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Foreword


In 1986 a Virginia historian praised Douglas Southall Freeman’s multivolume biographies of Robert E. Lee and George Washington as “definitive portrayals of national heroes.” Most Americans would read these words without a second thought. So pervasive has become the image of Lee as a “national hero” that we tend to forget that he fought four years to break up the United States, and came perilously close to accomplishing that goal.

The transformation of Lee from the foremost Rebel to a great American has been the product of many pens. But no author has done more than Douglas Southall Freeman to shape our image of Lee as a reluctant secessionist who was brilliant in victory, honorable in defeat, and admirable for his commitment to binding up the wounds of war in the re-United States. The sheer virtuosity of Freeman’s prose, backed by twenty years of research, made Lee first in war, first in peace, and second only to Washington and Lincoln in the hearts of his countrymen.

Like all legends, the Lee legend that Freeman helped to create contains a great deal of truth. If Lee was not the greatest military strategist of the Civil War (a distinction now generally accorded to Grant), he was clearly its greatest tactician and most charismatic commander. If he was not as reluctant to support slavery and secession as myth would have it, until his own state seceded he did hope that disunion could be avoided and he used his powerful influence for reunion after Appomattox. If he was not the demigod enshrined in marble or bronze in countless Southern communities, he was nevertheless a “gentleman” in the classic sense of that word and a worthy representative of the Virginia gentry that did so much to shape the early history of the United States.

Freeman portrayed a Lee almost without blemishes or warts. In the index of the original four-volume biography is the entry “Personal Characteristics,” which include: abstemiousness, alertness, amiability, boldness, calmness, charm of manner, cheerfulness, courage, courtesy, dignity, diligence, fairness, faith in God, friendliness, generosity, goodness, good judgment, good looks, grace, heroic character, humility, integrity, intelligence, justice, kindness, mercy, modesty, patience, poise, politeness, resourcefulness, sincerity, tact, thoughtfulness, wisdom. All of these characteristics stand out with even more clarity in this one-volume abridgment, which of necessity strips away much of the verbiage of the original but retains the essence.

Recent studies of Lee—particularly Thomas L. Connelly’s The Marble Man (1977) and Alan T. Nolan’s Lee Considered (1991)—have put in the warts and blemishes, perhaps too prominently. But the power of Douglas Southall Freeman’s pen will probably keep the heroic image of Lee preeminent in the eyes of most beholders. “Lee,” wrote Freeman in the concluding pages of the biography, “was one of the small company of great men in whom there is no inconsistency to be explained, no enigma to be solved. What he seemed, he was—a wholly human gentleman, the essential elements of whose positive character were two and only two, simplicity and spirituality.” In a subsequent public lecture, Freeman described Lee as “one of the few, the very few of her sons, whom America offers at the altar of the ages as worthy by reason of his character to be exempted from the else-universal sentence of death.” After reading this biography, we are almost prepared to believe it.

Freeman came honestly to his hero-worship of Lee. The son of a Confederate veteran who had survived to be one of the hardy few to surrender at Appomattox, Freeman learned the valorous legend of the Army of Northern Virginia at his father’s knee. Moving with his family from Lynchburg to Richmond in 1891 at the age of five, Douglas attended a private school whose headmaster, also a Confederate veteran, gave his boys a weekly talk on moral conduct illustrated by anecdotes from the life of General Lee. At the age of seventeen, Douglas attended with his father a reunion of twenty-five hundred Confederate veterans at the famous battlefield of the Crater near Petersburg. Young Freeman there resolved, as he later recalled, “to preserve from immolating time some of the heroic figures of the Confederacy. . . . The memory of the tattered old ranks, the worn old heroes who charged up Crater Hill will ever be fresh in my memory.”

That memory remained fresh through Freeman’s years of graduate study at the Johns Hopkins University, from which he received a Ph. D. in history at the remarkable age of twenty-two. Unfortunately, the only copy of his dissertation, a study of Virginia’s secession convention, went up in smoke when the downtown campus of Hopkins burned in 1908. The new Ph.D. chose a career in journalism rather than teaching. He went to work for the Richmond Times-Dispatch in 1909; in 1915, at the age of twenty-nine, he became editor of the News Leader, a post he held for thirty-four years. But Freeman never forgot those tattered heroes and their leader. In 1911 he came into possession of Lee’s confidential wartime dispatches to Jefferson Davis, which had been missing and presumed lost since the Confederate evacuation of Richmond nearly half a century earlier. Freeman edited and published Lee’s Confidential Dispatches in 1915, doing such a skillful job and writing such a brilliant introduction that he leaped into the forefront of historians of the Confederacy. “Lee the soldier was great,” wrote Freeman in this introduction, but “Lee the man and Christian was greater by far. . . . Noble he was; nobler he became. The sufferings he endured were worth all they cost him in the example they gave the South of fortitude in disaster and courage in defeat.”

