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To Caroline, who went with me to the source of the Potomac and helped me find the way back home


Who looks at Lee must think of Washington;

In pain must think, and hide the thought,

So deep with grievous meaning it is fraught.

—Herman Melville, “Lee in the Capitol”
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PROLOGUE


The View

The cadets at West Point might not have nicknamed Robert E. Lee the “Marble Model” had they seen the statue of George Washington in the rotunda in Richmond. Here was a real marble model. On April 23, 1861, as the fifty-four-year-old Lee looked up at the figure, he could see how his fellow Virginian had appeared around the same age. By that time in his life, General Washington had won the Revolutionary War and made the historic decision to surrender power to civilian authority. Now the man who would not be king, as rendered by the sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon, stood on a pedestal beneath the round skylight crowning Virginia’s capitol dome. Under his left hand lay thirteen rods, bound like the thirteen colonies themselves. A sword, no longer needed, dangled to the side. His body, stretching more than six feet from head to heel, faced away from the closed chamber his admirer waited to enter. If the men meeting behind those doors had their way, Lee would pick up the sword, cut the cords tying the rods, and secure Virginia’s independence anew.

The delegates to the state convention had requested Lee’s attendance at noon on this day. They had recently approved an ordinance removing Virginia from the Union. The vote transformed the Potomac River, whose banks generations of Washingtons and Lees had called home, into a fault line. “Will the present line of separation be the permanent one?” Lee now asked aloud. How often, when back home at dear Arlington House, he had admired the Potomac view: the current whisking past the Virginia hillside; the Washington Monument’s unfinished shaft rising on the opposite bank; the columns atop the United States Capitol awaiting their dome in the distance.

Only five days earlier, Lee had crossed the Potomac for a meeting in the federal city. The new Lincoln administration had offered him command of the Union army being raised to crush the insurrection. Unable to imagine fighting against his native state but still unwilling to take sides against the Union George Washington had forged, Lee rejected the offer but did not yet surrender his commission in the army he had served for more than three decades. With his heart as divided as the riverbanks, he traveled back over the Long Bridge to Arlington House. Once behind the mansion’s massive columns, he entered a hall lit by the old Mount Vernon lantern and lined with paintings, including the earliest portrait of George Washington. Locked among these relics and others—silver, china, and furniture—that had been a part of his life since marrying the daughter of the first president’s adopted son, Lee at last reached his decision. He could see no other path. He would resign from the US Army. Soon he was on to Richmond. En route, crowds swarmed his train at every stop. “Lee, Lee,” they chanted until he appeared on the rear platform with his hat tucked under his elbow. Strands of silver softened the dark hair sweeping over his wide forehead. A neat black mustache firmed up his lips. He stood just under six feet. Then, without uttering a word, he bowed and returned to his seat.

Now, once again, Lee heard his name. The double doors partitioning the chamber from the rotunda opened. An escort guided Lee into the old hall Thomas Jefferson had designed. The delegates stood as Lee entered. More than one noted his “manly bearing.” He walked almost halfway down the aisle and then stopped, as if torn between the Washington statue behind him and the convention president occupying the rostrum ahead. Everyone agreed Lee belonged somewhere along this line—a link between the past and the future. “In the eyes of the world,” one relative said, the wedding thirty years earlier had transformed Lee into “the representative of the family of the founder of American liberty.” In requesting Lee’s service, President Abraham Lincoln’s emissary had appealed to Lee’s Washington connections. That the Virginia convention planned to do the same would have surprised no one. The delegates considered their choice of a commander in chief to be as momentous as the Continental Congress’s.

Convention president John Janney, a white-haired conservative who had opposed secession before accepting its inevitability, had prepared a formal address suitable to the occasion. He welcomed the new commander in chief of Virginia’s armed forces as the heir to “soldiers and sages of by-gone days, who have borne your name, and whose blood now flows in your veins.” Two Lees had signed the Declaration of Independence. Another, Lee’s father, had served as one of Washington’s most trusted lieutenants during the Revolution. Washington himself was a blood relative, albeit a third cousin twice removed. Near Washington’s birthplace in Westmoreland County, Virginia, Lee had spent his first years toddling along the Potomac before moving upriver to Alexandria, the town closest to Washington’s Mount Vernon plantation. “When the necessity became apparent of having a leader for our forces,” said Janney, “all hearts and all eyes, by the impulse of an instinct which is a surer guide than reason itself, turned to the old county of Westmoreland.” It was not just the pedigree that persuaded the delegates but also the commensurate talent Lee had shown since his days at West Point. The army’s ranking general had proclaimed Lee “the very best soldier I ever saw in the field.”

Lee, still standing in the aisle, must have thought about Arlington as Janney explained the convention’s expectations. “And now, Virginia having taken her position, as far as the power of this Convention extends, we stand animated by one impulse, governed by one desire and one determination, and that is that she shall be defended; and that no spot of her soil shall be polluted by the foot of an invader.” The charge was simple, sweeping, and impossible. Lee already knew he could not protect the home he had left. The view he cherished overlooking the nation’s capital would render Arlington indefensible. Federal forces would cross the river, flood up the hillside, and seize the mansion. Unless his wife removed the relics soon, “the Mt. Vernon plate & pictures,” as Lee called them, would be lost. Arlington would never be the same.

Yet whatever reservations Lee harbored about the convention’s judgment, the delegates harbored no doubts about Lee. “Sir,” Janney said toward the end:

we have, by this unanimous vote, expressed our convictions that you are, at this day, among the living citizens of Virginia, “first in war.” We pray to God most fervently that you may so conduct the operations committed to your charge, that it will soon be said of you, that you are “first in peace,” and when that time comes you will have earned the still prouder distinction of being “first in the hearts of your countrymen.”

No one, least of all Lee, could have missed Janney’s allusion. Only one man had ever been “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen”—George Washington. It had been Lee’s father, Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, who coined the phrase in a funeral oration for his old general. So popular had the epitaph become that the words fused the Washington and Lee names long after Harry Lee had drifted into disgrace. As a commentator in Robert E. Lee’s hometown newspaper put it, “The fact that these memorable words, as they were addressed and applied by the distinguished President of the Convention, were the outpourings of his Father’s heart . . . must have been peculiarly touching and solemnizing to the newly appointed generalissimo.” To be first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen would make Robert E. Lee nothing short of George Washington.

*  *  *

What else Harry Lee said has been less remembered. At its climax, his funeral oration summoned Washington’s spirit from the grave. “Methinks I see his august image, and hear falling from his venerable lips these deep sinking words.” In Harry Lee’s telling, Washington’s ghost warned future generations to resist internal divisions.

Thus will you give immortality to that union, which was the constant object of my terrestrial labours; thus will you preserve undisturbed to the latest posterity, the felicity of a people to me most dear, and thus will you supply (if my happiness is now aught to you) the only vacancy in the round of pure bliss high Heaven bestows.

Speaking with one voice, Washington’s ghost and Harry Lee had given future generations of Americans their marching orders. Providence, it seemed, could not have positioned Robert E. Lee any better to answer these pleas for union. But Lee made a different decision. He turned down the Union command. He cast his fortune south of the Potomac, and his legacy has divided Americans ever since.

On one side, southern traditionalists have claimed that the decision transformed Robert E. Lee into the “second coming” of George Washington. Even if the funeral oration suggested otherwise, rebellion against the Union and loyalty to Washington’s memory went hand in hand. Had not Washington led a rebellion against union with the British? The comparisons began as soon as Lee made his choice. Janney prayed for a day when Lee would share the epitaph his father had given Washington. Lee’s own eulogists made it so. An early biographer who had served on Lee’s staff during the war described his chief as “one whom, like Washington, we may designate as ‘first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.’ ” True, unlike Washington, Lee lost his revolution, but his demeanor in defeat made him all the more noble. “He was,” according to a frequently quoted speech, “Washington without his reward.” After seeing “two splendid equestrian statues” of George Washington and Robert E. Lee, Lee’s nephew ventured, “Riding side by side in calm majesty, they are henceforth contemporaries in all the ages to come.” Indeed, the two horsemen traveled together into the twentieth century. Douglas Southall Freeman, who won the 1935 and 1958 Pulitzer Prizes for biographies of Lee and Washington, concluded that only “modesty” prevented Lee himself “from drawing the very obvious analogy between his situation and that of Washington.”

