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The Colonial National Historical Par

Its History and Present Development

The Historic Triangle

t Jamestown Island, about 32 miles from the mouth of
A the James River, the first permanent English settle-

ment in America was established in 1607. The colonial
period, thus begun, came to an end in 1781 at Yorktown, on the
York River, within 20 miles of Jamestown. During the last half
of this period, the official and cultural life of the colony of
Virginia was centered in Williamsburg, 6 miles northeast of
Jamestown and 14 miles west of Yorktown. Today these three
sites form an Historic Triangle that bears witness to some of the
most significant events in the early history of our country. The
United States literally began here, and today’s visitor can learn
as much or more about how our country began than in any area
of comparable size.

Historic Williamsburg has been restored through the efforts
of the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, and Virginia’s Colo-
nial Capital lives once again to remind us of a time when life was
less hurried and complicated than today. Yorktown Battlefield
isadministered by the National Park Service as a part of Colonial
National Historical Park. Here visitors may walk the ground
where the Americans and their French Allies won the last major
battle of the Revolutionary War, effectively ending Britain’s
rule over the American Colonies. The Park also includes the
Colonial Parkway, which runs through 23 miles of beautiful
scenery to connect Yorktown with Williamsburg and James-
town. Jamestown is administered jointly by the National Park
Service and the Association for the Preservation of Virginia
Antiquities, and offers a glimpse of the earliest beginnings of
the English way of life on this continent.

Colonial Background

Ithough England, by virtue of the discoveries of John
A Cabot in 1497, had a claim to North America, 110

years elapsed before she was able to gain a foothold. The
brilliant reign of Elizabeth I, which began in 1558, gave new
life to England. Industry and commerce developed so rapidly
that her limited area and resources were taxed to support her
increased population. Colonial possessions offered the solution
to many national problems. They would relieve congestion,
furnish raw materials, and afford markets for manufacturers.
Strength on the seas, a necessity for the maintenance of colonies,
was gained when the English Navy defeated the Spanish Ar-
mada in 1588. The growth of the fleet and Merchant Marine
increased the need for ship timber, pitch, tar, and other naval
stores. These economic motives prompted Englishmen to turn
their attention to America.

The first efforts to plant colonies ended in failure. In June
1583 Sir Humphrey Gilbert attempted a settlement in New-
foundland. In 1585 and 1587 his half brother, Sir Walter
Raleigh, established his ill-fated colonies on Roanoke Island.
The tragic failure of these enterprises showed the folly of indi-
vidual efforts. The risks and responsibilities of such ventures,
too great for one man to shoulder, awaited the joint efforts of
many persons.

Jamestown

nspired by accounts of new explorations in America and
I guided by the experience of Raleigh’s colonies, King

James I chartered two companies in 1606 to make settle-
ments in America. The Virginia Company of London had the
honor of planting the first permanent English colony in
America; it was not until 13 years later that the Plymouth
Company was successful in establishing its colony in Mas-
sachusetts. On December 20, 1606, the Susan Constant, the
Godspeed, and the Discovery, three small vessels carrying 144
men and boys under the command of Captain Christopher
Newport, sailed from London.

On April 26, 1607, after a long and trying voyage, the weary
colonists sighted the two capes at the mouth of the Chesapeake
Bay, which they named Henry and Charles after the two sons of
their king. Upon passing the capes they soon reached the mouth
of a mighty river, called Powhatan by the Indians, but renamed
the James River, in honor of His Majesty, King James I. They
spent nearly 2 weeks exploring the banks of this river for the site
of a settlement. Although not exactly in conformity with their
instructions, which warned them against swampy land, they
selected a low-lying peninsula on the north side of the river,
about 32 miles from its mouth. This site possessed certain
advantages for defense against the Indians and the Spanish. The
neck of land joining it with the mainland gradually disappeared
through the erosive action of the river and the tides, so that early
in the 18th century the peninsula had become an island.

In addition to its easy defensibility, the selected site possessed
the further advantage of having deep water so close to shore that
the ships could moor directly to the trees that grew along the
water’s edge. It was on May 13, 1607, that the little fleet tied
up to the natural wharves. The next day the colonists set to work
building fortifications, and “James Towne” became the birth-
place of English-speaking America. While the uneasy and curi-
ous Indians looked on, the settlers labored for a month and a day
to build a triangle fort to protect their homes—at first tents,
then crude huts.

