
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Lesson Plan: Piecing Together the Events at the Battle of Yorktown 
 
Handouts: Storming the Redoubt Painting Source Panels 
 
Handouts: French Map of Yorktown Source Panels 
 
Handouts: General Cornwallis's Parole Source Panels 
 

 
 




















































 
 


Lesson Plan: Piecing Together the Events at the Battle of Yorktown 
 
Historical Sources: 
Storming a Redoubt at Yorktown, oil painting, October 14, 1781 
A French Map Depicting American, French, and British Forces in and around Yorktown before 
the Battle of Yorktown, 1781 
General Cornwallis Was Paroled, October 28, 1781 
 
Understanding Goal: 
The American victory at Yorktown resulted in the surrender of the British Army, which led to 
the end of the war.  
 
Investigative Question: 
How did Americans benefit from the presence of the French army and navy at the Battle of 
Yorktown? 
 
Overview: 
Through the investigation of historic documents, students will learn how the geography of the 
Chesapeake Bay and the assistance of the French were both essential to the American victory at 
the Battle of Yorktown and why the victory was a pivotal event in the American Revolution. 


 
Student Performance Tasks: 
Students will: 
 1. work in pairs and then in groups to examine one of three historical documents: a map, a 
painting, and a handwritten legal document.  
 2. as a group present their findings about their historical document. 
 3. as a class discuss the historical perspectives of the creators of the documents. 


 
Length of Activity: 
1 class period  
 
Standards Covered:  
Virginia Standards of Learning: 
Virginia Studies: 
VS.5—The student will demonstrate knowledge of the role of Virginia in the American Revolution by  
 (c) identifying the importance of the American victory at Yorktown. 
 
Virginia and United States History: 
VUS.4 d—The student will demonstrate knowledge of events and issues of the Revolutionary Period by 
 d) analyzing reasons for colonial victory in the Revolutionary War. 
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Education and Outreach Division 


 



http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/redoubt

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/yorktown_map

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/yorktown_map

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/cornwallis
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National History Standards: 
Era 3: Standard 1C: The student understands the factors affecting the course of the war and contributing to the 
American victory.  
 (7-12) Explain how the Americans won the war against superior British resources.  
 
 
Materials Needed: 
- Printouts of the 11 source panels found at the end of the lesson plan: panels make up each of 
the three primary sources. (For the best layout, you may want to cut the white borders off the 
printouts.)* 


• Storming a Redoubt at Yorktown, oil painting, October 14, 1781 
• A French Map Depicting American, French, and British Forces in and around 


Yorktown before the Battle of Yorktown, 1781 
• General Cornwallis Was Paroled, October 28, 1781 


- Tape 
 
 
Pre-Activity Exploration: 
Students should be familiar with the factors leading to colonial victory. 
• Diplomatic 


– Benjamin Franklin negotiated a Treaty of Alliance with France. 
– The war did not have popular support in Great Britain. 


• Military 
– George Washington, general of the American army, avoided any situation that threatened 


the destruction of his army, and his leadership kept the army together when defeat seemed 
inevitable. 


 
Background: 
 The historic map, "A French Map Depicting American, French, and British Forces in and 
around Yorktown before the Battle of Yorktown," shows the placement of American, French, 
and British forces in and around Yorktown, Virginia, in the weeks leading up to the Battle of 
Yorktown in October 1781. Published for a French audience and meant to emphasize, perhaps 
even exaggerate, the importance of French assistance in the American victory, the map shows the 
French fleet blocking the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. The British fleet could not relieve or aid 
General Charles Cornwallis at his camps in Yorktown and Gloucester Point. On September 5, 
1781, in the Battle of the Capes, six of the nineteen British ships were badly damaged and could 
no longer engage in battle. One, The Terrible, had to be destroyed. The map depicts this vessel 
in flames. 


The map also shows the arrangement of Continental army camps and the locations of 
forts, redoubts, and cannons. The American and French forces were arranged in a semicircle 
outside of Yorktown. Cornwallis and the British forces were camped in Yorktown and across the 
York River at Gloucester Point.  


The French had supported American independence since 1778. King Louis XVI was 
initially hesitant to support a rebellion that declared independence from a monarchial power but 
could not resist the opportunity to weaken France's traditional enemy, Great Britain. America 
and France signed treaties of alliance and commerce in February 1778 and Americans received 
French money, supplies, and troops. This assistance benefited the Americans in cases like 
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Yorktown, when the Americans alone did not have the resources or manpower to defeat the 
British.  
 The siege began on October 6, 1781, as the Americans and French formed a semicircle 
outside of the town and began an artillery bombardment. The painting, "Storming a Redoubt at 
Yorktown" depicts an important event that occurred during the battle. The allied French and 
American forces needed to capture two British redoubts, small earthen forts, enabling them to 
finish digging a trench to approach the British stronghold. On the night of October 14, 1781, four 
hundred French soldiers stormed Redoubt No. 9, and four hundred American soldiers under the 
command of the Marquis de Lafayette and Alexander Hamilton stormed Redoubt No. 10. They 
captured both redoubts within thirty minutes, using only their sabers and bayonets.  