On the other side of the debate, writers have grumbled that such conclusions have twisted the pro-Union exhortations of the ghost Lee’s father exhumed. How can Lee ride off into history with Washington after fighting to destroy the first president’s “terrestrial labours”? The question confounded many even during Lee’s time. After the Union army seized Arlington in the war’s early days, a British correspondent visiting the home wondered how a rebel general could have lived among Washington’s relics and be the son-in-law of Washington’s adopted child. “Follow the train of thought,” the correspondent wrote, “and you may become as perplexed as I am in reference to the possible status of the pater patriae.” Modern-day debunkers chasing this train of thought have set out to detach Lee’s car from Washington’s by dismissing the links between the two men as “minutiae” cobbled together by Confederate apologists. A recent biographer mocks writers who “envision a mystical bond between” Washington and Lee.

So once more, Lee is trapped in the middle. More than a century and a half after secession forced him to choose sides, he has become a pawn in another conflict between two camps conceding no common ground. Either Lee’s name must be united with Washington’s, or it must be banished from all associations. Something has been lost in this polarization, and that something is the truth. The connections between Washington and Lee are neither mystic nor manufactured. Lee was not the second coming of Washington, but he might have been had he chosen differently. As Washington was the man who would not be king, Lee was the man who would not be Washington. The story that emerges when viewed in this light is more complicated, more tragic, and more illuminating. More complicated because the unresolved question of slavery—the driver of disunion—was among the personal legacies that Lee inherited from Washington. More tragic because the Civil War tore apart the bonds that connected Lee to Washington in wrenching ways that no one could have anticipated. More illuminating because the battle that raged over Washington’s legacy shaped the nation that America has become.

The view from Arlington House today looks very different. The mansion once filled with Washington heirlooms has become the Robert E. Lee Memorial. Where trees once shaded the hillside, the sun now reflects off white tombstones lining the grass. A granite bridge guides the eye across the river to the city of Washington. In the foreground, the marble columns of the Lincoln Memorial, honoring the man who saved Washington’s Union, anchor an axis that extends eastward: first toward the towering Washington Monument and then toward the Capitol dome, clad in iron and crowned by the Statue of Freedom. As the eye follows this axis, the mind wants to believe that harmony governs history. But this is Arlington’s secret: the line connecting Lincoln to Washington and Freedom appears so straight because the house lies not upon it. Lee stares down from the flank, a river away on a path not taken.



PART I
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Antebellum




CHAPTER ONE


Foundering Father

If an eighteen-year-old George Washington had gotten his way, there would have been no Robert E. Lee. Lee would never have married the daughter of Washington’s adopted son, never have stared up at Washington’s marble statue, and never have gone to war against Washington’s Union. These events, of course, all lay in the unknowable future for Washington circa 1750. All he knew then was that he loved a girl who did not love him in return. He could not have imagined who her grandson might one day be.

History shines little light on the infatuation that stirred in Washington’s adolescent mind. Only fragments of letters illuminate the tale. Apparently, even the mere sight of other women inflamed the crush. Once, while in the company of “a very agreeable young lady,” Washington complained that her appearance revived his “former passion” for the “Low Land Beauty.” How he longed, he said, to bury that “troublesome passion in the grave of oblivion.” Legend holds that this lowland beauty was a blue-eyed blonde named Lucy Grymes. Though not all historians agree, Washington’s moniker fits Lucy’s description. She hailed from Virginia’s lowlands, and her many suitors testified to her beauty. The evidence later persuaded her most famous grandson, Robert E. Lee. “I believe,” he wrote, “there are grounds for the belief that Genl Washington in early life was pleased with the beauty.” Whatever Washington’s true interest, the match was not to be. In 1753, Lucy married a lawyer named Henry Lee II.

That a country lawyer could snag the belle of the ball over the future Father of His Country might seem surprising until one considers that Washington at the time could not even present himself as master of his own home. In fact, a year earlier, the Lee family had come into possession of something else Washington coveted: the Potomac property known as Mount Vernon. When owner Lawrence Washington died in 1752, he left the estate first to his widow, Anne, and then upon her death to his favorite half brother, George Washington. Anne, as it turned out, chose not to dally at Mount Vernon. Within a year, she married one of Henry Lee II’s cousins, George Lee. Choosing to live elsewhere, the new couple leased Mount Vernon to the man they knew would inherit it anyway. For more than six years, George Washington lived as a tenant of the Lee family. Not until Anne Lee died in 1761 did Washington take full ownership of Mount Vernon.

While Washington’s greatness still lay in the future, the Lees had already established themselves as one of Virginia’s finest families. Henry Lee II’s great-grandfather Richard “The Emigrant” had arrived in Jamestown around 1640 as a clerk and died a quarter century later as a veritable baron, owning numerous African slaves and fifteen thousand acres of land, much of it on the Tidewater tract called the Northern Neck between the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers. Richard Lee had gambled by moving up the Chesapeake Bay from the colony’s first and more fashionable settlements around Jamestown to this still sparsely populated northern frontier. As late as 1653, the Potomac backlands contained only about a thousand colonists, but soon great houses would rise across the region.

On the fossil-rich white cliffs overlooking the river in Westmoreland County, Henry Lee II’s uncle Thomas Lee built an imposing brick mansion called Stratford Hall. The commanding spot befitted the fortune he had made as a royal naval inspector on the river and as a land agent in the surrounding regions. As Thomas Lee explored the Potomac, he became convinced that it represented a water highway to the vast lands beyond the Appalachian Mountains. In 1744, he negotiated an Indian treaty opening the Ohio country for white settlement and then united fellow land speculators in a venture called the Ohio Company. When Thomas Lee died in 1750, Lawrence Washington took over as president of the company. For all that he had accomplished during his life, Thomas Lee achieved his greatest distinction posthumously: two of his sons, Richard Henry Lee and Francis Lightfoot Lee, would sign the Declaration of Independence.

As Thomas Lee’s nephew, Henry Lee II would have disappeared under the shadow of his celebrated cousins if not for his marriage to beautiful Lucy. The couple settled not far downriver from Mount Vernon. In 1756, they named their first son Henry Lee III. A half century later, this boy, known as Harry, would father the most famous rebel general of the Civil War. But first he fought his own revolution. He would owe his success to a surprising benefactor: his father’s old romantic rival, George Washington.

*  *  *

It was said that Harry Lee came “out of his mother’s womb a soldier.” Perhaps part of Washington still wished he had placed him there. More likely, Washington simply possessed avuncular feelings for the young neighbor who grew up calling Mount Vernon’s mistress “Aunt Martha.” Washington had married the rich widow Martha Dandridge Custis a few years after Harry’s birth. Though Martha brought two children from her previous marriage to Mount Vernon, she never gave the Father of His Country a biological child of his own, a fact Washington would later use to quiet any talk of an American monarchy. The man who would not be king had no lineal heirs.

To fill the void, Washington seemed always on the lookout for the son he would never have. While commanding the Continental Army, he forged closer bonds with young officers than with his fellow generals. His military family included the brilliant Caribbean immigrant Alexander Hamilton, the principled South Carolinian John Laurens, and the idealistic Marquis de Lafayette of France. None of these aides had even been born when, in 1754, Washington fought the first battles of the French and Indian War while commanding militia loyal to the British crown. But what the aides lacked in experience, they more than compensated for with vigor and intelligence. Washington especially prized their literary talents, which he needed to avoid drowning in the never-ending stream of correspondence that flowed into his camp.

