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As we prepare to celebrate 
the 236th anniversary of the 
signing of the Declaration of 
Independence, Dobbs Ferry 
historian Richard Borkow takes 
us back to the summer of 1781 
and the secret plans that led to 
the fi nal defeat of the British 
at Yorktown in October of that 
year — plans General George 
Washington made right in our 
backyard.

By RICHARD BORKOW

By july 4, 1781, the fi fth an-
niversary of independence day, 
the revolutionary war had 
entered its seventh year, and 
american independence was 
far from assured. The warring 
sides were locked in stalemate. 
despite the great promise that 
had attended the French alli-
ance of February 1778, subse-
quent joint operations by the 
americans and the French had 
repeatedly failed. 

There were two powerful 
British armies in the united 
States in the summer of 1781, 
and it seemed that neither could 
be dislodged. The larger en-
emy force was in new york. 
in September 1776, British and 
hessians had seized manhat-
tan, and since then their garri-
son on the island had acquired 
formidable defenses. By 1781 
it was serving as the headquar-
ters of Gen. Sir henry clinton, 
commander-in-chief of British 
forces in north america. The 
other major enemy force was in 
the South, under the command 
of Gen. cornwallis, whose 
troops were rampaging through 
Virginia, pillaging the state, 
and devastating its economy. 

unless one or the other of those 
powerful British armies could 
be defeated, the war could not 
be won, and true independence 
would remain a chimera.

The fi fth independence day 
was also the fi rst encampment 
day in lower westchester coun-
ty for General washington and 
his continental troops since 
1778. (The 1781 encampment 
is traditionally known as the 
“philipsburg encampment.”) 
The american command-
er-in-chief selected high 
ground in present-day ard-
sley as the main campsite 
for his 4,500 troops. a mile 
south of the main camp he 
deployed col. alexander 
Scammel’s light infantry unit on 
a ridge that rises from the Saw 
mill river, the site of children’s 
Village today. The dobbs Ferry 
heights that overlook the hud-
son were selected for col. elisha 
Sheldon’s light dragoons, also 
known as “Sheldon’s horse” or 
“washington’s eyes.” 

The american regiments 
were positioned almost en-
tirely to the west of the Sprain 
Brook. washington reserved 
the hills east of the Sprain 
Brook, in present-day harts-
dale and white plains, for Gen. 
rochambeau’s 5,000 French 
troops, who were due to arrive 
in lower westchester on july 6. 
The French had left newport, 
r.i., in late june, and on inde-
pendence day were still on the 
march. 

washington chose lower 
westchester for the allied en-
campment because of its prox-
imity to British-occupied man-
hattan. he intended to probe 
for weaknesses in Sir henry 

clinton’s defenses, with its 
perimeter at Kingsbridge, just 
12 miles to the south of the en-
campment. having identifi ed 
British vulnerabilities, wash-
ington hoped, with the help of 
the French, to drive the enemy 
from new york. 

The encampment in lower 
westchester would be the fi rst 
occasion that the allied armies 
had ever been deployed side 
by side. To assure adequate do-
micile for the French offi cers, 
washington gave explicit or-
ders to his quartermaster: “Take 
particular care that no house on 
the other side of the wood and 
stream of water on the left of the 
encampment [the Sprain Brook] 
are taken up for offi cers of the 
american army; all on that side 
are to be appropriated to the of-
fi cers of the French army.” 

That july 4 was the anni-
versary date for the declara-
tion of independence did not 
go unnoticed by the american 

soldiers. The password 
for the day was “in-
dependence” and the 
countersigns, “glorious” 
and “america.” uplift-
ing words, which seemed 
to refl ect a hopeful mood 
among the continental 
troops — yet, when we 
study their actual circum-
stances, we can only marvel 
at their buoyant spirit. 

The american army was 
destitute. it was an army in 
rags. washington was ap-
palled by the privation of his 
men, at their chronic shortages 
of food and clothing and their 
chronic arrears of pay. he did 
not blame the penniless con-
gress for the sorry condition of 
the troops, but rather the states, 
for they had the wherewithal to 
provide support, yet were hold-
ing back. he told the president 
of the congress that the states, 
by withholding assistance for 
the army, were endangering the 
cause of liberty and risking dis-
honor and disgrace.

in a circular letter to the gov-
ernors of the four new eng-
land states in january 1781, 
the commander-in-chief wrote: 
“The aggravated calamities and 
distresses that have resulted to 
the soldiers from a total want 
of pay for nearly 12 months, 
the want of clothing at a severe 
season, and not infrequently the 
want of provisions, are beyond 
description. i give it decidedly 
as my opinion that it is vain to 
think that an army can be kept 
together much longer under 
such a variety of sufferings.” 

