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PROFILES in PRESERVATION
RECOGNIZING INDIVIDUAL ACHIEVEMENT

NY TOP 10 LIST of the greatest moments 
in American history would have to in-
clude the surrender of the British Army by 
General Charles Cornwallis at Yorktown 
in 1781, which cleared the way for the cre-
ation of the United States of America.

But before the more than 9,000 young soldiers in General 
George Washington’s Continental army and General Rocham-
beau’s French Army could win the Revolutionary War, they had 
to get to Virginia.

Step by step, yard by yard, they marched hundreds of miles on 
rutted roads and paths from Boston and New York down the East 
Coast and finally into the south, enduring all manner of weather 
and overcoming all challenges in a daring and risky movement 
designed by the commanders to enable their combined armies to 
defeat the British once and for all.

Telling the epic story of that historic march is the mission 
of the National Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route 
Association, Inc. (W3R-US), an organization created in 1999 by 
some 50 historians, reenactors and history buffs from New York, 
New Jersey and Connecticut who sought to commemorate French 
involvement in the American Revolution and the march that led 
to victory at Yorktown and the end of British military operations 
in the American colonies.

The association was founded by “a range of people who were 
all interested in the American Revolution and cared about preser-
vation,” said Executive Director Ellen von Karajan. “It was a dream 
for many years to have a designated national historic trail, but it’s 
a hard thing to get one approved, and they [the association] went 
back and forth with Congress for many years.”

After a decade of hard work, in March 2009, President 
Barack Obama signed legislation that designated the Washington- 
Rochambeau Revolutionary Route as an official national historic 
trail. The designation brought support from the National Park 
Service that includes the publication of a traditional park service 
informational brochure and map.

“It’s essentially a driving tour where you pass from one  

historic site — maybe an encampment or a museum or a historic 
house — to another,” von Karajan said. “There’s better than 240 
sites, and that doesn’t get into the historical markers, the statuary, 
the monuments and other features along the way.”

“We don’t want the stories of those soldiers and their march 
and the French who helped us to get lost in the shuffle of our rap-
idly changing world,” she said. So, education is a main objective 
of the trail. Economic development from heritage tourism is an-
other objective. By linking the many historic places that stretch 
from Massachusetts to Virginia, the trail provides a level of unity 
and cohesiveness that benefits both those who travel it and those 
involved in preserving and promoting its sites.

The official trail consists of a roughly 680-mile primary land 
route, as well as several major parallel routes and water routes. In 
many places, especially in the north, the armies used a network of 
roads, paths and water routes to help expedite the movement of 
two full armies and minimize the impact on local communities ill-
equipped to deal with the sudden presence of thousands of troops.

The association is currently developing an online travel app 
“that’s going to be a real game-changer for us,” von Karajan said. 
“When you say ‘trail,’ people often think of the Pacific Coast Trail 
or the Appalachian Trail and they say, ‘Well, what is this trail? Can 
you hike it?’ Our travel app will provide much more information 
and will help make the trail more concrete in peoples’ minds. 
We’re also developing a teacher tool kit, and right now we’re doing 
a survey to have teachers tell us what they feel they need to make 
this history interesting to kids.”

Although the national historic trail designation came in 2009, 
“we’re still a new trail,” von Karajan said. “It usually takes about 
20 years to really get your programs together and all your ducks 
in a row. And, of course, interpretation is always changing as new 
research comes to light and also as society changes. So, we’ve still 
got a lot of work to do.”

The timing would appear to be propitious, though, as the 
Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route National His-
toric Trail will celebrate its 20th anniversary midway through the 
semiquincentennial of the American Revolution, an event from 
2026 to 2031 that the association has already begun preparing for.H

REMEMBERING  
THE ROUTE TO INDEPENDENCE
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NCOMPASSING the Yorktown Battlefield — where 
“The World Turned Upside Down” — the Colonial 
National Historical Park marks the final stop on the 
Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route. 
The park, founded in 1930 and operated by the 
National Park Service, covers more than 9,000 acres 
and is home to significant colonial-era locations, 

including the battlefield, the site of the original 1607 Jamestown Set-
tlement, Green Spring Plantation and the 23-mile Colonial Parkway.

A French expeditionary force of 5,500 troops arrived in Amer-
ica in July 1780, and would soon embark on a long journey. Begin-
ning in Rhode Island, the Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary 
Route was comprised of winding roads and waterways. With the trek 
concluding in Yorktown, Virginia, the joint effort became the largest 
troop movement of the American Revolution. The September 28 to 
October 19, 1781, Siege of Yorktown concluded with the surrender 
of Cornwallis’ British forces to the combined American and French 

forces, and ultimately resulted in the Treaty of Paris and the war’s 
end. Little would it be known that 81 years after the Revolution-
ary-era surrender, this field would yet again see combat during the  
Civil War. 

Visitors to the historic landscape can witness the Revolution-
ary- and Civil War-era earthworks and trenches that were refur-
bished and re-created by the Civilian Conservation Corps of the 
1930s and 40s. Furthermore, this history can be navigated by way 
of the Yorktown Tour Guide app, produced through a partnership 
between the Trust and the National Park Service. The free app’s GPS-
enabled audio tours include a walking experience through Historic 
Yorktown and two separate driving tours to fully explore the 1781 
siege. And if traveling with kids through the age of 12, consider em-
barking on the Junior Ranger Program! 

To learn more about the Yorktown Battlefield and the expansive 
park it sits within, check out the Colonial National Historical Park 
online!H






