
What Event Marked The Official End Of The American Revolution 1

What Event Marked The Official End Of The American Revolution

What Event Marked The Official End Of The American
Revolution

Downloaded from www.everybodystreet.com by Odonnell &
Jordon

THE LONG ROAD TO INDEPENDENCE: UNDERSTANDING THE FINAL ACT

When  schoolchildren  are  asked  what  event  marked  the  official  end  of  the  American  Revolution,
many  will  confidently  answer  "the  surrender  at  Yorktown."  While  that  dramatic  military  defeat  of
General  Cornwallis  in  1781  certainly  signaled  the  beginning  of  the  end,  it  was  not  the  official
conclusion. The true answer lies not on a battlefield, but in a diplomatic document signed in a Paris
hotel room. The official end of the American Revolution was marked by the signing of the Treaty of
Paris on September 3, 1783. This single document did more than just stop the fighting; it formally
recognized  the  independence  of  the  thirteen  American  colonies,  established  new  national
boundaries, and set the stage for a new nation to take its place on the world stage. Understanding
why this treaty, rather than a military victory, is considered the official end requires a closer look at
the complex political and diplomatic landscape of the late 18th century.

THE MISCONCEPTION OF YORKTOWN: A VICTORY OF CONSEQUENCE

To appreciate the significance of the Treaty of Paris, it is helpful to first understand why the Battle of
Yorktown  is  often  mistakenly  cited  as  the  event  that  marked  the  official  end  of  the  American
Revolution. The siege of Yorktown, which took place from September 28 to October 19, 1781, was a
decisive American and French victory. British General Lord Cornwallis surrendered his army of nearly
8,000  men,  effectively  ending  major  military  operations  in  North  America.  When  news  of  the
surrender reached London, Prime Minister Lord North reportedly exclaimed, "Oh God! It is all over!"
While the military defeat was crushing to British morale and effectively ended the will  to continue
the war in America, it did not legally end the conflict. The British still had substantial forces in other
parts of the continent, including New York City, Charleston, and Savannah. More importantly, a war
does not officially end until a peace treaty is signed and ratified by the belligerent powers. Yorktown
was  the  catalyst  that  brought  the  British  to  the  negotiating  table,  but  it  was  not  the  final  legal
settlement.  The distinction is  crucial  for  understanding the formal  conclusion of  the American
Revolution.

Why Yorktown Was Not Enough
Several factors explain why a military victory alone could not serve as the official end of the war:

Legal Standing: A war is a legal state between nations. Only a formal peace treaty can
legally terminate that state.
Ongoing Hostilities: Skirmishes, naval engagements, and diplomatic tensions continued
after Yorktown. The British still occupied key ports.
International Dimensions: The American Revolution was part of a larger global conflict
involving France, Spain, and the Netherlands. A comprehensive peace settlement needed to
address all parties.
Recognition: The United States needed formal, legal recognition from Great Britain to be
treated as a sovereign nation by other powers.

THE DIPLOMATIC DANCE: NEGOTIATING THE TREATY OF PARIS

The peace negotiations that led to the event that marked the official end of the American Revolution
were  complex,  secretive,  and  fraught  with  tension.  The  American  delegation  was  led  by  an
extraordinary team of statesmen: Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and John Jay. They were
tasked with securing the best possible terms for the new nation, a task made more difficult by the
competing interests of their French allies.

The American Commissioners and Their
Strategy
The American commissioners faced a delicate balancing act. France, under the leadership of Foreign
Minister Vergennes, was a crucial ally, but the French had their own agenda. France hoped to
weaken Great Britain but did not necessarily want a powerful, expansive United States. Vergennes
had  even  suggested  limiting  American  territorial  claims  to  the  area  east  of  the  Appalachian
Mountains.
John Jay, in particular, became suspicious of French motives. He insisted that the Americans should
negotiate directly with the British, violating the terms of the 1778 Franco-American alliance that
required the United States to consult with France before making peace. This bold, and some would
say risky, move proved successful. The British, eager to split the Franco-American alliance and end a
costly war, were willing to offer generous terms to the Americans.

Key Provisions That Ended the War
The  preliminary  articles  of  peace  were  signed  on  November  30,  1782,  although  the  official  treaty
was  not  finalized  until  September  3,  1783.  The  document  that  marked  the  official  end  of  the
American Revolution contained several  critical  provisions that  shaped the future of  the United
States:

Full Recognition of Independence: Great Britain recognized the thirteen colonies as free,1.
sovereign, and independent states. This was the non-negotiable core of the treaty.
Establishment of Boundaries: The treaty set the western boundary of the United States at2.
the Mississippi River, the northern boundary along the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River,
and the southern boundary at the 31st parallel. This effectively doubled the size of the new
nation.
Fishing Rights: American fishermen were granted the right to fish off the coast of3.
Newfoundland and in the Gulf of Saint Lawrence.
Creditor Rights: The treaty stipulated that lawful creditors on both sides could collect any4.
debts owed to them. This provision protected British merchants who had lent money to
American colonists.
Treatment of Loyalists: Congress was to "earnestly recommend" that state legislatures5.
restore property confiscated from Loyalists (American colonists who had remained loyal to the

Crown). This was a promise that proved difficult to enforce.
Evacuation of British Troops: The British agreed to withdraw all their armies, garrisons, and6.
fleets from American territory "with all convenient speed."

