
 

 

Page | 1 

The Siege and Surrender 

at Yorktown 
 

JAMES THACHER 

 
James Thacher (1754–1844) was a Massachusetts-born surgeon and writer who served 

with the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. Many years later (1823), he 

published his diaries written during the war, from which these excerpts are taken. 

Present during the siege of Yorktown and at the final surrender of the British, Thacher 

provides this eyewitness account of the end of the war. 

 

In the first excerpt, about the siege, Thacher speaks about the excitement and 

satisfaction of military victory, but also about its costs (which, as a surgeon, he sees first 

hand). How can one assess the relative weights of the gains and the losses? Is victory in 

war sufficient to justify its costs, or must we wait until we can properly judge the political 

future to which victory leads? What is your assessment of Cornwallis’ refusal to appear 

at the surrender or to be with his men in defeat? Compare the conduct of Cornwallis to 

that of Howe and Esther Dudley (see previous selection).  

 
From the 10th to the 15th [of October 1781], a tremendous and incessant firing from the 

American and French batteries is kept up, and the enemy return the fire, but with little 

effect. A red hot shell from the French battery set fire to the Charon, a British 44 gun 

ship, and two or three smaller vessels at anchor in the river, which were consumed in the 

night. From the bank of the river, I had a fine view of this splendid conflagration. The 

ships were enwrapped in a torrent of fire, which spreading with vivid brightness among 

the combustible rigging, and running with amazing rapidity to the tops of the several 

masts, while all around was thunder and lightning from our numerous cannon and 

mortars, and in the darkness of night, presented one of the most sublime and magnificent 

spectacles which can be imagined. Some of our shells, overreaching the town, are seen to 

fall into the river, and bursting, throw up columns of water like the spouting of the 

monsters of the deep.  

 

We have now made further approaches to the town, by throwing up a second parallel 

line, and batteries within about three hundred yards; this was effected in the night, and at 

daylight the enemy were roused to the greatest exertions, the engines of war have raged 

with redoubled fury and destruction on both sides, no cessation day or night. The French 
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had two officers wounded, and fifteen men killed or wounded, and among the Americans, 

two or three were wounded. I assisted in amputating a man’s thigh.  

 

The siege is daily becoming more and more formidable and alarming, and his 

lordship must view his situation as extremely critical, if not desperate. Being in the 

trenches every other night and day, I have a fine opportunity of witnessing the sublime 

and stupendous scene which is continually exhibiting. The bomb shells from the 

besiegers and the besieged are incessantly crossing each others’ path in the air. They are 

clearly visible in the form of a black ball in the day, but in the night, they appear like 

fiery meteors with blazing tails, most beautifully brilliant, ascending majestically from 

the mortar to a certain altitude, and gradually descending to the spot where they are 

destined to execute their work of destruction.  

 

It is astonishing with what accuracy an experienced gunner will make his 

calculations, that a shell shall fall within a few feet of a given point, and burst at the 

precise time, though at a great distance. When a shell falls, it whirls round, burrows, and 

excavates the earth to a considerable extent, and bursting, makes dreadful havoc around. I 

have more than once witnessed fragments of the mangled bodies and limbs of the British 

soldiers thrown into the air by the bursting of our shells, and by one from the enemy, 

Captain White, of the seventh Massachusetts regiment, and one soldier were killed, and 

another wounded near where I was standing. About twelve or fourteen men have been 

killed or wounded within twenty-four hours; I attended at the hospital, amputated a man’s 

arm, and assisted in dressing a number of wounds. 

 

The enemy having two redoubts, about three hundred yards in front of their principal 

works, which enfiladed
1
 our entrenchment and impeded our approaches, it was resolved 

to take possession of them both by assault. The one on the left of the British garrison, 

bordering on the banks of the river, was assigned to our brigade of light infantry, under 

the command of the Marquis de Lafayette. The advanced corps was led on by the intrepid 

Colonel Hamilton, who had commanded a regiment of light infantry during the 

campaign, and assisted by Colonel Gimat.  

 

The assault commenced at eight o’clock in the evening, and the assailants bravely 

entered the fort with the point of the bayonet without firing a single gun. We suffered the 

loss of eight men killed, and about thirty wounded, among whom Colonel Gimat received 

                                                 
1
 Gunfire directed from a flanking position along the length of an enemy battle line. 
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a slight wound in his foot, and Major Gibbs, of his Excellency’s guard, and two other 

officers, were slightly wounded. Major Campbell, who commanded in the fort, was 

wounded and taken prisoner, with about thirty soldiers, the remainder made their escape. 

I was desired to visit the wounded in the fort, even before the balls had ceased whistling 

about my ears, and saw a sergeant and eight men dead in the ditch. A captain of our 

infantry, belonging to New Hampshire, threatened to take the life of Major Campbell, to 

avenge the death of his favorite, Colonel Scammel, but Colonel Hamilton interposed, and 

not a man was killed after he ceased to resist.  

 

During the assault, the British kept up an incessant firing of cannon and musketry 

from their whole line. His Excellency General Washington, Generals Lincoln and Knox, 

with their aides, having dismounted, were standing in an exposed situation waiting the 

result.  

 

Colonel Cobb, one of General Washington’s aids, solicitous for his safety, said to his 

Excellency, “Sir, you are too much exposed here, had you not better step a little back?” 

 

“Colonel Cobb,” replied his Excellency, “if you are afraid, you have liberty to step 

back.”  

The other redoubt on the right of the British lines was assaulted at the same time by a 

detachment of the French, commanded by the gallant Baron de Viominel. Such was the 

ardor displayed by the assailants, that all resistance was soon overcome, though at the 

expense of nearly one hundred men killed and wounded. Of the defenders of the redoubt, 

eighteen were killed, and one captain and two subaltern officers and forty–two rank and 

file captured.  

