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Yorktown - Articles of Capitulation 
 
After a series of reverses and the depletion of his forces’ strength, the British commander in the southern 
colonies, General Lord Cornwallis, moved his army from Wilmington, North Carolina, eastward to 
Petersburg, Virginia, on the Atlantic coast, in May 1781. 
 
Cornwallis had about 7,500 men and was confronted in the region by only about 4,500 American troops 
under the marquis de Lafayette, General Anthony Wayne, and Frederick William, Freiherr (baron) von 
Steuben. 
 
In order to maintain his seaborne lines of communication with the main British army of General Henry 
Clinton in New York City, Cornwallis then retreated through Virginia, first to Richmond, next to 
Williamsburg, and finally, near the end of July, to Yorktown and the adjacent promontory of Gloucester, 
both of which he proceeded to fortify. 
 
The American commander in chief, General George Washington, ordered Lafayette to block Cornwallis’s 
possible escape from Yorktown by land. 
 
In the meantime Washington’s 2,500 Continental troops in New York were joined by 4,000 French troops 
under the comte de Rochambeau. 
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This combined allied force left a screen of troops facing Clinton’s forces in New York while the main 
Franco-American force, beginning on August 21, undertook a rapid march southward to the head of 
Chesapeake Bay, where it linked up with a French fleet of 24 ships under the comte de Grasse.  This fleet 
had arrived from the West Indies and was maintaining a sea blockade of Cornwallis’s army. 
 
Cornwallis’s army waited in vain for rescue or reinforcements from the British navy while de Grasse’s fleet 
transported Washington’s troops southward to Williamsburg, Virginia, whence they joined Lafayette’s 
forces in the siege of Yorktown. Washington was thus vindicated in his hopes of entrapping Cornwallis on 
the Yorktown Peninsula. 
 
Meanwhile, a smaller British fleet under Admiral Thomas Graves was unable to counter French naval 
superiority at the Battle of Virginia Capes and felt forced to return to New York.  A British rescue fleet, 
two-thirds the size of the French, set out for Virginia on October 17 with some 7,000 British troops, but it 
was too late.  
 
Throughout early October Washington’s 14,000 Franco-American troops steadily overcame the British 
army’s fortified positions at Yorktown. Surrounded, outgunned, and running low on food, Cornwallis 
surrendered his entire army on October 19 (though, either ill - as he claimed - or simply humiliated, 
Cornwallis did not participate in the actual surrender, having delegated that task to Brig. Gen. Charles 
O’Hara). 
 
The total number of British prisoners taken was about 8,000, along with about 240 guns. Casualties on 
both sides were relatively light. The victory at Yorktown ended fighting in the Revolution and virtually 
assured success to the American cause.  (Britannica) 
 
On October 19, 1781, the British and Hessian forces under the command of Lord Charles Cornwallis 
surrendered to the French and American forces at Yorktown, Virginia.  
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Articles of Capitulation 
 

Settled between his Excellency General Washington, Commander-in-Chief of the combined Forces 
of America and France; his Excellency the Count de Rochambeau, Lieutenant-General of the 
Armies of the King of France, Great Cross of the royal and military Order of St. Louis, commanding 
the auxiliary Troops of his Most Christian Majesty in America; and his Excellency the Count de 
Grasse, Lieutenant-General of the Naval Armies of his Most Christian Majesty, Commander of the 
Order of St. Louis, Commander-in-Chief of the Naval Army of France in the Chesapeake, on the 
one Part; 
 
and the Right Honorable Earl Cornwallis, Lieutenant-General of his Britannic Majesty’s Forces, 
commanding the Garrisons of York and Gloucester; and Thomas Symonds, Esquire, commanding 
his Britannic Majesty’s Naval Forces in York River in Virginia, on the other Part. 
 
ARTICLE I. The garrisons of York and Gloucester including the officers and seamen of his Britannic 

Majesty’s ships, as well as other mariners, to surrender themselves prisoners of war to 
the combined forces of America and France. The land troops to remain prisoners to the 
United States, the navy to the naval army of his Most Christian Majesty. 
 
Granted. 

 
Article II. The artillery, arms, accoutrements, military chest, and public stores of every 

denomination, shall be delivered unimpaired to the heads of departments appointed to 
receive them. 
 
Granted. 

 
Article III. At twelve o’clock this day the two redoubts on the left flank of York to be delivered, the 

one to a detachment of American infantry, the other to a detachment of French 
grenadiers. 
 
Granted.  

 
The garrison of York will march out to a place to be appointed in front of the posts, at two 
o’clock precisely, with shouldered arms, colors cased, and drums beating a British or 
German march. 
 
They are then to ground their arms, and return to their encampments, where they will 
remain until they are despatched to the places of their destination. Two works on the 
Gloucester side will be delivered at one o’clock to a detachment of French and American 
troops appointed to possess them. 
 