* To govern the colony a local council had been appointed by
His Majesty’s Council in England. Prominent members of this
first council were Edward Maria Wingfield, chosen as the first
president, and Captain John Smith. Constant bickering among
the council members added to the hardships of the colony.
Disease and famine stalked through the settlement, so that at
one time, according to John Smith, “the living were scarce able
to bury the dead.”

The development of Jamestown was a disheartening process.
The climate compelled the colonists to undergo rigorous season-
ing, and the instructions of the company compelled them to
waste much time and energy in efforts to provide immediate
dividends. The town was destroyed by fire in January 1608, and
the colony was on the verge of disintegration. In the face of this
disaster the natural leadership of Captain John Smith asserted
itself, and from this time until his return to England in Sep-
tember 1609, he ruled Jamestown with stern but fair measures.
After his departure the colonists again went through hard times
from which they were rescued by Sir Thomas Dale, Deputy
Governor under the enterprise of Lord De La Warr. The colony
regained strength and prospered, and the colonists began to
settle along both sides of the James River. The cultivation of
tobacco was begun in 1612 by John Rolfe, who proved that
Virginia could successfully compete with Spain in the produc-
tion of this staple crop. In addition to paving the way for the
economic prosperity of the colony, Rolfe gave it the first touch
of romance when, in 1614, he married the Princess Pocahontas.
She was the daughter of Powhatan, head chief or werowance of
an imperial confederacy of Indian tribes, and was an Indian
convert to Christianity.

The year 1619 marked the beginning of a new epoch in
Virginia. The First Legislative Assembly convened in the
Jamestown church on July 30, thus initiating representative
government in America. Very significantly, this year also wit-
nessed the arrival of a Dutch vessel bearing about twenty blacks
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from the West Indies. Thus began one of the most perplexing
problems to confront American democracy during the next two
and a half centuries. The charter of the London Company was
revoked in June 1624, and Virginia became a royal colony under
the control of the king, who appointed the governor and coun-
cil. After 1660, the tyrannical administration of Governor
William Berkeley’s second term in office led to widespread
discontent, which culminated in Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676.
During this uprising, Nathaniel Bacon and his followers drove
Berkeley from Jamestown and set fire to the settlement, which
was rebuilt after the rebellion. An accidental fire in 1698
destroyed the State House and other important buildings, and
Governor Francis Nicholson removed the capital to Wil-
liamsburg, which had a healthier climate than Jamestown.

As the years passed, Jamestown was gradually abandoned and
rapidly fell into decay. Of the remaining fragments of the town,
the most interesting is the tower of the old church, built in
1639. Numerous foundations of the 17th century include those
of the first and last State Houses as well as other buildings
unearthed in the 20th century. They are preserved by joint effort
of the National Park Service and the Association for the Preser-
vation of Virginia Antiquities.

During the first quarter of the 17th century, while the
settlements spread along the James River, plans were considered
for taking up land along the York River. A palisade across the
peninsula for the protection of the inland settlers was projected.
In 1632 Dr. John Pott, a skillful physician, patented 1,200
acres of land on a 6-mile ridge between Archer’s Hope Creek
(now called College Creek) and Queen’s Creek, which flow,
respectively, into the James and York Rivers. During the next
two years, the palisade was built across this ridge, and the

settlement became known as Middle Plantation. Its high eleva- .

tion and good drainage soon attracted many families.

The growing importance of Middle Plantation led to its
selection as the location of the college of William and Mary in
Virginia, which was chartered by King William and Queen
Mary on February 8, 1693. Early attempts to secure a college for
the colony had been unsuccessful. The main college building,
designed by the celebrated English architect Sir Christopher
Wren, was completed in 1697. Middle Plantation, renamed
Williamsburg in honor of the reigning king, became the capital
of Virginia in 1699 and remained as such until the removal of
the capital to Richmond in 1780.

Yorktown

aptain Nicholas Martiau, a French Huguenot, was the
first settler on the land where Yorktown now stands.

The river has a very deep channel which narrows to less
than half a mile at this site. This advantage led the General
Assembly, in April 1691, to pass an act authorizing the pur-
chase of the tract for a county port at a price of 10,000 pounds
of tobacco. In July of the same year, the town was laid out in
half-acre lots by Colonel Lawrence Smith. (The map of this
survey is still preserved in the York County records.) A thriving
trade in buying and selling tobacco and importing settlers and
servants soon developed. At the end of the colonial period,
Yorktown was a very busy port, but it never recovered from the
damages inflicted during the Revolution, when British troops
were besieged there in October 1781.

