibid., 418.
306 in too unfinished a state: Ibid., 368.

306  If I had no hopes of relief: Cornwallis to Clinton, ibid., 419.

306  England must lament the inactivity: Ibid., 365.

307 [b]y examining the transports: Cornwallis to Clinton, ibid., 419.

g07  This place is in no state: Ibid.
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307  Nothing but the want: General Orders, in Johnston, Yorktown Campaign,
95-

307 a greal deficiency: Washington, Diaries, 259.

307  Great joy in town and following: Trumbull, “Minutes,” 333.

308 an account of an action: Ibid.

308 Much agitated and following: Ibid.

309  Never was more joy painted and following: Tucker to Fanny, Commager
and Morris, Spirit of "Seventy-Six, 1224.

“[M]on cher petit général!”

310 {0 express the Pleasure and following: Washington to de Grasse, Institut
Francais, Correspondence of Washington and de Grasse, 31.

310 all the transports which M. du Barras: De Grasse to Washington, ibid., 3.

311 resembled a swamp: Martin, Memoir, 127.

311 the most noble and majestic spectacle: Thacher, Eyewitness, 278.

311 received with great ceremony and following: Trumbull, “Minutes,” 333.

311 The Peace & Independence: Questions, Institut Francais, Correspondence of
Washington and de Grasse, 36.

312 soon dispatched to great satisfaction and following: Trumbull, “Minutes,”
333-

313 we sail fast in our boat and following: Ibid.

313 alarge fleet and following: Martin, Memoir, 126.

314 the naval engagement: Thacher, Eyewitness, 277.

314 not keeping that look out: Symonds to Graves, Chadwick, Graves Papers,
128.

315  [T]he impatience, or want of resolution: Tarleton, Campaigns, 366.

315 The enemy are beginning: De Grasse to Washington, Institut Francais,
Correspondence of Washington and de Grasse, 45.

316 Sir; I cannot conceal from your Excellency: Washington to de Grasse, ibid.,
48.

316 the plans I had suggested: De Grasse to Washington, ibid., 51.

“[TThe epoch which will decide American Independence”

316 will probably be rendered: Trumbull, “Minutes,” 334.

317  one wish throughout: Cornwallis to Clinton, Clinton, The American
Rebellion, 577.

317 above five thousand men: Clinton to Cornwallis, CIV, 2:160.

318  the greatest satisfaction: Cornwallis to Clinton, ibid., 164.

318 1 trust before the end of that Month: Germain to Clinton, ibid., 167.

318  In the morning it is discovered: Trumbull, “Minutes,” 330.

318  Immediately . . . we possessed them: Washington, Diaries, 263.

319 The present moment offers: quoted in Johnston, Yorktown Campaign, 122.

319 a mere ceremony: Martin, Memoir, 130.
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319 All our batleries open and following: Trumbull, “Minutes,” §36.

320  The greater part of the town: Ewald, Hessian Journal, 354.

320 [ have told everyone: Ibid., 335.

321  the repairs of the squadron: Hood to Jackson, Chadwick, Graves Papers, 117.

321 lo have three or four fire ships: Ibid.

321 the enemy’s fleet may possibly: Ibid.

321 My situation now becomes very critical: Cornwallis to Clinton, Tarleton,
Campaigns, 369.

322 The whole of our works: Thacher, Eyewitness, 286.

322 FExpect to begin our new roar: Trumbull, “Minutes,” §37.

EPILOGUE: “A MOST GLORIOUS DAY”

323 I have the mortification: Cornwallis to Clinton, Tarleton, Campaigns, g40.

323 under engagement not to serve: Cornwallis to Washington, Commager and
Morris, Spirit of “Seventy-Six, 1240.

323 inadmissable: Ibid.

323 declare the general Basis: Ibid.

323  This is to us a most glorious day: Thacher, Eyewitness, 289.

324 were clad in small jackets: Von Closen, Revolutionary Journal, 153.

324 manifested a sullen temper: Thacher, Eyewitness, 29o.

325 that Government might be prepared and following: Graves to Stephens,z
Chadwick, Graves Papers, 138.

325 been able to sail at: Clinton to Germain, Clinton, The American Rebellion,
536.

326 7o this inferiority, then and following: Ibid.

Echoes of Yorktown

327 If you are not more successful: Sandwich to Hood, Barnes and Owen,
Private Papers of John, Earl of Sandwich, 4:201.

327 an ecstacy of joy: quoted in Schiff, Great Improvisation, 289.

327  Oh God! it is all over!: North, quoted in Mackesy, War for America, 455.

328 I consider myself: De Grasse to Washington, Institut Francais,
Correspondence of Washington and de Grasse, 153,

331 to forget all past misunderstandings: Ford, Journal of the Continental
Congress, 26:25,.

George Washington and the Importance of Naval Power

333 In any operations: quoted in Knox, Naval Genius, 62.
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