THE RATIFICATION PROCESS: MAKING IT OFFICIAL

The signing of the Treaty of Paris on September 3, 1783, at the Hotel d'York in Paris was the
symbolic  moment,  but  the  ratification  process  was  equally  important.  The  treaty  was  not  fully  in
effect until  both the British Parliament and the American Congress of the Confederation gave their
formal approval.

American Ratification
The  Continental  Congress,  which  was  then  meeting  in  Annapolis,  Maryland,  ratified  the  Treaty  of
Paris on January 14, 1784. The process was not without controversy. Some delegates worried about
the provisions regarding Loyalist property, and there was debate over whether Congress had the
legal  authority  to  recommend  the  restoration  of  confiscated  property  to  the  states.  However,  the
desire to officially end the war and secure the nation's future ultimately prevailed. The ratification by
Congress represented the official acceptance by the American government of the terms that ended
the conflict.

British Ratification
On the British side, the treaty was ratified by King George III on April 9, 1784. For the monarch who
had stubbornly  resisted American independence for  so  long,  this  was a  bitter  pill  to  swallow.
However,  the war had drained the British treasury,  and public opinion had turned against the
conflict. The ratification formalized the end of the British Empire's first major loss of territory.

THE GLOBAL IMPACT OF THE PEACE SETTLEMENT

The event that marked the official end of the American Revolution was not just an American affair.
The Treaty of Paris was one of several treaties that made up the Peace of Paris (1783), which ended
the  global  conflict  between  Great  Britain,  France,  Spain,  and  the  Netherlands.  The  outcomes  for
these  other  powers  were  mixed:

France: While France achieved the goal of weakening Great Britain, the war left the French
treasury bankrupt, a factor that contributed directly to the French Revolution of 1789.
Spain: Spain regained Florida and Minorca but failed to capture Gibraltar. The Spanish were
also displeased that the Americans were given control of the Mississippi River.
The Netherlands: The Dutch gained little from the war and had to make significant trading
concessions to the British.

AFTERMATH: BUILDING A NATION ON PAPER

With the Treaty of Paris, the United States was now, in the eyes of international law, a sovereign
nation. However, the reality on the ground was much more complicated. The event that marked the
official end of the American Revolution solved some problems but created many others.

Challenges Facing the New Nation
The immediate post-war period was a time of immense struggle for the young republic. The national
government under the Articles of  Confederation was weak and ineffective.  The British,  despite the
treaty, did not immediately evacuate their forts in the Northwest Territory, arguing that the United
States had failed to uphold its part of the treaty regarding Loyalist property. The national debt was
staggering, and economic depression gripped the country. Shays' Rebellion in 1786 demonstrated
just how fragile the new nation was.
Despite these challenges, the treaty provided the legal and territorial foundation upon which the
United States would grow. The vast lands west of the Appalachians opened up opportunities for
expansion,  settlement,  and economic development that  would define the American experience for
the next century.

WHY THE TREATY OF PARIS REMAINS THE DEFINITIVE ANSWER

When historians and legal  scholars  are  asked what  event  marked the official  end of  the American
Revolution, they point to the Treaty of Paris for several compelling reasons:

Legal Finality: A treaty is the only mechanism by which a war can be legally ended under1.
international law.
International Recognition: The treaty forced the world's most powerful empire to formally2.
acknowledge American sovereignty.
Territorial Legitimacy: It established clear boundaries that gave the United States a legal3.
claim to its territory.
Framework for the Future: The treaty set the diplomatic precedent for how the United4.
States would conduct foreign affairs.
Symbolic Closure: It provided a concrete, documentary end to a conflict that had consumed5.
the lives and fortunes of millions.

CONCLUSION: A SIGNATURE THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

While the image of George Washington crossing the Delaware or the surrender at Yorktown captures
the romantic imagination, the true event that marked the official end of the American Revolution is
more administrative but infinitely more consequential. The Treaty of Paris of 1783 was not simply a
piece of paper; it was the birth certificate of a nation. It transformed a rebellion into a revolution and
a  collection  of  disparate  colonies  into  a  unified,  sovereign  state  with  defined  borders  and  a
recognized place among the powers of the world. The treaty did not solve every problem—Loyalists
felt betrayed, Native American nations were not consulted about their lands, and the institution of
slavery remained a festering wound. However, the Treaty of Paris provided the essential legal and
political  architecture  that  allowed  the  United  States  to  survive  its  difficult  infancy  and  eventually
fulfill  the promise of independence first declared on July 4,  1776. The signature of  a few men in a
Paris hotel room, not the roar of cannons, was the final, official word that the American Revolution
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was truly over and the American experiment had begun.