The successful storming of the British redoubts convinced Cornwallis that his position 
was untenable. On the night of October 16 the British tried to evacuate Yorktown by sailing 
across the York River to Gloucester Point. A windstorm ruined their plan and Cornwallis 
surrendered his army to the combined American and French forces on October 19. He refused, 
however, to surrender in person and delegated the humiliating duty to his second in command. 
Washington consequently directed his second in command to receive the surrender.  
 Nine days after the surrender, Cornwallis signed the parole document, "General 
Cornwallis Was Paroled." Under its terms, he was free to leave Virginia and return to Great 
Britain on condition that he engage in no further military action against the United States. His 
army remained in the United States as prisoners of war until later exchanged or paroled. An able 
military commander, Cornwallis was received warmly in England.  


The Battle of Yorktown was the last significant military engagement of the American 
Revolution, and the last meeting between British regulars and the Continental army. Patriots and 
Loyalists later skirmished in several states, and American settlers and pro-British Indians clashed 
on the frontier. The French and Spanish navies engaged in battle with the British in the West 
Indies, but peace was being negotiated. The Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783, 
and ended the war between the United States and Great Britain. 


 
Teacher Actions: 
 
I. Break the class out into eleven pairs or small groups. Shuffle the source panels and give each 
group one panel. Have them answer the following questions about their panel: (You may want to 
write the questions on the board.) 
 1. Who do you think created the source? 
 2. Where and when do you think it was created? 
 3. Why do you think it was created? 
 4. What kind of information does it share? 
 
II. Have the groups get up and find the other parts of each source, laying them out like a puzzle 
so they can see each in their entirety. The students should then tape their pieces together. (Give 
the Cornwallis parole group a copy of the parole transcription at this point.) Next have the 
reformed, larger groups answer the same four questions about their sources plus the following 
question: 
1. What does this source teach us about the Battle of Yorktown? 
  
III. Next have each combined group present their source to the rest of the class.  
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As each group presents, lead the class discussion with some of the following discussion points: 
 
Yorktown Map: 


1. A French mapmaker (published by Esnauts and Rapilly) 
2. In Paris, France, about 1782  
3. To show how the French assisted the Americans during the American Revolution 
4. The placement of French, American, and British armies and the British and French navies 


during the Battle of Yorktown 
Discussion points: 


• How are the waterways important to the American victory? 
• The text on the map is written in French.  
• The British ship Terrible is on fire. 
• Symbolism in mapping 
 


Storming a Redoubt: 
1.  A French painter, Eugène-Louis Lami 
2. In France, in 1840 
3. Because it was popular at that time to paint large military paintings and the British are a 
traditional enemy of the French, while the Americans are allies of the French. 
4. The importance of the taking of the redoubt in victory of the Americans at Yorktown 
Discussion points: 
• The taking of the redoubts by the Americans and French soldiers left the British position 


totally indefensible. 
• Men in center are General Cornwallis and, grabbing him with a sword raised, is 


Alexander Hamilton (this didn't actually happen). 
• British soldiers wear red (Red Coats) 
• Flags and their significance in battle and symbolically 
• The fence, to the right of center, is actually a row of pikes (abatis) for the defense of the 


redoubt.  
• The earthen structure particularly evident on the left is the redoubt. 
• The action in the center is the capture of General Cornwallis (this didn't actually happen). 
• Drum on the right 
• In the far right corner, masts and the sails of ships are evident. 
 


General Cornwallis's Parole 
1. A clerk or secretary probably wrote the text of this document (Cornwallis did sign it 


though). 
2. In Yorktown, Virginia, October 28, 1781 
3. It was a military agreement made by Cornwallis to agree to the terms of the Americans, 


that he would return to England and no longer fight the Americans. 
4. After he surrendered his army, Cornwallis became a prisoner of war. 
Discussion points: 
• "Cool factor" of seeing Cornwallis's signature, a paper he held and read. 
• Have the students explain what the document means, i.e., put the language in their own 


words. 
• How is the writing different from modern writing? Why? 
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 *legalese 
 *official forms of writing, addressing officials (modern equivalents?) 
• Old styles of handwriting: 


*Permission, Commissary (The long or leading s, a character that looks similar to 
an "f" but is used as an "s.") 
*& (Ampersand)  


 *untill (old or unfamiliar spelling) 
 For further information about old handwriting, watch the 7-minute video on the LVA 
You-Tube channel: Quirks of Old Handwriting. 
http://www.youtube.com/user/LibraryofVa#p/a/u/0/MiSxq1rfLXM 
 
Analysis: 
Now that the students have an understanding of the events at Yorktown and have examined the 
three historical sources, have them, either in further class discussion or in individual short essays, 
evaluate the historical accuracy of each source. Remind them to keep in mind the perspectives of 
the creators of the sources. They should address the time period when the source was created and 
the audience for which the source was meant, as well as the creator of each source in their 
arguments. Are the map, painting, and parole document primary sources? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



http://www.youtube.com/user/LibraryofVa#p/a/u/0/MiSxq1rfLXM



