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British warships sunk off Yorktown in the siege of 1781
include the 44 gun fifth rater Charon, 28 run frigate
Guadaloupe, 24 gun frigate Fowey, and an undetermined number o
smaller ships and boats. Two contemporary maps - the 1781
Rochambeau French map of Yorktown and the 1782 Bauman American
map - show the wrecked fleet, with about fifteen vessels off
Gloucester Point and twenty-five or more off the Yorktown
shore. '

Interest in salvaging the wrecks dates from soon after thed
battle, when French forces attempted to raise the Guadaloupe
and perhaps several other ships,although the success of the
French effort 1s not known. In 1852 Thomas Ashe of Gloucester
County petitioned the General Assembly to allow him to salvage
brass cannon from an "English frigate of large class", but his
success 1s also unknown. Several wrecks were dug into by the
National Park Service and the Mariner's Museum in 1934-35.
Numerous small artifacts as well as anchors, cannon, and
ship's timbers were recovered at that time. In 1954 Chief
Warrant Officer Eugene F. Moran, head of diver training at Fort
Eustis, found eleven wooden wrecks near Gloucester Point. The
wrecks, said to range from 40 to 100 feet in length, were be-
lieved to be part of the British fleet. Moran noted that the
ship's timbers were well preserved in the mud. No further
investigation was made by the Parks service or Mariner's
Museum. Amateur divers have since recovered a variety of
ceramlcs, glass, and metal objects from the wrecks.

No thorough study of the wrecks has been undertaken, but
extensive ship structures and quantities of equipment and
supplies must lie undisturbed on the bed of the York River.

An example of the quality of preservation possible 18 the head
of a salt pork barrel found in the 1934-35 project. Its
inscription, "Shaw June 22 ' '80 S.P.", was still legilble.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The 1781 British wrecks in the York River are significant
underwater remains because of thelr important historical
assoclations and theilr archaeological potential. The wrecks
have great "time capsule" value because of their probable good
state of preservation and known date of demise. Careful
excavation of the wrecks could provide much information about
the British ships and their accoutrements. An extensiwve
array of artifacts was recovered in the limited exploration
of 1934-35, but that work was not carried out with the
controlled sclentific methods now employed in underwater
archaeology.

Cornwallis' fleet, largely destroyed in the 1781 action,
might have been a key force in saving the British from defeat
at Yorktown and prolonging the Revolutionary War. The fleet
had transported Cornwallis' troops from Portsmouth to Yorktown
in early August to awalt the arrival of British naval forces
under the command of Lord Hood. However, Hood's fleet was
driven from the Chesapeake Bay by Admiral de Grasse in the
Battle of the Virginlia Capes on September 5th. The French
fleet, reinforced by Admiral de Barras, controlled the entranc
to the Chesapeake and established a blockade of the York River
Washington and Lafayette firmly sealed off any land escape fro
Yorktown in September, and Cornwallis prepared to withstand a
slege, having cannon and supplies removed from the ships to
enlarge his land batteries.

The French fleet prevented the British ships from
effectively aiding Cornwallis, and on the night of September
2lst, the fireship Vulcan was unsuccessful in attempting to
set fire to the French fleet. St. George Tucker , a careful
observer of the Yorktown Battle, recorded in his journal on
September 30th that Cornwallis might transfer his forces by
shlip up the York to West Point. There were no allied ships
up river, but the British did not attempt the move. The
American land batteries began bombardment on October 6th, and
some of the British ships shifted thelr anchorage to Glouceste
Point across the river. The next day a French battery set
fire to the largest British ship, the Charon, and three

transports. Cornwallis had a number of the vessels sunk to
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prevent attack from the French fleet down river. The two largest
remaining ships, Guadaloupe and Fowey, were scuttled too to
prevent capture. On the night of October 16th, Cornwallis
attempted to transfer his troops across the river 1n small boats,
but the evacuation was prevented by a violent squall. A British
flag of truce was shown the next morning, and on October 19th the
articles of capitulation were signed. Remaining British vessels
became the property of the Prench Navy, but the majority of the
fleet has been sunk in the York River.
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