Despite the ravages of time and war, the town still preserves
its 18th century colonial charm. The Nelson House, home of
Thomas Nelson the Junior, a signer of the Declaration of
Independence, is an excellent example of Georgian architecture.
The Moore House, located southeast of the town, was chosen as
the site for the negotiations of surrender for the participating
armies. Both of these houses have been restored by the National
Park Service to their 18th century appearance.

The Revolution in Virginia

irginia became the stage on which the final scenes
| / of the American Revolution were to be enacted.

The players, many of whom were hundreds of miles
away, did not know the parts they were to take in this great
drama. Charles, Lord Cornwallis arrived in Virginia in the
spring of 1781 to assume command of the British forces and to
reduce the State into submission. Opposing him was the young
Frenchman—the Marquis De Lafayette, whom the Congress
had commissioned as a major general, and who had been sent by
General George Washington to command the American troops
in Virginia.

In the first week of August, Yorktown would suddenly
become the center of interest for the opposing sides. Lord
Cornwallis received orders from General Sir Henry Clinton
directing him to establish a defense post as a base for future
operations and as a protection for ships of war. Cornwallis then
moved to Yorktown, after deciding that Old Point Comfort, on
the end of the peninsula, was not suited to his needs. An
American and French trap would soon be set for the unsuspect-
ing Cornwallis.

Washington and Rochambeau

eneral Washington, encamped along the Hudson
G River, was watching Clinton in New York, and Gen-

eral Comte De Rochambeau, with a French army
corps, was encamped at Newport, Rhode Island. The objective
of the Americans was New York, but they were not strong
enough to drive Clinton from the city. During the latter part of
May, Washington and Rochambeau, with other generals, met
at Wethersfield, Connecticut, to discuss the situation. Al-
though Washington had been anxious to aid the southern army,
he thought that by uniting forces against New York the chances
for success would be greater.

At this point, Washington learned that a powerful fleet
under Admiral De Grasse had sailed from France for the West
Indies. Although information of Cornwallis’ movements came
shortly thereafter, Washington was determined to continue his
operations against New York until more definite news could be
obtained from De Grasse. During the first week in July,
Rochambeau joined Washington, and the allied force made a
surprise attack upon Clinton. Though the attack was a failure, it
brought the British general to a realization of the gravity of his
situation. It only remained for the arrival of De Grasse and his
ships to complete the picture.

De Grasse and the French Fleet
T o protect his colonies in the West Indies and, if practi-
cable, aid the Americans, King Louis X VI sent Admiral
Comte de Grasse with a fleet and convoy to the Carib-
bean Sea in March 1781. When the fleet arrived at Cape
Francais, De Grasse found a dispatch awaiting him from
Rochambeau, requesting him to come to the aid of the allies.
The French general expressed a preference for operations in the
Chesapeake Bay, rather than New York, and the admiral agreed
to this request, returning word that he would sail promptly for
the Chesapeake. With a fleet of 28 ships of the line and 6
frigates, 3 regiments of infantry under the Marquis St. Simon,

and a fund of 115 million livres borrowed at Havana, De Grasse
anchored in Lynnhaven Bay outside of Hampton Roads in late

August. St. Simon’s troops were sent upriver to Jamestown
where they debarked on September 5 and proceeded to Wil-
liamsburg, where Lafayette was headquartered. On the same
day, the main body of the French fleet encountered the English
under Admirals Thomas Graves and Samuel Hood off the Vir-
ginia Capes. While they were engaged, the squadron of De
Barras from Newport, Rhode Island, slipped into the bay and on
the 11th of September united with De Grasse, who now com-
manded a fleet of 36 ships of the line. With the Chesapeake Bay
under his control, the French admiral held the key to the
situation, and the allies were presented with a glorious oppor-
tunity for a decisive victory.

The Siege of Yorktown

hen Washington received the news that De Grasse
|] : was to be in the Chesapeake, he decided to aban-

don his efforts against New York and move his army to
Virginia. The cooperation of his forces with the French fleet and
the troops already in Virginia would complete the trap that was
destined for Cornwallis at Yorktown. While feigning activity
toward Staten Island, Washington withdrew his army and the
march to Virginia got under way. At the head of the Chesapeake
Bay, the troops were embarked in transports, which carried
them to the James River landings nearest Williamsburg.
Meanwhile, Washington, in company with Rochambeau,
pushed on overland to his home at Mount Vernon, which he had
not visited in six years. After remaining there for a few days, he
reached Williamsburg on September 14. On the 27th,
Washington issued marching orders, and the following day the
combined forces moved upon Yorktown to form a semicircular
camp within a mile and a quarter of Cornwallis’ outworks. On
the night of September 29, the British abandoned all the
outworks except the Fusilier’s redoubt, on the extreme right
flank overlooking the river, and redoubts 9 and 10 on the left
flank. On the morning of the 30th, the besiegers, surprised to
find that the enemy had abandoned his outer positions, moved
into his works.