Harry Lee fit the mold of a Washington protégé perfectly. As a student at Princeton (then the College of New Jersey), he earned accolades for his readings and literary translations. A family friend predicted he “will be one of the first fellows in this country.” Graduating in 1773, he shelved plans to study law in London as the chasm between the mother country and the colonies widened. Soon from Williamsburg and Philadelphia came reports of his kinsmen agitating for independence. On June 1, 1776, at the Second Continental Congress, Richard Henry Lee proposed before anyone else, “That these United Colonies are, and of a right ought to be, free and independent states.” Leaping to second the motion, Massachusetts delegate John Adams later saluted the Lees as a “band of brothers . . . in the defence of their country.”

As these events transpired, Harry Lee traded his dream of a degree in the law for a commission as a captain in the dragoons. Swift and agile, these horsemen could gather forage, conduct reconnaissance, and carry out raids where infantry dared not go. Harry Lee made the transition from manor life to camp life seamlessly. By the fall of 1777, his signature had emerged as a familiar line at the bottom of intelligence reports addressed to Washington. He indulged the general’s taste for tales from deserters and double agents. That winter, during one of his expeditions, a large British force surprised and surrounded him at the Spread Eagle Tavern near Valley Forge. With only a small force, Harry could not even guard all the tavern’s windows. “The contest was very warm,” he reported. “The British dragoons trusting to their vast superiority in number, attempted to force their way into the house.” Trickery offered the sole hope. “Fire away, men,” Harry blustered. “Here comes our infantry; we will have them all.” Although he knew no reinforcements were on the way, he also knew his enemies could not be so sure. Taking no risk, the British retreated. Outgunned but not outsmarted, Harry Lee had prevailed.

Washington sent his personal congratulations. The triumph, small as it was, deepened his respect for the young Lee. “I needed no fresh proof of your merit,” he wrote. “I waited only for the proper time and season to shew it—these I hope are not far off.” As promised, the time and season soon arrived. In March, Harry Lee received an invitation to join Washington’s military family. The offer was tempting for an ambitious twenty-two-year-old. Proximity to power meant power itself. As someone intent on martial fame, however, Harry could not stomach switching from a field officer engaged in battle to a staff officer engaged in correspondence. “To have possessed a post about your Excellency’s person is certainly the first recommendation I can bear to posterity,” he acknowledged in an artful yet awkward response declining the offer. A few days later, still determined to better employ the young Lee’s “exemplary zeal, prudence and bravery,” Washington settled on a more suitable promotion. He recommended—and Congress approved—making Harry Lee a major in “command of two troops of Horse,” which together would “act as an independent partisan Corps.”

The hundred horsemen in the new corps would operate outside the normal chain of command. The arrangement afforded Harry Lee an aura of autonomy that more experienced officers could only envy, and envy him they did. Rumors spread that the young Virginian owed his success more to the blood he shared with members of Congress than to the blood he risked on the battlefield. As complaints trickled into headquarters, Washington worried that others were “extremely jealous of the superior advantages and priviledges which Major Lee has somehow or other obtained.” For Harry, there was no mystery. It was a matter of merit. As Washington had told Congress, “Capt. Lees genius peculiarly adapts him to a command of this nature.”

Peculiar, indeed. Harry Lee possessed a mix of qualities not usually found in one person. Though tanned from his time in the field, his skin was “as fair as a lily.” His blue eyes scanned the battlefield beneath arched brows. Though not large in stature, he commanded respect in the saddle. One observer fancied him a “little hero.” Though a meticulous planner, he was quick in action. Though a stern disciplinarian, he showed devotion to his men. In their eyes and to the world, he became known as “Light-Horse Harry” Lee.

In 1779, the corps conducted a surprise attack against the British outpost at Paulus Hook, New Jersey. Approaching under the cover of night, Harry Lee threatened to execute any of his soldiers who “may violate in the slightest degree the silence he has ordered to be observed.” The soldiers did not dare defy him. Just recently he had sentenced a deserter among them to be decapitated despite Washington’s decrying the “inhumanity.” Now, as the men charged through the final defensive ditch, discipline held. With their bayonets fixed, the attackers achieved complete surprise. The raid yielded more than 150 prisoners. Washington proclaimed it a “brilliant transaction.” Not all of Harry Lee’s fellow officers were so pleased. Some accused him of breaking the chain of command. A court-martial ensued. Enraged, the young officer could see no middle course between accepting dishonor and resigning. That he would even consider such extremes revealed a rashness that worried Washington. “I should be sorry you would suffer your sensibility to betray you into an error which on reflexion you would condemn,” the general wrote. In the end, Harry received vindication three times over. The court-martial cleared him of the charges, Congress struck a gold medal in his honor, and Washington gave him permission to label their letters “private” so that other officers would not read their correspondence. The two had sealed a bond that would last for life.

Toward the end of the war, Washington sent “Lee’s Legion,” which now included infantry, to the conflict’s southern theater, where the British had tightened their grip. Harry persuaded the American theater commander, Major General Nathanael Greene, to lead an offensive into South Carolina. It would prove a turning point. With Greene moving farther south, his British counterpart, General Charles Cornwallis, decided to head north to Virginia. That path would eventually pen the British into a place called Yorktown. There, in October 1781, Harry Lee watched the British surrender to a combined American-French force with Washington at its head. “The British army,” Harry Lee remembered many years later, “marched out of its lines with colors cased, and drums beating. . . . Certainly no spectacle could be more impressive.”

Though another two years would pass before the signing of a peace treaty, Harry Lee chose not to remain in the field with his troops. A few months after Yorktown, he headed home. His youngest son, Robert, would later blame this shameful abdication on “broken health,” which “depressed his spirits.” Probably the reverse was true. Harry Lee’s problems started in his head and spread from there. While deflecting General Greene’s praise for his contributions to the overall strategy, he stewed over perceived slights in individual battle reports. More troubling were the old accusations that his success resulted from family connections instead of from individual merit. By early 1782, Harry Lee could no longer bear, as he put it, “the indifference with which my efforts to advance the cause of my country is considered by my friends . . . and my consciousness that it is not in my power to efface the disagreeable impression.” Like Washington, Greene feared the young man would make an impetuous decision. “I believe few officers, either in America or Europe, are held in so high a point of estimation as you are,” Greene wrote. “Envy is the best evidence in the world of great merit.”

With depression clouding his mind, Harry Lee refused to see reason. His self-control disappeared in a storm of self-pity. “I am candid to acknowledge my imbecility of mind, and hope time and absence may alter my feelings: at present my fervent wish is for the most hidden obscurity,” he wrote in a letter explaining his decision to leave the army. “I wish I could bend my mind to other decisions. I have tried much, but the sores of my wounds are only irritated afresh by such efforts. My poor soldiers are dear to me, most dear. I pray your patronage to them if I must part.” And part he did.

*  *  *

At twenty-six years old, Harry Lee had fixed a new course that would lead to insolvency and ignominy. The dashing horseman, who had outmaneuvered his enemies on the battlefield, became a hopeless speculator, who bet his fortune on land and lost. The officer who had brought discipline to the ranks could apply none to himself. The prodigy, whose success had come so early and easily, degenerated into a pathetic personification of failure. Of all the cruel reversals that visited Harry in this second act, the cruelest was Washington’s unintentional role in the tragedy. The friendship that fueled Harry Lee’s rise during the Revolution now hastened his demise. The more closely he followed Washington, the more he courted misfortune.

As with so much in Harry’s life, the trouble began on the Potomac. There was no greater apostle for the river’s possibilities than George Washington. The river had enchanted Washington since boyhood. At age sixteen, he joined a surveying expedition that tramped over the mountains to the river’s upper stretches. The journey took him over “the worst road that ever was trod by man or beast” into the dark woods where Indians performed the “war daunce” and “wild turkies” roamed. Washington’s career started here, near where the Potomac begins, and their two paths never diverged. Like Thomas Lee, Washington believed the Potomac, which flows eastward down the Appalachians to the Chesapeake Bay, would serve as an artery for traders and settlers. Rather than divide north and south, the river would connect east and west.

