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Late in the year 1778 Lafayette returned to France and asked King Louis XVI to send more help to the Americans. He agreed and sent the Count de Rochambeau with a large French land force to be put under the command of General Washington. Lafayette rejoined Washington at the Ford Mansion in Morristown with word of the King’s decision.  Washington then developed plans for an attack on Clinton in New York with the anticipated French aid. 


While Washington was developing these plans, one of the top American Generals, Benedict Arnold, was negotiating with the British to change sides. He maneuvered to get command of the important American fort at West Point and then agreed to turn the post over to the British for a large cash payment and other considerations. Arnold’s plans were discovered in September 1780. He managed to escape, but one of his accomplices, Major John Andre, was caught and hanged on October 2, 1780. Arnold managed to escape to England, where he died in relative obscurity in 1801.  



Rochambeau and his French army arrived in America in July of 1780.  He met with Washington and the two decided to move toward New York City and the Hudson River.  In the meantime, however, the British had begun a major campaign in Virginia and the Carolinas.  Washington in response sent Lafayette and von Steuben to the South to aid the Continental forces and the local militias.


The British had been unable to achieve sustained success in the northern and middle colonies, so they devoted most of their attention to the South during the last stages of the war. They captured Charleston, SC on May 12, 1780 and then defeated the American field army under Gates at the battle of Camden, SC on August 16.  Gates was replaced by Nathanael Greene, who managed to turn the tide. The Colonists won the battle of Cowpens, SC on January 17, 1781, and regained control of the Deep South with the battles of Guilford Court House, NC on March 15 and Eutaw Springs, SC on September 8.


Meanwhile the main British army in the south, led by Lord Cornwallis, had marched into Virginia in an attempt to destroy a small army led by Lafayette. When he was unable to do so he was ordered to withdraw to a new base at Yorktown on the Virginia coast.


When Washington and the French commanders learned of Cornwallis’ move to Yorktown, they boldly changed their strategy. Instead on continuing their effort to regain New York City, they decided to march most of their land forces south to Virginia while at the same time the French fleet sailed for the Chesapeake. The plan was for this concentration of force to corner and catch Cornwallis’s command.




The plan worked out perfectly. The allied land army reached Yorktown in late September and began a siege of the British lines on October 6. The French fleet prevented any help from reaching Cornwallis by sea. Soon Cornwallis had no choice but to surrender his army of over 8000 men. The surrender took place on October 17, 1781.


Yorktown was the deciding victory of the war, but the war did not officially end until two years later. Lengthy negotiations led to a preliminary peace treaty that was announced in April 1783. The final treaty, known as the Treaty of Paris, was signed on September 3, 1783. The British evacuated New York on November 29, 1783, finally ending the British presence in New York and in Sandy Hook in New Jersey. 