The first week in October was spent in final preparations fot
the investment of Yorktown. The allied force numbered about
16,000 troops. The American Continentals, on the right of the
line, included three divisions of two brigades each with Major
Generals Lincoln, Lafayette, and Steuben as division com-
manders. The Artillery brigade was commanded by Brigader
General Henry Knox. Virginia militia, 3,000 strong, were
commanded by Major Thomas Nelson. The French troops under
General Comte De Rochambeau, which made up the left of the
line, numbered seven regiments of infantry, a corps of artillery,
and a legion of horse and foot. The British force consisted of
about 7,500 seasoned veterans, mostly Britishers but with a
considerable number of German mercenaries. The British
cavalry, composed of Simcoe’s Rangers and Tarleton’s Legion,
operated on Gloucester Point until driven into their lines by the
allied troops under the French Brigadier General De Choisy.

On the day that the allied forces occupied the abandoned
outworks of the enemy, Washington wrote in his orders that it
was imperative “to conduct the attack against York with the
utmost rapidity,” saying that, “The present moment offers, in
prospect, the epoch which will decide American Independence,
the glory and superiority of the allies.” The lines hummed with
activity: gabions and fascines were made; stakes were cut; stores
and cannon were brought over from the James; and the en-
gineers busied themselves planning the approach. The besiegers
planned to move against the town by means of parallel lines of
trenches, dug nearer and nearer the doomed town.

The night of October 6 was dark and cloudy with a fine rain,
an admirable night for carrying out operations under the very.
nose of the enemy. The French and Americans scattered along
the line chosen for the first parallel and began to dig. By
morning they were under cover. During the next two days, the
digging continued and the entrenchments became more for-
midable. Batteries were emplaced, and on the 9th of October,
with a shot from the French battery on the extreme left, the
bombardment opened on Yorktown. Washington set off the
first American shot from a battery on the right. The following
day two new batteries were in operation, and so heavy was the
fire that Cornwallis was driven from Secretary Nelson’s House,
which he had been using as headquarters. On the 11th, 52
pieces of artillery poured shot into Yorktown, and by the 13th,
the enemy’s batteries were nearly silenced.

Work on the second parallel began on the night of the 11th.
Two redoubts of the enemy, known as Numbers 9 and 10,
occupied the right of the position selected by the allied en-
gineers for the second parallel. In order to clear these obstacles,
No. 9 was stormed by a party of French troops and No. 10 by a
party of American troops. The assault took place during the
night of the 14th, and after half an hour or so of fierce fighting,
the redoubts were taken. By the next morning, the second
parallel was completed.

Cornwallis, realizing his critical position, attempted to es-
cape on the night of the 16th by transferring his men across the
river to Gloucester Point. A storm interposed and defeated his
plans. His troops returned to their works where they were again
greeted by annihilating fire from the second parallel. Cornwallis
reported that, “It would have been wanton and inhuman to the
last degree to sacrifice the lives of this small body of gallant
soldiers.” He concluded that an attack on the allied lines would
be doomed to failure and surrendered.

The Surrender of Cornwallis

t 10 o’clock on the morning of the 17th, as the allies
A looked over their lines, they saw a drummer boy in red

mounted on one of the British parapets. He was beat-
ing a parley on his drum, but the men in the trenches could not
hear it for the tremendous roar of the cannonading. Then a
British officer appeared, waving a white handkerchief. He was
met by an American officer, who conducted him to the rear of
the lines. Cornwallis’ message asked for a 24-hour suspension of
hostilities, during which-commissioners were to discuss terms
of surrender. In reply, Washington demanded that Cornwallis
submit a proposal within 2 hours. This was done. Commission-
ers representing the two armies met the next day in the Moore
House and drew up formal articles of capitulation, which
Washington insisted should include the absolute submission
that Clinton had imposed upon General Lincoln at the fall of
Charleston. On the following morning, the articles were signed
by Cornwallis in Yorktown. At 2 o’clock on the memorable
afternoon of October 19, 1781, the surrender took place.