Below present-day Washington, DC, the wide river that runs past Mount Vernon’s bluff invites such optimism. But above the capital, this gentle tidal scene meets the stronger rock of the piedmont, a landscape that has resisted change for millions of years. Across this time warp, the Potomac tumbles forty feet down in just two hundred yards. For the Potomac to connect east and west as Washington envisioned, a canal would have to bypass these rocky rapids known as Great Falls. After the Revolution, Washington was named president of a company that Maryland and Virginia incorporated to carry out the necessary improvements. He had “no doubt” that the project would succeed and “bring the Atlantic States & the Western Territory into close connexion, & be productive of very extensive commercial & political consequences.” The confidence was contagious. One guest at Mount Vernon remembered “hearing little else for two days from the persuasive tongue of this great man” and left being “completely infected . . . with the canal mania.” In 1786, Washington informed Harry Lee, “This business is progressing in a manner that exceeds our most sanguine expectations. Difficulties vanish as we proceed.”

Harry Lee bought more than the rhetoric. In 1788, he purchased five hundred acres of land bordering Great Falls. If the river improvements succeeded—and Washington had said they would—the property’s value would skyrocket. Harry imagined a bustling town with wharves and warehouses ready to serve the endless river traffic sure to follow. “The advantages,” as he saw them, “infinitely exceed that of any spot of ground in the U. States.” Already sounding like a swindler, he convinced his fellow Princeton graduate James Madison to join the venture. “I consider myself bound to let you have a part of the bargain with me.” If Madison had any doubts about the deal, Washington could put them to rest. “No man more highly estimates it than General Washington who is one of the best judges of property & is intimately acquainted with the place.”

The deal, however, was not as clear-cut as Harry claimed. Instead of dipping his toe, he had jumped into the deep end without a worry as to whether he could stay afloat. The audacity of his purchase surprised even the company’s biggest backer. Washington advised Madison that the land “opens a field almost too extensive for imagination” but warned that “the profits . . . cannot be immediate.” Not immediate became not ever. Legal disputes, fund-raising deficits, and engineering difficulties ensnared the project. The great metropolis never amounted to more than a handful of buildings. Before the reality of it all set in, Harry Lee named the town after his wife, Matilda. She was his second cousin, the granddaughter of that early prophet of the Potomac, Thomas Lee. When Harry gained her hand in 1782, he also gained possession of the family’s iconic home at Stratford. It was a sad irony, then, that to pay off the debts for his misguided gambles on the Potomac, Harry Lee began selling off the labors of Thomas Lee’s life. Piece by piece, he dismantled Stratford Hall. Matilda’s health disappeared with her estate. As she lay dying in 1790, she attempted to save what was left—just over half of the 6,595 acres—by placing the property in a trust for their oldest son.

Washington’s dreams for the Potomac had sucked Harry Lee into a whirlpool of debt. Excuses he had, but he could not talk his way out of the red. That he tried only tarred his reputation more. Even Washington could not escape the swindling. “Nothing but the untoward & unexpected course of fiscal concerns in this country could have produced delay in my payment of your debt,” Harry assured Washington in early 1798. “I am pained in a great degree to hear of any inconvenience accruing to you.” Nonetheless, a year later the sum remained unpaid. Harry vowed to right his wrongs. “I shall never recede from my exertions till I do accomplish the end, for no event of my life has given me more anguish,” he promised in May 1799. But time was running short, and when George Washington died later that year, Harry Lee was still in his debt.

*  *  *

Harry Lee’s political fortunes turned out much the same. Like many veterans of the Continental Army, he once again marched under Washington’s banner during the fierce political struggles that shaped the early republic. The war veterans had seen firsthand that the survival of liberty depended on the strength of the union between the states. They worried that the Articles of Confederation adopted during the war could not hold. “The period seems to be fast approaching when the people of these U. States must determine to establish a permanent capable government or submit to the horrors of anarchy and licentiousness,” Harry wrote Washington on September 8, 1786.

As Harry penned those words, Washington pressed for news from a convention on interstate commerce in Annapolis. The idea for the convention had been hatched at Mount Vernon the previous year during a summit regarding access to the Potomac River. Commissioners from Maryland and Virginia had proposed including more states in their negotiations. At Annapolis, as Washington would soon learn, talks among delegates from five states had yielded a similar result: a call for another follow-up meeting, this one to take place in Philadelphia the next year and include even more states. With George Washington presiding, it would be this convention that produced the Constitution. Washington’s beloved Potomac had carried the country on the course to a more perfect union.

Whether the new document enhancing federal power would become the law of the land would depend on how each state voted at its own convention. Harry Lee championed the cause at Virginia’s convention in 1788. The Constitution, he told his fellow delegates, “is now submitted to the people of Virginia. If we do not adopt it, it will be always null and void as to us.” Then he explained why fighting beside Washington had convinced him that Virginians should embrace the document.

The people of America, Sir, are one people. I love the people of the North, not because they have adopted the Constitution; but, because I fought with them as my countrymen, and because I consider them as such. Does it follow from hence, that I have forgotten my attachment to my native State? In all local matters I shall be a Virginian: In those of a general nature, I shall not forget that I am an American.

In the end, the “ayes” barely edged out the “noes.” For the next seven decades, Virginia would submit to the Constitution. Harry next turned his persuasive powers toward recruiting the only conceivable candidate for president. “Without you,” he told Washington, “the govt can have but little chance of success.”

Yet no sooner had Washington sworn to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution” than he learned that Harry Lee had changed his opinion about the charter. Harry, according to a report that reached Washington’s desk, was “one of the number” of Virginians “changing their sentiments, from a conviction of the impracticability of Union with States, whose interests are so dissimilar to those of Virginia.” The tensions surfaced during the debate over Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton’s fiscal reforms, which called for the federal government to assume the debts the states had accumulated during the war. James Madison, among other prominent Virginians, broke with the administration over the policy. His followers would become known as Republicans; Hamilton’s would become known as Federalists. Harry Lee joined Madison in opposing the assumption scheme but only after trying to profit off insider information. He wanted to know whether the treasury secretary expected securities to rise in value. Hamilton did not indulge the request, which even Harry conceded might “be improper.” Whether based on conviction or convenience, Harry’s conversion to antifederalism paid dividends. In 1791, Harry Lee became governor of Virginia.

Had Harry remained on the path of Republicanism, his story might have reached a happier ending. But like the prodigal son, he veered back in the other direction and returned to Washington’s camp as a committed Federalist. The transition was not hard to make. His friendship with the president had remained close even as their politics had drifted apart, and Harry harbored a reflexive dislike for the high priest of Republicanism, Thomas Jefferson. Moreover, a brewing rebellion on the Pennsylvania frontier reminded Harry of the dangers of disunion—the very reason he had supported the Constitution in the first place. The so-called Whiskey Rebellion began in 1794, when westerners revolted against the administration’s excise tax on their favorite drink. With federal authority collapsing along the frontier, Harry shared Washington’s fear that the revolt represented a “diabolical” plot “to destroy the best fabric of human government and happiness, that has ever been presented for the acceptance of mankind.”

Even before the rebellion, Harry had his heart set on restarting his military career. In 1792, Washington had passed him over for command of a western army. To his cabinet, the president had confided that Harry Lee had “more resource” than any other candidate, but, alas, “no economy.” In desperation, Harry considered going abroad to join the revolutionary struggle in France until Washington convinced him to avoid that “paroxysm of disorder.” So when Washington called out the militia in the summer of 1794, he could not have been surprised to see a letter from his old friend. “The awful occasion demands united efforts,” Harry wrote. “I beg leave to offer to you my services in any way or station you may deem them proper.” Though Washington himself accompanied the army part of the way west, he entrusted Harry with command. Facing overwhelming federal force, the revolt quickly fizzled.

As opposition to federal authority on the frontier collapsed, opposition to Harry Lee back home mounted. Instead of returning to a hero’s welcome in Virginia, he found himself, as he put it, “an object of the most virulent enmity.” The now ex-governor was paranoid but not wrong. The politics of Virginia were no longer the politics of Washington. While Harry had realigned himself with the administration, the Old Dominion had swung the other way. Concerns about the growing reach of federal power had shifted loyalties from Washington’s Mount Vernon to Jefferson’s Monticello. And where Virginia had gone, the rest of the country would soon follow. The election of 1800 handed Thomas Jefferson the White House, swept the aging Federalists from power, and all but ended Harry Lee’s public career.