Edward Livermore Burlingame, chief editor at Charles Scribner’s Sons, was impressed by Lee’s Confidential Dispatches. Burlingame signed up Freeman to write a 75,000-word biography of Lee. Freeman immediately set to work, confident that he could finish the job in two years. Those years passed, then two more. As America entered the roaring twenties, year after year went by with no manuscript from Richmond. Burlingame died, and the legendary Maxwell Perkins took over as editor of the still nonexistent biography.

The problem was not laziness. On the contrary, Freeman worked a schedule that would have destroyed a lesser man. He awakened each day at 2:30 A.M., put in a full day at the newspaper, gave two radio broadcasts every weekday and one on Sunday. He served on several boards, delivered dozens of public lectures a year—and worked fifteen to twenty hours a week on the biography. Nor was the problem inefficiency. Freeman became famous for the discipline and organization of his research methodology with its meticulous notebooks and color-coded notecards. The problem was thoroughness. Freeman worked his way through thousands of sources, many of them never before used. The project grew from one volume of 75,000 words to four volumes totaling one million words. Twenty years from the date he signed the contract, volumes 3 and 4 were finally published. The biography won rave reviews, a Pulitzer Prize, and honors beyond counting—including twenty-three honorary degrees for Freeman. Next only to Gone with the Wind, R. E. Lee was the publishing event of the decade. And it did more than Gone with the Wind to earn scholarly respectability for the Confederate viewpoint.

Two-thirds of the biography deals with four years of war in Lee’s life of sixty-three years. This is a reasonable proportion, for the significance of those four years outweighs all the others. Freeman’s technique in treating Lee as army commander became known as the “fog-of-war” approach. The author leads the reader through the complexities of a campaign or battle by viewing it through Lee’s eyes, revealing only as much at any given point of the narrative as Lee himself knew at that moment. Thus if Union infantry are falling back or counterattacking, or Union cavalry are launching a raid in the Confederate rear, or A. P. Hill’s division is nearing Sharpsburg after a forced march from Harper’s Ferry, or Grant has slipped his forces out of the Cold Harbor trenches and headed for Petersburg, the reader does not know it until Lee learns of it from a courier or deduces it from intelligence reports or sees it with his own eyes. This technique, almost unique to Freeman, has both disadvantages and advantages in comparison with the usual “omniscient author” method of writing. For the reader who is a neophyte in military history, a clear depiction of the whole picture would have made a campaign or battle easier to understand. Yet the fog-of-war technique is truer to the confusing reality of military operations and enables the reader to understand the commander’s thought processes and decisions as he picks his way through the fog of information, lack of information, and misinformation.

In any event, the fog-of-war method is less evident in this one-volume abridgment than in the original four-volume edition. To reduce one million words to 250,000, Richard Harwell had not only to eliminate footnotes and appendixes; he also had to cut out many of the quotations from dispatches and reports, many of the details of intelligence that Lee received and on which he based his decisions and orders. The narrative is thus paced faster, thought proceeds to action more quickly, and much of the fog is dispelled by events and results that follow hard upon information and decision.

As an example, consider Freeman’s narrative of the Fredericksburg campaign. Lee’s efforts to analyze and counter Union maneuvers, from November 7, 1862, when Ambrose E. Burnside replaced George B. McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac, until Union forces laid pontoon bridges across the Rappahannock on December 11, occupy fifteen pages of volume 2 in the original biography. These pages contain summaries of numerous conversations between Lee and his subordinates who were trying to figure out what Burnside was up to. Such close analysis is fascinating to the aficionado of Civil War military history, but may become tedious to the less dedicated reader. Without sacrificing any essential details, Harwell’s abridgment boils these fifteen pages down to three (pp. 268–71 in this edition). Likewise, Freeman’s narrative of the invasion of Pennsylvania in June 1863 that led to Gettysburg requires two chapters totaling thirty-five pages to get Lee from the Rappahannock to the Potomac, and includes long quotations from messages between Lee, Davis, Stuart, and others. Harwell’s abridgment covers the same ground in eleven pages (pp. 307–18) that carry the story at a brisker, more readable pace that leaves out material of interest only to experts.