For a mile on the York-Hampton road, the allied troops had
drawn up, the Americans on one side and the French on the
other. The British marched between these lines to the surrender
field. At their head was General O’'Hara, taking the place of
Cornwallis, who pleaded illness. As O’Hara advanced to give his
sword to Washington as a token of surrender, Washington
referred him to General Lincoln, who, upon receiving it, im-
mediately returned it. The troops continued the march to a
cleared field where they grounded their arms and standards, and
then returned to their tents. The last illustrious chapter of
Colonial American history had been written.

76°33'

ar

37°15'

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
U. S. GEOLOGICAL SURVEY

32’

COLONIAL NATIONAL MONUMENT
YORKTOWN BATTLEFIELD

VIRGINIA

SURVEYED IN COOPERATION WITH
THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
THE CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION OF VIRGINIA
AND THE
UNITED STATES YORKTOWN SESQUICENTENNIAL COMMISSION

Scale 1:10 000

+ + E 1 Mile
—
1000 500 o 1000 : 2000 3000 4000 Feet

Contour interval 5 feet

Datum is mean sea level

Surveyed in 19301931

Topography by K. W. Trimble, R. M. Wilson, J. M. Rawls, H. A. Bean,
E. V. Holloway, J. O. Kilmartin, S E. Clement, and G. A. Mock
Control by U. S. Geological Survey and U. S. Coast and Geodetic Survey

1931

Polyconic projection. North American datum

Reproduced by electronic color scanning of the
1:9 600 scale 1931 edition.

76° 29

EXPLANATION

o L] E
LA T 1]
Roads and
buildings
il
Am}.;.;m AN County line Reservation Cemetery Church School  Transit-
DECL!g.Awg;r 1931 m ‘tI‘KYEl‘SE
station
BM 33X X48 64
: Elevation
Bench mark Supplementary s,

sea. I

3718’

3Tz

ADJUTANT GENERAL'S
HEADQU, 'S

13’

3
\

AMERICAN POSITIONS...........
FRENCH POSITIONS...........comsimerenssorssussassnsse
BRITISH POSITIONS.........cceopisisvensionseomasisas e

The fortifications and troop positions are tentatively
outlined through the courtesy of the Conservation
and Development Commission of Virginia.
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U.S. Geological Survey Photo
The old church tower, the only standing 17th century remains at
Jamestown, is believed to have been part of the first brick church
completed about 1639.

U.S. National Park Service F;hola b AN, Y .
Colonial Parkway, twenty-three miles of scenic highway, connects
Yorktown with Williamsburg and Jamestown.

U.S. Geological Survey Photo
Modern brickwork marks the location of original building
foundations, which were unearthed early in the 20th century and since
reburied.
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U.S. National Park Service Photo

U.S. Geological Survey Photo
Captain John Smith, a prominent member of the colony’s first governing
council, ruled Jamestown from January 1608 to September 1609.

U.S. Geological Survey Photo
The Wren Building, completed in 1697, continues to be a focal point Princess Pocahontas, daughter of Chief Powhatan, helped stabilize the
at the College of William and Mary, the second oldest college in the relations between the Indians and colonists by marrying John Rolfe in
United States. 1614.

u.s. Goolaiﬂﬂl Srvey Photo
Siege Cannon. The Allies had a superiority in siege cannon which they
used effectively to silence the British fire.

U.S. Geological Survey Photo U.S. Geological Survey Photo
The Nelson House, an outstanding example of Georgian architecture,
was once the home of Thomas Nelson, Jr., Yorktown’s signer of the

Declaration of Independence.
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The Moore House, chosen as the site for the negotiations of surrender
between the Allied and British armies.
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U.S. Geological Survey Photo

Redoubt 9, a British outwork overrun by French troops, was a key
factor in completing the Allies second offensive parallel.
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: U.S. Geological Survey Photo
Redoubt 10, another British outwork overrun by American troops,
who aligned with Redoubt 9 completing the second or inner offensive
parallel.

Map courtesy I. N. Phelps Stokes Collection, The New York Public Library-

The Siege Map of Yorktown, drawn in October 1781 by the American artillery officer Major Sebastian Bauman, is the only American survey of the
culmination of the struggle for independence.

U.S. Geological Survey Photo

Surrender Field, where British troops laid down their arms and
standards, thereby paving the way for our recognition as an
independent nation.