Washington did not live to see what became known as the Revolution of 1800. He died a few weeks before the turn of the century. The occasion of his death gave Harry, then serving his one and only term in the House of Representatives, his last and most lasting glory: the honor of delivering Congress’s official eulogy. On December 26 at Philadelphia’s German Lutheran Church, he uttered the words that would forever connect his name to Washington’s. As Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee dismounted the pulpit, he bade farewell to his hero and to any realistic hope for future success.

*  *  *

Failure after failure followed. Harry compounded the tragedy by dragging down Ann Hill Carter, his second wife. The two had married during his time as governor. Washington had congratulated his friend for having “exchanged the rugged & dangerous field of Mars, for the soft and pleasurable bed of Venus.” Ann’s father, the wealthy Charles Carter, had discouraged the match. His precious dark-haired daughter deserved better. But her heart was as fixed as the governor’s was fickle. Harry wooed her only after his first choice for a second wife had spurned his advances. Ann warned the other woman, “Stop, stop . . . you do not know what you are throwing away.” Just twenty years old, Ann soon realized that it was she who had thrown something away: the financial security and comforts that had shielded her childhood. As a relative later told the story, “One fortnight was her dream of happiness from which she awoke to a life of misery.” By the time Charles Carter died in 1806, Harry could no longer afford to send a proper coach to drive Ann home from the funeral. With no carriage top to shield her from the elements, Ann, then pregnant with what would be her fourth surviving child, rode home to Stratford Hall. Sick and stripped of all illusions, she brought Robert E. Lee into the world on January 19, 1807.

Harry did not live with his new child for long. Instead, his debts landed him in prison. No longer a congressman, no longer a respected voice in the Tidewater, no longer even a free man, Harry’s thoughts returned to the Revolution, that grand stage he had exited too soon. He produced a history of the war’s southern theater. “Colonel Lee,” a book reviewer noted, “has acquired for himself the reputation of an accurate observer and spirited writer, in addition to that which he had before merited, of a brave soldier.” Leaving prison in 1810, he returned to Stratford. But Henry Lee IV, the oldest surviving son of his late first wife, had reached his majority, and the great house was now his. The town of Alexandria offered a refuge, and so the Lees packed their belongings and headed upriver. While in prison, Harry had assured his young wife that he would live out his days by her side, but now she knew better than to bank on her husband’s promises.

By 1812, Harry Lee had returned to jail, this time by choice. A sharply split Congress had declared war against Britain. Republicans generally supported the decision; Federalists opposed it. In Baltimore, the streets belonged to the Republicans. When a Federalist newspaper in the city editorialized against the war, a mob demanded that the publishers pay for their ink with blood. Two decades earlier, such lawlessness had led Harry back to Washington’s side during the Whiskey Rebellion. Now, for reasons unclear, it led him to Baltimore, where he holed up in a house with friends of the paper. Outside, the crowd swelled. City officials told the dissidents that their safety required moving to a nearby jail. The publisher protested, but Harry, who by virtue of his military experience had taken command, overrode the objections. On July 28, he led his followers into prison. As darkness descended, the guards defending the jailhouse melted away into the mob. The prison doors were flung open. Harry and his fellow dissidents extinguished the candles. Perhaps they could escape in the confusion. Some succeeded, but Harry Lee was too famous. The mob threw him down the jailhouse steps. Blows rained down on his body. Hands armed with knives jabbed at his face. As he lay helpless, the assailants dripped hot candle grease into the eyes that once looked up to Washington as a neighbor, as a general, as a president, and as a friend.

Somehow Harry returned to Alexandria alive. His vision slowly recovered, but his scars made him a sad sight for others to behold. Still in debt and now in chronic pain, he once again longed for a life of obscurity. The clear waters of the Caribbean called. To that end, in the summer of 1813, he sailed down the river of his ruin, never to see its banks again. The voyage would have given his weary eyes one last glimpse of Mount Vernon resting high above the Potomac. The image was fleeting but not forgotten.



CHAPTER TWO


A Potomac Son

The summer after Harry Lee sailed down the Potomac, a naval squadron flying the Union Jack headed upriver. Fort Washington on the Maryland bank opposite Mount Vernon had fallen.I The Americans guarding the position had chosen to blow up their own magazine for reasons no one could quite understand. Only diplomacy could save poor Alexandria from the British now. On the morning of August 29, 1814, the town faced a fearsome sight: two frigates, two rocket ships, two bomb ships, and a schooner formed a battle line stretching from one end of town to the other. Confronting more than a hundred guns, Alexandria’s leaders realized their homes could be “laid in ashes in a few minutes.” Any doubts about the enemy’s willingness to open fire had disappeared days earlier when flames from Washington, DC, had illuminated the night sky. The British soldiers had torched the capital’s public buildings. If Alexandria did not surrender, its rows of redbrick buildings would share the fate of the White House and Capitol.

Alexandria’s Common Council had no choice but to accept humiliating terms of surrender. Before sailing away, the British loot grew to include ships, flour, tobacco, cotton, wine, and sugar. The invaders also stole what Alexandria’s more than seven thousand residents held most dear: their pride. Alexandria was not just any Potomac port; it was General George Washington’s hometown. Back in 1749, Washington helped lay out the town’s first lots. Many years later, when Congress gave the president authority to draw the four ten-mile boundary lines forming the new diamond-shaped District of Columbia, Washington carefully tucked Alexandria into the bottom corner. No longer part of Virginia, Alexandria owed its prosperity to its position just below the falls of Washington’s favorite river. Wagons from the west brought wheat to the wharves. Tobacco from the Tidewater filled the markets. By 1814, the wealth from this trade had filled Washington’s grid with taverns and shops. Now British boots had defiled the streets. Alexandria had surrendered without a fight. “Thanks be to Almighty God that this degraded town no longer forms a part of the state of Virginia!” a Richmond newspaper editorialized. “We would scorn to live in the same State with men who would stoop to kiss the feet of a British officer.”

The British admiral who led the attack on the nation’s capital confessed that his success owed as much to who had not been present as to who was. “If General Washington had been president we should never have thought of coming here,” he said. The family that Harry Lee left behind in Alexandria surely would have agreed.

*  *  *

Robert Edward Lee was seven years old when the War of 1812 humiliated Alexandria. Where exactly he spent the occupation, like so much else about his childhood, is unknown. Perhaps his family fled town; perhaps they huddled at what passed for home at 607 Oronoco Street, the redbrick house that a distant cousin had lent. Harry Lee had abandoned the five surviving children from his second marriage not only to the whims of war but also to the uncertainty of sleeping under roofs not their own. Forced to raise the brood alone, Ann Carter Lee had accepted more burdens than her body could bear. Time would turn her into an invalid.

That the younger children could hardly remember their father made the oldest brother, Charles Carter Lee, known as Carter, cherish his memories all the more. He could remember Harry sharing old letters from George Washington and other heroes of the Revolution. “I have read in their own manuscripts, on the paper touched and folded by their hallowed hands, their public and private communications, all breathing the ardor of patriotism and the counsels of wisdom.” Carter clung to these pages for the rest of his life, as if revisiting nursery rhymes tucked into the first folds of the mind. The stories learned at childhood, he explained, “become entwined with ourselves and mingled with our self-esteem.” Family history was American history. “It would but be mingling the flow of filial affection and patriotic feeling were I to run over our toils and our triumphs from the monumental heights around Boston to the unmarked battle fields of Georgia; for either by his sword or his pen, the memory of my father is connected with them all.”

From the Caribbean, Harry sent Carter new letters filled with platitudes and advice he hoped would trickle down to Carter’s younger brother, Sydney Smith Lee, known as Smith, and then to his youngest brother, Robert. “If he is rightly assisted & guided in his education,” Harry wrote of Carter, “he will benefit Smith & Robert greatly.” Some of these letters disappeared at sea, only to surface after the Lee boys had grown. Nevertheless, their contents offer a glimpse of the lessons Harry Lee wished to convey. “Dwell on the virtues, and imitate, as far as lies in your power, the great and good men whom history presents to our view,” Harry advised. “Read therefore the best poets, the best orators, and the best historians.”