How well does Freeman’s scholarship stand up two generations after publication of the original biography? Freeman’s Lee was an unblemished Virginia gentleman who fought brilliantly for a good cause that he might have won had it not been for General James Longstreet’s sullen lack of cooperation at Gettysburg. The Lee portrayed by some recent scholarship fought for the dubious causes of disunion and slavery; his aggressive strategy and tactics bled his army dry from the highest casualty rates of any commander on either side in the Civil War; by focusing Confederate resources on the Virginia theater, Lee’s narrow strategic vision neglected the western theaters where the Confederacy ultimately lost the war; the Confederates suffered defeat at Gettysburg not because of Longstreet’s failures but because of Lee’s poor tactics and the Union army’s stout fighting.

As with all Civil War controversies, neither side in this historiographical debate is wholly right or wrong. The dialogue will continue at Civil War round tables and symposia, in the pages of biographies, monographs, articles, and reviews, in the minds of readers. Lee will remain a titan of American history, a great military leader, an icon to many in the South. Douglas Southall Freeman did more to make him so than any other historian. This abridgment is the place to start for anyone who wants to understand the Confederacy’s premier figure; it is still the best one-volume biography of Lee.

JAMES M. MCPHERSON



Introduction


IT HAS already been told: how Douglas Southall Freeman accepted a commission from Charles Scribner’s Sons in 1915 to write a one-volume biography of Robert E. Lee; how his researches soon convinced him that previous biographers had not told the full story of the Confederate hero; how the single volume grew into four large ones. This much Dr. Freeman told in the foreword to his R. E. Lee in 1934. What he did not tell, for he did not then know and would have been too modest to write it had he known, was how his magnificent biography would win a Pulitzer prize, would crown years of painstaking work by bringing to him universal acknowledgment as the dean of Southern historians, would lead to new fame when he published Lee’s Lieutenants a decade later, to another Pulitzer prize for his definitive biography of George Washington, and to a linking of his name with Lee’s as irrevocably as Boswell’s is linked to Dr. Johnson’s.

The fame was in the future in 1934, but years of work were on paper. It was doubtless with feelings of mixed reluctance and relief that Dr. Freeman delivered his manuscript to Scribner’s; for no author is ever completely satisfied that just one more look at his manuscript might not improve it. Mrs. Freeman tells a charmingly homely story of how “the Doctor,” at complete variance with his usual habit of setting each moment of time to useful purpose, moved morosely about their home in the first days after releasing his manuscript. She commented on his restlessness. “My dear,” he said, “when one has lived with someone as long as I have with General Lee it is a great loss to be parted from him.” That was no momentary reaction, for when he wrote his foreword to R. E. Lee he echoed that remark in saying: “Prolonged as my investigation has been, and puzzling as some of its problems have appeared to be, I have been fully repaid by being privileged to live, as it were, for more than a decade in the company of a great gentleman. A biographer can ask no richer compensation.”

Dr. Freeman was able to make Lee a real presence to the readers of history because Lee was a very real presence to Dr. Freeman. And he believed that something of the greatness of Lee could be transmitted to a later generation by a thorough knowledge of the man and his times. In an informal address to members of the Chicago and Richmond Civil War Round Tables Dr. Freeman said, just a few weeks before his death June 13, 1953: “There, gentlemen, is where we get the great reward of our study of this period. We are dealing four times in five, aye, nine times in ten, with men of character, and the great delight we have is that we can keep the company of truthful gentlemen. No honor that ever comes to a man in life is greater than the honor that may be yours by learning thoroughly the life of one of the great men of that era.”