There was a general under-
standing that 1781 would be 
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america’s last chance. if the 
war could not be decided on the 
battlefield, it would end it in a 
different way, at a proposed 
conference in Vienna, where 
the imperial russian and aus-
trian courts would act as media-
tors and dictate cease-fire terms. 
To determine cease-fire lines, 
the Vienna conferees were ex-
pected to apply the principle of 
uti possidetis (“as you possess 
it”), in theory basing their de-
cisions on the “possessions” of 
the warring armies in 1781. But 
it was probable that the media-
tors would bias their decisions 
in favor of Great Britain and 
against the 13 upstart american 
republics, who would not even 
be represented in Vienna. 

The most likely uti posside-
tis settlement would grant the 
trans-allegheny west to the 
British crown, as well as man-
hattan, Staten island, long is-
land, Virginia, the carolinas and 
Georgia, confining the so-called 
united States to a vulnerable, 
truncated swath near the coast, 
entirely north of the potomac. 
moreover, the Vienna settlement 
would most likely not recognize 
american independence. yet 
congress, without resources, 
tiring of the long and seemingly 
inconclusive war, and seeing no 
alternative, was ready to accede 
to this arrangement. 

it was these grim circum-
stances that brought washing-
ton to lower westchester in the 
summer of 1781. To avert the 
looming danger to his country, 

he needed to break the military 
stalemate with a dramatic vic-
tory, and he hoped, with the help 
of rochambeau’s troops, to gain 
that victory by defeating clinton 
in new york. no greater triumph 
could be imagined. it would ren-
der a Vienna conference moot 
and almost surely end more than 
six terrible years of war, gaining 
unchallenged independence for 
the united States. 

The allied american and 
French armies remained en-
camped on the hills of lower 
westchester for more than six 
weeks, launching reconnais-
sance missions from time to time 
to study the British and hessian 
positions along Spuyten duyvil 
and the harlem river. The larg-
est mission, a reconnaissance in 
force from july 21 to 23, suc-
ceeded in disrupting loyalist 
troop concentrations in morri-
sania (present-day mott haven 
and port morris in the Bronx), 
but failed in its larger purpose, 
for no vulnerabilities in British 
defense lines could be found. in 
his diary entry for aug. 1, wash-
ington acknowledged that there 
was little reason to expect a suc-
cessful attack against new york.  

Throughout this period wash-
ington kept in reserve a contin-
gency plan (one that rocham-
beau preferred), the possibility of 
leaving the hudson and march-
ing hundreds of miles south, 
to confront Gen. cornwallis’s 
army in Virginia. The probabil-
ity of failure of a march to Vir-
ginia was high, and the american 
commander was averse to taking 

such a risk. on the other hand, by 
august the potential benefits of 
an operation in the South had in-
creased greatly. For intelligence 
reports were arriving at the en-
campment from lafayette, who 
was in Virginia, that cornwallis 
had placed himself in a poten-
tially trappable situation at york-
town near the chesapeake Bay. 

on aug. 14, 1781, a com-
munication was received at the 
lower westchester encampment 
from French adm. de Grasse in 
the west indies which convinced 
washington to adopt the Virgin-
ia contingency plan. de Grasse’s 
communication, which has been 
called by historian robert leck-
ie, “possibly the most momen-
tous message of the entire war,” 
informed the allied commanders 
that the admiral was bringing 
his strong French fleet to the 
chesapeake Bay, and called for 
washington and rochambeau 
to leave new york and cooper-
ate with de Grasse in a joint land 
and sea attack against the British 
in Virginia. 

washington decided to aban-
don his plans to attack manhat-
tan and to risk all on a march 
to Virginia. Success would re-
quire coordination of multiple 
land and sea movements at 
great distances, including Gen. 
lafayette in Virginia, adm. de 
Grasse, and also French adm. 
de Barras in newport. Success 
would also require an elabo-
rate deception, to convince the 
British that manhattan, not Vir-
ginia, remained the target of the 
allied armies. 

washington’s new strategy, 
adopted and designed in mid-
august 1781, at the encampment 
of the allied armies in lower 
westchester, would win the war. 
The allied armies were ordered 
to break camp on aug. 19, 1781: 
on that date the americans “were 
paraded (assembled) for the 
march” in dobbs Ferry, en route 
to victory over Gen. cornwallis 
at the Battle of yorktown.   

Two months later to the day, 
on oct. 19, 1781, cornwallis 
surrendered his entire york-
town army, 7,500 British and 
hessian troops, to the combined 
american and French forces. 
The allied triumph at yorktown 
would lead to victory in the 
revolutionary war, uncontest-
ed american independence and 
a vast territory for the young 
republic, including the trans-
allegheny region as far west as 
the mississippi river. 

a brief and fascinating vid-
eo interview with renowned 
historian, david hackett Fis-
cher, “american revolution: 
The decision which won the 
war” provides more infor-
mation about these events: 
h t tp : / /www.youtube .com/
watch?v=GxX0Kzfyeyk.

Richard Borkow, M.D. is a 
physician at Blythedale Chil-
dren’s Hospital in Valhalla, vil-
lage historian of Dobbs Ferry 
and author of “George Wash-
ington’s Westchester Gamble: 
the Encampment on the Hudson 
and the Trapping of Cornwallis” 
(The History Press, May 2011).
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