Not surprisingly, Harry Lee hoped that the man he eulogized as first in war and first in peace would remain first in the hearts of the next generation. Throughout his troubles, Harry remained an apostle for Washington’s glory. He allowed others to reprint the funeral oration at no cost despite desperately needing the money. He once urged Congress to appropriate funds for a Washington mausoleum, which “will impress a sublime awe” in future generations. “We are deeply interested in holding” up Washington’s virtues “as illustrious models to our sons,” he explained. He recommended his own sons read “Washington’s official letters wherein the just good honorable man is plainly to be seen even by a young reader.” The boys, Harry wrote, should train themselves to rise before the sun because “the great American soldier and statesman . . . told me himself, that had he not happily been from early life accustomed to rise early, he could never have executed the duty which devolved on him in the course of life.” Regarding the vices that had ruined his own life, Harry instructed Carter, “Avoid debt, the sink of mental power and the subversion of independence, which draws into debasement even virtue, in appearance certainly, if not in reality. ‘A man ought not only to be virtuous in reality, but he must also always appear so’; thus said to me the great Washington.” While this balance had eluded Harry Lee, he hoped his sons might find it in Washington’s example.

In writing about Washington’s character, Harry stumbled on deep revelations about his own. In some ways, Washington’s and Harry’s personalities had been similar. Harry described Washington as “ardent” and “impetuous by nature.” But where equally fiery emotions melted away Harry’s public image and left him pleading “imbecility of mind,” Washington somehow contained “his passions” with “reason.” The secret, in Harry’s opinion, was Washington’s “habitual self-control.” Washington could “repress his inclinations whenever his judgment forbade their indulgence.” By extolling Washington’s self-control, Harry pinpointed the virtue whose absence most explained his own disgrace. With self-control, Washington could hold together his passions as he held together a starving army and thirteen colonies. Without self-control, Harry succumbed to his worst impulses: speculating, swindling, and self-pitying. His mind came apart. Harry’s sons would wonder which of these two courses their own lives would follow. “The rocks on which I am in the greatest danger of splitting a disposition [are] to aim too high, or at too much,” Carter wrote. “It was this that ruined my great father in dispersing his mighty powers.”

No one better understood Harry Lee’s vices than his second wife, and she labored to offset them with virtues in her children. Ann taught her sons the “economy” that Washington once faulted their father for lacking. Every child might want something different for dinner—veal for the brothers, fowl for one sister, and fruit for another—but Ann refused to cater to individual tastes. “As there is to be but one dish, all cannot be pleased,” she said. She urged her children to find “that noble independence of spirit, which would cause you to blush at incurring an expense, you could not in justice to your family afford.” She did not hide the reality of their finances. “We cannot borrow money, because we cannot repay it.” Unlike her husband, she dismissed quick fixes. She considered even friendly wagers as “wages of iniquity,” which her children must avoid at all cost. “You must repel every evil and allow yourself to indulge in such habits only as are consistent with religion and morality,” she wrote one son. “Oh that I could impart to you the knowledge gained from the experience of . . . years, then would you be convinced of the vanity of every pursuit not under the control of the most inflexible virtue.” When Ann detected a slight stubbornness in young Robert, she wrote for advice to her sister, who recommended a remedy: “Whip and pray, and pray and whip.”

Necessity was an even sterner teacher, driving out whatever vanity Ann could not exorcise. In 1818, letters arrived dashing whatever faint hopes the family held for Harry Lee’s return. The old man had died on Cumberland Island, Georgia, while attempting to come home. By this time, Carter Lee had enrolled at Harvard, and Smith Lee would soon join the navy. Young Robert would have to assume the role of man of the house. He later recalled that before he progressed far enough in school to read the great poets, he had already become his mother’s “outdoor agent & confidential messenger.” This is not to say that Robert’s childhood passed without pleasure. There were swims in the Potomac, romps around a yard filled with white-flowering snowball trees, and days spent hunting. But these fleeting scenes are not the dominant images of Robert’s boyhood. Contemporaries described him as anything but a boy, as a “devoted daughter” nursing his mother, as a “housekeeper” doing the marketing, as “an old man” looking after his mother’s finances and cheering her spirits.

In a sense, Robert gave up the indulgences of boyhood because his father turned down the responsibilities of manhood. “At the hour when the other school-boys went to play, he hurried home to order his mother’s drive, and would then be seen carrying her in his arms to the carriage, and arranging her cushions with the gentleness of an experienced nurse,” a family friend turned biographer wrote. During these rides, the boy would protect his mother from the elements and the cold. “He would pull from his pocket a great jack-knife and newspaper, and make her laugh with his efforts to improvise curtains, and shut out the intrusive wind which whistled through the crevices of the old family-coach.” When her spirits sagged, he concocted amusements. “With the gravity of an old man,” Robert would warn “that, unless she was cheerful, the drive would not benefit her.” The moments they shared were for her pleasure, not his.

Thus, from an early age, Robert learned to put others’ emotions before his own. Looking back on this childhood, he said, “I have been for so many years in the habit of repressing my feelings.” The fixations of his father, the mores of his mother, and the austerity of his upbringing left little choice. Robert might want for much, but he would not want for the self-control that separated his father from Washington.

*  *  *

A boy growing up in Alexandria did not have to look far to see Washington. Young Robert studied at Alexandria Academy, which Washington had endowed in his will for educating children of “poor and indigent persons.” Robert ran errands in the market where Washington had trained troops during the French and Indian War. He worshipped at the Episcopal church where Washington had owned a pew. For long stretches, he lived at 607 Oronoco Street, which Washington had supposedly visited more than almost any other home in town. As a baby, Robert even nursed from a mother known to wear a locket on her breast with Washington’s picture. The pendant was a gift from the president. The question of how the immediacy of these images influenced Robert’s development has divided biographers. What causes less debate—and matters more—is that almost everyone in nineteenth-century America revered Washington.

“The name of Washington is constantly on our lips,” Walt Whitman explained, and for good reason. A conversation as simple as asking for directions inevitably led to his name. “Every thing great and good in America is called Washington; its capitol, its cities, towns, counties, and districts, all bear his name,” a newspaper correspondent noted. Americans celebrated Washington’s Birthday as a holiday akin to the Fourth of July. No house was complete without his picture. “The sculptor and the painter will be employed unceasingly to keep pace with the increasing demand,” a congressman predicted. The great Charles Willson Peale alone produced sixty Washington portraits, one of which hung in the house where Robert’s mother grew up.

In this adoration for Washington, visitors from Europe detected the lingering influence of Old World traditions. While touring New York’s slums, English author Charles Dickens found tavern walls plastered with pictures of Washington and Queen Victoria. A French diplomat saw traces of the “magical power” of monarchy in “the force of opinion attached to his person throughout the whole of America.” Yet for all the trappings of the Old World, the spread of the Washington cult reflected a distinctly New World ideal: that sons did not have to follow in the footsteps of their biological fathers, that they could instead follow the example of the father of their country. Of all the duties a mother owed her sons, a popular women’s magazine wrote, “Especially should she instruct them to revere the memory of the sincerest patriot and wisest man whose deeds lent glory to our revolutionary struggle—the first President of the Republic.”

Mothers looking for lesson plans had their pick of biographies. Hundreds of authors lifted their pens in Washington’s honor. No one enjoyed greater success than a writer named Mason Locke Weems. After the president’s death, Parson Weems, as he became known, fired off a note to a publisher: “Washington, you know is gone! Millions are gaping to read something about him.” Whether that something was fact or fiction mattered little to Weems as he raced to publish what would be the first of many editions of his Washington biography. The book’s popularity said less about Weems’s knowledge of his subject and more about his understanding of how Americans hungered for stories that could humanize their departed hero. Where Weems could not cherry-pick anecdotes, he grew them on made-up cherry trees. Still, for decades, the Washington whom Weems created became the Washington whom Americans revered. By studying this Washington’s virtues, “every youth,” Weems promised, “may become a Washington.” One Abraham Lincoln remembered devouring the book while growing up in the backwoods of Indiana in “the earliest days of my being able to read.”

