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Chapter 6 – Section 4

The War is Won


Male Narrator: For Washington, his Continental Army, and his French Allies the war still looked un-winnable. Washington and the Continental Army were stuck at West Point. The Com de Rouchambois and a French force of 4000 regulars had been inactive at Newport, Rhode Island for over a year, something was urgently needed to break the deadlock and Washington knew exactly what was required.

Washington: Without a decisive naval force we can do nothing definitive and with it everything honorable and glorious.

Male Narrator: In July came the news he was so desperate for. The French Admiral De Grasse was heading north from the West Indies with a mighty fleet. He was making for Chesapeake Bay and once there he’d be available to the allies until the middle of October. It would prove to be the turning point of the war.

Washington acted decisively the minute he heard that the French fleet was on the move. In tandem with Rouchambois, he jabbed at New York and then moved 400 miles further south, by land and river, in a headlong rush to meet De Grasse and isolate Cornwallis.

The British sent one of their best admirals Samuel Hood north in pursuit of De Grasse but they didn’t yet know where De Grasse’s fleet was heading. Washington’s tactic of a feigned attack on New York had convinced Clinton that his garrison there, rather than Cornwallis, was the intended target.

Admiral Hood with a fleet of 14 ships pursued De Grasse from the West Indies and unknowingly overtook him. British ships with their copper bottoms sailed faster than French ones. When he reached the Chesapeake, Hood assumed that De Grasse was already ahead of him and so sailed on to New York.

At New York he met his superior officer and rival the more cautious Admiral Graves. With no sight of De Grasse, they realized that they’d made a terrible mistake. The Franco American attack wasn’t to be on New York. De Grasse hoped to take control of Chesapeake Bay and ensnare Cornwallis in Yorktown.

Both the British admirals now swung south themselves but when they arrived at the Chesapeake, they found that De Grasse had beaten them to it. The normally restrained Washington when he heard the news jumped in the air and waved his arms with sheer delight.

The French struggled to form into battle line as they left the bay and the British missed the chance to scatter their enemy. Virginia Historian John Corstine.
Mr. Corstine: Unfortunately, when Graves comes down and engages the French fleet, Hood is in the rear of the English line and therefore they’re best ships, they’re best commander are not involved in the battle in a way they should be.

Male Narrator: The British at first inflicted heavy damage but many of their ships had been mothballed since the end of the seven years war, 18 years before and were barely sea worthy. It was a tactical draw, but a strategic victory for the French; at its end they still controlled the Chesapeake. 

Mr. Corstine: The English had controlled the American coast throughout the American Revolution, they will control it the year after 1781, but it is August and September 1781 where the British will really loose North America in many, many ways because of their failure to seize a tactical opportunity.

Male Narrator: But it’s an irony, isn’t it that the decisive blow for American liberty is struck by the French.

Mr. Corstine: Without a doubt, without the United States, the Continentals do not have a navy. Never have a hope of having a navy. The English have gotten used to moving their troops and fleets up and down whenever they will. The Americans have gotten used to the French not doing what the Americans want them to do. It is 1781 where all this comes together. The French have a superior Admiral, perhaps one of their best; they have a superior commanding officer Rouchambois, and the combination of those two and their willingness to work with Americans that allows for a great allied coalition that is able to bring to bare superior ships, superior men, and superior guns giving them a victory.  
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