He spoke feelingly on that occasion, for he knew from experience whereof he spoke. In a day when history was emerging from its chastening period of muckraking that had been popular in the early 1900’s into its “revisionist” approach of the 1920’s and ’30’s and in a decade when the debunking biography, the subjective approach of Gamaliel Bradford or Lytton Strachey, was at the height of historiographical fashion, Dr. Freeman eschewed the tricks of the wordmonger (though as a veteran newspaper editor he certainly knew them well) in favor of straightforward history. Concerning Lee, he wrote in 1934, that there was no occasion “to attempt an ‘interpretation’ of a man who was his own clear interpreter.” He emphasized this respect for facts in his address to his fellow Civil War Round Tablers:

I have often looked at Lytton Strachey’s five-page account of what was happening in the mind of Essex after a famous interview with Queen Elizabeth. Five pages he devotes in his “psychography,” so-called, to the thoughts of Essex at that particular time. Although I lived twenty years with General Lee and have lived for ten years with General Washington, I am prepared humbly to submit to you that I do not know what either of them ever was thinking at a given moment unless he happened to have written it down himself. We cannot be too sure. Of all the frauds that ever have been perpetrated on our generation, this “psychography” is, in my opinion, the worst. How dare a man say what another man is thinking when he may not know what he himself is thinking! That is the fate of a good many of us.

I knew Dr. Freeman only slightly, and only in his last years. But before I knew him as a person I had known him for twenty years as an impressive figure—from brief glimpses of him vacationing in the Tidewater country of Gloucester, from hearing his daily radio summary of the morning’s news (for years an essential of a Virginian breakfast) during long vacations I spent in Virginia, from his editorials in the Richmond News-Leader, from listening to his address at my brother’s graduation from Emory University, and, eventually, from a timidly entered (on my part) correspondence concerning certain perplexing questions in Confederate history. Finally I had the privilege of meeting him and of enjoying the hospitality of his home. Then in the winter of 1953 I was a “visiting scholar” at the University of Virginia and was admitted to tireless conversations with this man who could truly claim scholarship, scholarship without quotation marks. Since his death a continuing friendship with Mrs. Freeman and other members of his family, a growing familiarity with his books, an affection for the surroundings that were his surroundings and for his books, and pictures, and bric-a-brac that were his home and that became to me a second home during the time I lived in Richmond have given me much of the regard for Dr. Freeman that the Doctor had for Lee and for Washington.

He was not the austere, removed figure that Richmonders who did not know him thought. He had little time for frivolities. (“Time alone is irreplaceable . . . Waste it not” was his rule.) But he had a wonderful sense of humor, genuine kindness, and unlimited affection both for people and, hardly second, for the English language properly used. As an editorial memorializing him in the News-Leader declared: “. . . There was really nothing remote, nothing cold, about him. Though he had slight patience with fools, he had boundless patience with any young Telemachus . . . who sought him out as Nestor. He was a superb host, and shared with his lovely wife a knack for hospitality that came from the heart as warmth comes from an open fireplace; he loved good stories and told them well himself; he read, of course, with a boundless appetite for learning, and the impact of his wide-ranging intellect was an unforgettable experience. To be sure, he had his human failings, his vanities and conceits; he was annoyed by whistling office boys and loud-voiced women and barking dogs . . . , but his satisfactions endlessly outnumbered his irritations, and he found in his books and his music and the serenity of his well-ordered life a world of peace and contentment.”

I learned much from Dr. Freeman. I have continued to learn from him in the last three years by being associated with him and with General Lee in somewhat the way he was so long associated with Lee and with Washington. I too have been repaid by a long and close companionship in the company of great gentlemen.

This is a preface to another author’s biography of a great man. If it has turned into a personal memoir of the biographer, I can plead only that these things I can say of Dr. Freeman because they represent what he was to me. The bare facts are easily read elsewhere: in the usual biographical sketches and, most luminously, in Dumas Malone’s brilliant essay “The Pen of Douglas Southall Freeman” which is incorporated into volume six of George Washington.

Dr. Freeman’s whole life was preparation for his achievements as biographer of Virginia’s two greatest heroes and as chronicler of the army which defended the state throughout the Civil War. He was born and bred a Virginian. Though his authority as an editor and as a military historian eventually involved him in engagements which necessitated a travel schedule averaging twenty-thousand miles a year, he repeatedly declined any change of work that would separate him permanently from Virginia.