Boys who opened the editions sold during Robert’s childhood would have connected Weems’s tales with the Lee name. The title page boasted a glowing review attributed to Harry Lee. “The author has treated this great subject with admirable success in a new way. He turns all the actions of Washington to the encouragement of virtue, by a careful application of numerous exemplifications drawn from the conduct of the founder of our republic.” In other words, Weems had fulfilled Harry Lee’s hope of “holding . . . forth” Washington’s virtues “as illustrious models to our sons.” Robert would later write that the enormous demand for Washington biographies “speaks greatly in favour of the People . . . and must tend vastly to their benefit in every respect.”

*  *  *

The most anticipated event of Robert’s childhood occurred on October 16, 1824, when the Marquis de Lafayette visited Alexandria. Like his neighbors, Robert must have counted the days until this character from the pages of Washington lore materialized on the streets of town. The French nobleman had made his first voyage to the New World during the American Revolution. Of all the members of George Washington’s military family, Lafayette had come closest to being a surrogate son. “Treat him as if he were my son,” Washington instructed a surgeon after a musket ball had ripped through Lafayette’s leg at the Battle of Brandywine. When Lafayette visited Mount Vernon in 1784 after the war, he found his portrait hanging above the mantel. Now the old hero had returned to America for what would become a more than six-thousand-mile triumphal tour.

Alexandria demanded a spot on the itinerary. “The citizens of Alexandria are persuaded that you will look upon them with no common interest,” declared an official invitation reminding Lafayette that Alexandria had been where “as a neighbor and a citizen” Washington’s “intercourse was most affectionate and intimate.” How could Lafayette refuse? He understood why Alexandrians claimed his American father as their town father. And while in Alexandria, he could visit Ann Lee, the widow of the “enterprising” horseman he had admired during the Revolution.

Waiting to welcome the sexagenarian as soon as he crossed the Potomac, Alexandrians gathered at the end of the Long Bridge from Washington. Appointed an honorary marshal, seventeen-year-old Robert undoubtedly cut an impressive figure amid the crowd. The blue sash hugging his trim waist would have emphasized his deepening chest. Under the cap shielding his ruddy face, his dark eyes would have watched Lafayette’s wigged and worn figure come into view. Fifteen hundred soldiers then led a parade into town. Around three o’clock in the afternoon, the four gray horses pulling Lafayette’s coach reached the intersection of Washington and King Streets. Over the road, the town had erected a ceremonial hundred-foot arch, adorned with portraits of Washington and Lafayette. From a window perch, high above what a newspaper termed “the multitude in the streets,” a certain young heiress noticed how handsome Robert appeared as he followed Lafayette through the arch. Her father, George Washington Parke Custis, the short, red-faced, balding man riding in the carriage behind Lafayette’s, would not have approved.

It was not a grudge against the boy. Custis had heard all about the Lees’ troubles. His wife, Mary Lee Fitzhugh, was the Lees’ distant cousin, and her generous brother, William Fitzhugh, once owned their refuge at 607 Oronoco Street. Custis tried, as much as anyone, to fill the void Harry Lee had left. Often he would invite the Lee children to Arlington, the showy neoclassical mansion he had built just upriver from Alexandria. Robert would later credit Custis with being “all a father could.” That, however, did not mean Custis wanted his daughter eyeing Harry Lee’s boy, not in that way, and especially not on a day when her eyes should have been focused on her father. Custis was, as everyone knew, George Washington’s adopted son, the child of Mount Vernon.

The next day, Custis led Lafayette and other dignitaries on a cruise down the Potomac to his old boyhood home. A couple of hours into the cruise, the cannons of Fort Washington fired a salute. There atop the bluff on the opposite bank sat Mount Vernon. A red roof sloped over a piazza offering views so magnificent that Washington had proclaimed his house the most “pleasantly situated” in America. Awed at the sight, the dignitaries fell to their knees. On the way up to the house, Custis and Lafayette stopped at a dilapidated burial vault wedged into the hillside and overgrown with trees. It was Washington’s grave. The time had come for Custis to give a speech, and speech making was what he did best. “At this awful and impressive moment, when . . . you bend with reverence over the remains of Washington, the child of Mount Vernon presents you with this token,” he declared. Then, to Lafayette, he presented a lock of Washington’s hair set in a gold ring with the words “Pater Patriae” and “Mount Vernon” engraved on either side.

Memories flooded up the hillside as the two men approached the house. Lafayette remembered how Washington had welcomed him on the piazza forty years earlier and how Custis, then a blue-eyed, light-haired three-year-old, had waddled in his adoptive father’s massive shadow. “It was in this portico, in 1784, that you were introduced to me by the general,” Lafayette said. “You were a very little gentleman, with a feather in your hat, and holding fast to one finger of the good general’s remarkable hand, which was all you could do, my dear sir, at that time.” The story of how Custis came to Mount Vernon had begun long before his birth. In 1757, the death of his grandfather Daniel Parke Custis had transformed his grandmother Martha Dandridge Custis into one of Virginia’s wealthiest widows. The ambitious George Washington had wooed and won her hand with the knowledge that the Custis estate included almost eighteen thousand acres of land and almost three hundred slaves. Because Daniel died without a will, common law granted Martha one-third of the estate while splitting the remainder between her two children, Jacky and Patsy. Marriage to the widow Custis placed Washington in control over her share and in charge of the children’s trusts. The arrangement elevated Washington to the pinnacle of the planter elite and eventually provided the financial freedom needed to devote his energies to securing America’s freedom.

For all its advantages, however, the union between George and Martha Washington was not perfect. It produced no children. More devastating, the children from Martha’s first marriage, despite her coddling, did not survive the second. Patsy died in 1773 from complications related to epilepsy. Away at college, Jacky suffered from a different sort of disease: indolence. The young heir dropped out of school to marry his sweetheart. As Washington scouted battlefields during the Revolution, Jacky Custis looked for a home for his growing family. He overpaid for a tract above Alexandria. “Nothing,” he explained, “could have induced Me to have given such Terms, but the unconquerable Desire I had, to live in the Neighbourhood of Mt Vernon.” According to family lore, Jacky also desired to join Washington in the army. For some reason, he waited until Yorktown. Catching a fatal illness in camp, the raw soldier passed away in his wife’s arms shortly after the British laid down theirs. Martha had lost her last child. Jacky’s widow, meanwhile, faced a future of raising four children alone. As Washington embraced the two grieving women, he made a decision regarding the youngest of the children: a two-year-old girl named Nelly and the infant George Washington Parke Custis. “From this moment,” Washington supposedly said, “I adopt his two youngest children as my own.” George Washington Parke Custis would have no memories of this moment, but no one would have more memories of Mount Vernon afterward.

Now, escorting Lafayette through the familiar rooms, Custis could remember, as he put it, Washington’s “domestic habits and manners; the routine of his methodical life; what he said and did, when he retired from public cares and duties.” Custis had seen Washington the farmer, who woke early in the morning, rode around his farms, washed down a hearty dinner with Madeira, wrote in his library, sat with his family at the tea table in the evening, and went to bed at nine. He had seen the immaculate white horses that pulled the president’s carriage, and the ceremony when Washington laid the cornerstone for the new Capitol building in the city that would bear his name. Custis had also seen Washington the father: caring but severe, distant yet demanding.

Custis could never measure up to his adoptive father’s expectations. The influence of an “indulgent” adoptive mother may explain why. As his sister Nelly remarked, “Grandmamma always spoiled” Custis because he was “the pride of her heart.” Washington worried as Custis squandered his time at Princeton. “You are now extending into that stage of life when good or bad habits are formed. When the mind will be turned to things useful and praiseworthy, or to dissipation and vice,” he warned. Desperate as Custis claimed to be to please Washington, a diversion into “dissipation” of some sort led to his expulsion from the college. In 1798, Washington shipped the boy to St. John’s College in Annapolis with a note that read, “Mr. Custis possesses competent talents to fit him for any studies, but they are counteracted by an indolence of mind.” The experiment lasted less than a year. For all his adoptive father’s hopes, Custis returned to Mount Vernon unable to manage even his own finances. Washington died recognizing his failure as a parent. “What is best to be done with him,” he said of Custis in 1799, “I know not.”