 

Our second parallel line was immediately connected with the two redoubts now taken 

from the enemy, and some new batteries were thrown up in front of our second parallel 

line, with a covert way, and angling work approaching to less than three hundred yards of 

their principal forts. These will soon be mantled with cannon and mortars, and when their 

horrid thundering commences, it must convince his Lordship, that his post is not 

invincible, and that submission must soon be his only alternative. Our artillery men, by 

the exactness of their aim, make every discharge take effect, so that many of the enemy’s 

guns are entirely silenced and their works are almost in ruins. . . . 

 

[October] 19th.— This is to us a most glorious day, but to the English one of bitter 

chagrin and disappointment. Preparations are now making to receive as captives, that 
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vindictive, haughty commander, and that victorious army, who by their robberies and 

murders have so long been a scourge to our brethren of the southern states. Being on 

horseback, I anticipate a full share of satisfaction in viewing the various movements in 

the interesting scene. 

 

The stipulated terms of capitulation are similar to those granted to General Lincoln at 

Charleston the last year. The captive troops are to march out with shouldered arms, colors 

cased, and drums beating a British or German march, and to ground their arms at a place 

assigned for the purpose. The officers are allowed their side arms and private property, 

and the generals and such officers as desire it, are to go on parole to England or New 

York. The marines and seamen of the king’s ships are prisoners of war to the navy of 

France, and the land forces to the United States. All military and artillery stores to be 

delivered up unimpaired. The royal prisoners to be sent into the interior of Virginia, 

Maryland and Pennsylvania in regiments, to have rations allowed them equal to the 

American soldiers, and to have their officers near them. Lord Cornwallis to man and 

despatch the Bonetta sloop of war with despatches to Sir Henry Clinton at New York 

without being searched, the vessel to be returned and the hands accounted for.  

 

At about twelve o’clock, the combined army was arranged and drawn up in two lines 

extending more than a mile in length. The Americans were drawn up in a line on the right 

side of the road, and the French occupied the left. At the head of the former the great 

American commander, mounted on his noble courser, took his station, attended by his 

aides. At the head of the latter was posted the excellent Count Rochambeau and his suite. 

The French troops, in complete uniform, displayed a martial and noble appearance, their 

band of music, of which the timbrel formed a part, is a delightful novelty, and produced 

while marching to the ground, a most enchanting effect. The Americans though not all in 

uniform nor their dress so neat, yet exhibited an erect soldierly air, and every 

countenance beamed with satisfaction and joy. The concourse of spectators from the 

country was prodigious, in point of numbers probably equal to the military, but universal 

silence and order prevailed.  

 

It was about two o’clock when the captive army advanced through the line formed for 

their reception. Every eye was prepared to gaze on Lord Cornwallis, the object of 

peculiar interest and solicitude; but he disappointed our anxious expectations; pretending 

indisposition, he made General O’Hara his substitute as the leader of his army. This 

officer was followed by the conquered troops in a slow and solemn step, with shouldered 

arms, colors cased and drums beating a British march. Having arrived at the head of the 
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line, General O’Hara, elegantly mounted, advanced to his Excellency the Commander in 

Chief, taking off his hat, and apologized for the non-appearance of Earl Cornwallis. With 

his usual dignity and politeness his Excellency pointed to Major-General Lincoln for 

directions, by whom the British army was conducted into a spacious field where it was 

intended they should ground their arms.  

 

The royal troops, while marching through the line formed by the allied army, 

exhibited a decent and neat appearance, as respects arms and clothing, for their 

commander opened his store and directed every soldier to be furnished with a new suit 

complete, prior to the capitulation. But in their line of march we remarked a disorderly 

and unsoldierly conduct, their step was irregular, and their ranks frequently broken.  

 

But it was in the field when they came to the last act of the drama, that the spirit and 

pride of the British soldier was put to the severest test—here their mortification could not 

be concealed. Some of the platoon officers appeared to be exceedingly chagrined when 

giving the word “ground arms,” and I am a witness that they performed this duty in a 

very unofficer-like manner, and that many of the soldiers manifested 

a sullen temper, throwing their arms on the pile with violence, as if determined to render 

them useless. This irregularity, however, was checked by the authority of General 

Lincoln. After having grounded their arms and divested themselves of their 

accoutrements, the captive troops were conducted back to Yorktown and guarded by our 

troops till they could be removed to the place of their destination.  

 

The British troops that were stationed at Gloucester surrendered at the same time, and 

in the same manner to the command of the Duke de Luzerne.  

 

This must be a very interesting and gratifying transaction to General Lincoln, who 

having himself been obliged to surrender an army to a haughty foe the last year, has now 

assigned him the pleasing duty of giving laws to a conquered army in return, and of 

reflecting that the terms which were imposed on him are adopted as a basis of the 

surrender in the present instance. It is a very gratifying circumstance that every degree of 

harmony, confidence and friendly intercourse subsisted between the American and 

French troops during the campaign, no contest except an emulous spirit to excel in 

exploits and enterprise against the common enemy, and a desire to be celebrated in the 

annals of history for an ardent love of great and heroic actions.  
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We are not to be surprized that the pride of the British officers is humbled on this 

occasion, as they have always entertained an exalted opinion of their own military 

prowess, and affected to view the Americans as a contemptible, undisciplined rabble. But 

there is no display of magnanimity when a great commander shrinks from the inevitable 

misfortunes of war, and when it is considered that Lord Cornwallis has frequently 

appeared in splendid triumph at the head of his army by which he is almost adored, we 

conceive it incumbent on him cheerfully to participate in their misfortunes and 

degradations, however humiliating; but it is said he gives himself up entirely to vexation 

and despair. 

 