The garrison will march out at three o’clock in the afternoon; the cavalry with their swords 
drawn, trumpets sounding, and the infantry in the manner prescribed for the garrison of 
York. They are likewise to return to their encampments until they can be finally marched 
off.  
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Article IV. Officers are to retain their side-arms. Both officers and soldiers to keep their private 

property of every kind; and no part of their baggage or papers to be at any time subject 
to search or inspection. The baggage and papers of officers and soldiers taken during the 
siege to be likewise preserved for them. 

 
Granted.  

 
It is understood that any property obviously belonging to the inhabitants of these States, 
in the possession of the garrison, shall be subject to be reclaimed.  

 
Article V. The soldiers to be kept in Virginia, Maryland, or Pennsylvania, and as much by regiments 

as possible, and supplied with the same rations of provisions as are allowed to soldiers in 
the service of America. A field-officer from each nation, to wit, British, Anspach, and 
Hessian, and other officers on parole, in the proportion of one to fifty men to be allowed 
to reside near their respective regiments, to visit them frequently, and be witnesses of 
their treatment; and that their officers may receive and deliver clothing and other 
necessaries for them, for which passports are to be granted when applied for. 
 
Granted.  
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Article VI. The general, staff, and other officers not employed as mentioned in the above articles, 

and who choose it, to be permitted to go on parole to Europe, to New York, or to any 
other American maritime posts at present in the possession of the British forces, at their 
own option; and proper vessels to be granted by the Count de Grasse to carry them under 
flags of truce to New York within ten days from this date, if possible, and they to reside in 
a district to be agreed upon hereafter, until they embark. The officers of the civil 
department of the army and navy to be included in this article. Passports to go by land to 
be granted to those to whom vessels cannot be furnished. 
 
Granted.  

 
Article VII. Officers to be allowed to keep soldiers as servants, according to the common practice 

of the service. Servants not soldiers are not to be considered as prisoners, and are to be 
allowed to attend their masters. 
 
Granted.  

 
Article VIII. The Bonetta sloop-of-war to be equipped, and navigated by its present captain and 

crew, and left entirely at the disposal of Lord Cornwallis from the hour that the 
capitulation is signed, to receive an aid-de-camp to carry despatches to Sir Henry Clinton; 
and such soldiers as he may think proper to send to New York, to be permitted to sail 
without examination. When his despatches are ready, his Lordship engages on his part, 
that the ship shall be delivered to the order of the Count de Grasse, if she escapes the 
dangers of the sea. That she shall not carry off any public stores. Any part of the crew that 
may be deficient on her return, and the soldiers passengers, to be accounted for on her 
delivery.  

 
Article IX. The traders are to preserve their property, and to be allowed three months to dispose 

of or remove them; and those traders are not to be considered as prisoners of war.  
 

The traders will be allowed to dispose of their effects, the allied army having the right of 
preemption. The traders to be considered as prisoners of war upon parole.  

 
Article X. Natives or inhabitants of different parts of this country, at present in York or Gloucester, 

are not to be punished on account of having joined the British army.  
 

This article cannot be assented to, being altogether of civil resort.  
 
Article XI. Proper hospitals to be furnished for the sick and wounded. They are to be attended by 

their own surgeons on parole; and they are to be furnished with medicines and stores 
from the American hospitals.  

 
The hospital stores now at York and Gloucester shall be delivered for the use of the British 
sick and wounded. Passports will be granted for procuring them further supplies from 
New York, as occasion may require; and proper hospitals will be furnished for the 
reception of the sick and wounded of the two garrisons.  

 



6 

Article XII. Wagons to be furnished to carry the baggage of the officers attending the soldiers, and 
to surgeons when travelling on account of the sick, attending the hospitals at public 
expense.  

 
They are to be furnished if possible.  

 
Article XIII. The shipping and boats in the two harbours, with all their stores, guns, tackling, and 

apparel, shall be delivered up in their present state to an officer of the navy appointed to 
take possession of them, previously unloading the private property, part of which had 
been on board for security during the seige. 
 
Granted.  

 
Article XIV. No article of capitulation to be infringed on pretence of reprisals; and if there be any 

doubtful expressions in it, they are to be interpreted according to the common meaning 
and acceptation of the words. 
 
Granted.  

 
Done at Yorktown, in Virginia,  Done in the Trenches before Yorktown, in Virginia 
October 19th, 1781.   October 19th, 1781. 
 
Cornwallis,    George Washington, 
Thomas Symonds.    Le Comte de Rochambeau, 

Le Comte de Barras, 
En mon nom & celui du 
Comte de Grasse. 
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In an effort to provide a brief, informal background summary of various people, places and events related to the 
American Revolution, I made this informal compilation from a variety of sources. This is not intended to be a 
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