Where Custis should reside posed the most pressing question after Martha Washington followed her husband to the grave in 1802. Custis could not stay at Mount Vernon, because George Washington had left the property to a nephew, United States Supreme Court Justice Bushrod Washington. There were the hereditary Custis lands, including the valuable White House plantation in Virginia’s New Kent County, but those were far from home. There was also the tree-covered hill that Jacky had purchased overlooking the Potomac, land now lying inside the new District of Columbia. Custis would eventually call the spot Arlington. After an attempt to buy Mount Vernon failed, Custis headed upriver. If he could not own Mount Vernon, he would bring its spirit to Arlington.

Now, as Custis and Lafayette finished touring Mount Vernon, someone observed how “every thing in the house” was as it had been. But that was not so. Gone were the tea-and-table china designed for the veterans of the Revolution and adorned with the crest of their Society of the Cincinnati. Gone were the silver plate, the punch bowl, the family portraits, and even beds and curtains. Martha Washington had left these treasures to Custis in her will. Gone also were Washington’s carriage and the tent that housed his headquarters during the war. Custis had bid $610 for the former and $161 for the latter at auction. Ironically, to buy these and other relics, Custis violated his adoptive father’s warnings about debt.

At Arlington, Custis stashed the memorabilia in a dilapidated cottage near the river until the dampness destroyed two paintings. To save his collection, he decided to build a new home high on the hill. He hired architect George Hadfield to design a mansion that could serve as a “Washington treasury.” Hadfield, who had spent several thankless years supervising the US Capitol’s construction across the river, modeled Arlington House after a classical temple, complete with a faux-marble portico and pediment. The first bricks laid in 1803 might have dried in molds Custis had purchased from Mount Vernon. Fifteen years later, as the eight-columned front neared completion, the house made headlines when a lightning bolt ripped through the roof but caused little damage.

A Washington monument long before an obelisk across the river would steal that distinction, Arlington was the physical manifestation of Custis’s life mission: to preserve his adoptive father’s legacy. An amateur artist, Custis hung his own oversized Revolutionary battle paintings among a collection featuring Charles Willson Peale’s 1772 portrait of George Washington. Though one room housed the bed where Washington died—Custis claimed to have left the bedding “in precisely the same condition”—Arlington House felt very much alive. Thousands tramped across the lawn for picnics every year. An annual sheep-shearing festival paid homage to Washington’s oft-forgotten work as a pioneer of American agriculture. Custis awarded prizes and showcased his own efforts to produce fine wool from rams and ewes bred, in part, from the Mount Vernon flock. With the Washington war tent pitched on the lawn, guests sporting homespun clothes drank American wines while Custis gave his orations in a voice his daughter recalled as “melodious” but others found tedious. Out of these celebrations of Washington’s spirit emerged an early vision of American nationalism. The view looking down from Arlington Heights somehow justified the vast but still mostly vacant grand avenues that the capital’s designers had sketched out across the river.

Lafayette himself declared the view from Arlington’s portico “the finest he had ever seen.” At least a few times before returning to France, he visited the place. At least once, Robert E. Lee met him there. Hearing Custis’s stories while peering into the relic-filled rooms left an indelible impression. Of Arlington, Robert said, “My affections & attachments are more strongly placed than at any other place in the World.”

*  *  *

However strong his attachments, Robert could not stick around Arlington and Alexandria. Unlike Custis, he needed to earn a living. Shortly before dying, George Washington had reaffirmed his support for creating a national military academy. By 1824, the academy founded at West Point on the Hudson River north of New York City had sufficient funding to educate 250 cadets free of charge, a factor not inconsequential to the Lee family. Robert had rapidly advanced in mathematics. During a lesson on conic sections, a teacher admired how he “drew each one with as much accuracy and finish, lettering and all, as if it was to be engraved and printed.” That aptitude suited him for a military education focused on engineering. Though Ann Lee opposed the idea—she could not imagine how she could live without her son—Robert requested a nomination. Unfortunately, so did many other young men. Applications poured in to the secretary of war, who was at that time South Carolina’s John C. Calhoun. Not yet the staunch supporter of states’ rights he would become, Calhoun oversaw an institution drawing students from across the country.

To distinguish Robert’s application from the pile, his family and friends tapped every possible connection. William Fitzhugh, Custis’s brother-in-law, arranged for Robert to personally deliver a recommendation to Calhoun. The letter asked that whatever Calhoun decide, he decide quickly. Given the Lees’ financial struggles, Robert could afford to “lose no time in selecting the employment to which his future life is to be devoted.” The letter also mentioned the debt that the United States owed the family. “He is the son of Genl Henry Lee, with whose history, you are, of course, acquainted; and who (whatever may have been the misfortune of his latter years) had certainly established, by his revolutionary services, a strong claim to the gratitude of his country.” Other recommendations testified to Robert’s “gentlemanly deportment” and “excellent disposition.” If these testimonials proved wanting, the support of George Washington’s adopted daughter, the lovely Nelly, may have clinched the case. Custis’s sister was said to have “interested herself very much in obtaining his commission.”

Such a connected, talented, and mature young man—who had come of age in Washington’s hometown and learned the self-control Harry Lee lacked—belonged at West Point. Washington had envisioned the cadets as the next generation of military leaders, and, starting in the summer of 1825, Robert E. Lee would stand among them. As Robert bid farewell to the scenes of his childhood, he must have known he would one day return. His attachment to Arlington held strong not only because of what the house represented but also because of who lived there: Custis’s daughter, Mary.



I. At the time, Fort Washington was often called Fort Warburton.



CHAPTER THREE


Lee’s Union

The girl who lived up the hill had “engrossed” Robert E. Lee for as long as anyone could remember. Her visits to Alexandria lured him from other childhood playmates. His visits to Arlington planted the first seeds of romance. Together, their young hands buried a row of saplings in Arlington’s soil. The look they shared during Lafayette’s parade yielded a Christmas kiss weeks later.

Nevertheless, like Arlington Heights, Mary Anna Randolph Custis was a tall climb for a Lee. A glimpse of her portrait does not explain why. Her high cheekbones, severe brows, and prominent chin imitated her father’s less-than-attractive and “rather irregular features.” More flattering were the comparisons she inspired to her great-grandmother Martha Washington. Portraits of the two ladies hint at a “striking resemblance” that grew stronger with age. But while Martha received high marks for style, Mary often received shocked stares. Her disheveled appearance—dresses hemmed too high, clothes often mismatched—contrasted with outside expectations for the scion of one of America’s great families. Despite these fashion faux pas, Mary’s brown eyes beamed with confidence of the highest class. One admirer described her bearing as befitting her “rank and bringing up.” Mary’s personality also reflected her roots. She exhibited not only her father’s artistic talent but also the indolence that Washington had failed to drive from two generations of Custises. Lee described her as “addicted to laziness and forgetfulness.” Her strong opinions, owing to an elite education, amused her pen pals, but only when her letters actually arrived. More often, her tardiness left correspondents, including anxious suitors, in suspense.

As the Custises’ sole surviving child, Mary stood in line to inherit the vast estate that had brought George Washington to her great-grandmother’s doorstep. So powerful and sought after was the Custis family fortune that John Adams openly asked whether Washington would have been first in war and first in peace without it. “Would Washington have ever been commander of the revolutionary army or president of the United States, if he had not married the rich widow of Mr. Custis?” Though Mary’s father had fiddled away some of the Custis fortune, he had done a better job preserving the Washington legacy. That, too, would one day belong to Mary. Whoever married Arlington’s heiress would, indeed, be “the representative of the family of the founder of American liberty.”
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