Douglas Southall Freeman was the son of Walker Burford Freeman (a veteran of the Army of Northern Virginia) and Bettie Allen Hamner Freeman. He was born in Lynchburg May 16, 1886. His association with Richmond, the city with which he was finally identified so completely, began when he moved there as a child, and his undergraduate training was at Richmond College. He continued his formal education at the Johns Hopkins University and received his doctorate there in 1908. From that time on he was wholly a Richmonder. An apprenticeship as a newspaperman was served as a member of the editorial staff of The Richmond Times-Dispatch in 1909–10. After an interruption to work as secretary of the Virginia Tax Commission he returned to the newspaper business as associate editor of the News-Leader in 1913 and became editor in 1915.

He completed in 1908, while still at the Hopkins, his A Calendar of Confederate Papers describing in detail the collections at Richmond’s Confederate Museum and pleading for further collection and use of manuscripts relating to the Confederacy. His expressions in that book on the care with which materials concerning all aspects of history must be collected and studied as a prerequisite for the writing of adequate, truthful history are of significance in light of his later career. Worthy of particular note is the following paragraph:

Finally, material should be collected for military biography. It is useless to emphasize the importance of an intimate acquaintance on the part of the investigator with the personal characteristics and methods of the great generals of the period; only-through their private as well as official papers, can these be disclosed.

Dr. Freeman’s first large work with Lee was Lee’s Dispatches, a compilation published in 1915 of the until then unpublished military messages sent by the General to President Jefferson Davis. His editing of the dispatches (then owned by Wymberley Jones DeRenne of Wormsloe, Georgia; later presented to the Virginia State Library by Bernard Baruch) led to his choice by Scribner’s as the author of an authoritative biography of Lee. That biography would, a score of years later, confirm all that is implied as a prophecy for it in Dr. Freeman’s first paragraph of his introduction to Lee’s Dispatches:

The passage of years and the death of his comrades-in-arms have increased rather than diminished the fame of General Robert E. Lee as a military commander. Detractors and panegyrists alike are dead. The careless overstatements of partisans have given place to the cool analysis of impartial investigators; rigid comparisons of his strategy and tactics with those of other great captains have assured him a place higher than if somewhat different from that assigned him by his contemporaries.

By 1915 Dr. Freeman’s long and intense association with Lee had begun. But it must be remembered that he was at the same time a full-time editor of a major newspaper, from 1925 onward a radio commentator broadcasting fourteen times a week, a lecturer in everwidening demand, and the head of a family of five. The rigorous schedule needed to compress his multiple activities into a manageable routine need not be detailed here. It is enough to say that the years 1915–1934 were the Lee years. No effort was spared to complete fully and well the task the biographer had undertaken. It was this effort and care and ability as an author that produced at last one of the great biographies of our time, a biography that is the ultimate answer to the question that Dr. Freeman posed (and briefly answered) in his pamphlet The Lengthening Shadow of Lee in 1936: “How is it,” he asked, “that his shadow lengthens daily? The answer is to the honor of mankind. A generation sometimes mistakes the theatrical for the dramatic, the specious for the serious, the pretender for the defender. . . . The ‘hero of the hour’ may not have deserved his place even for that hour; he who is a hero when his century is done has qualities that are timeless.”

•   •   •   •   •

There remains to say a word about what I have done in reducing Dr. Freeman’s R. E. Lee from four volumes to one. In no sense is this single-volume edition a substitute for the student of history who wants all the facts. Obviously, many details had to be abandoned in reducing the text. All of the footnotes, all of the appendices were eliminated. But I hope the basic facts remain and that they remain undistorted by condensation. The broad story of Lee’s life is here, if not each detail. In his own foreword to R. E. Lee Dr. Freeman noted: “On occasion I have tried to master some narrative of a campaign, written by an author who manifestly knew the facts, but I have found my guide hustling me from one opposing line to the other and back again so often that he hopelessly confused me . . .” In the four volumes Dr. Freeman’s very wealth of detail may tend to confuse the reader inexperienced in reading of the Civil War or the reader not interested in knowing the war’s every detail. Perhaps a reduction of detail can emphasize the most important aspects of Lee’s life for many readers or heighten the dramatic progress of the war for others.

Few words in the condensation are my own; Dr. Freeman’s language has been retained, and I have inserted only unimportant transitional words or sentences where absolutely necessary (and gratifyingly infrequently). As valuable as it is as an exposition of the facts about Lee, Dr. Freeman’s full work is equally valuable for its interpretative passages, and I have strived to maintain Dr. Freeman’s balance between fact and interpretation.

The latest printing of the R. E. Lee has been used in my work. Although Dr. Freeman himself freely said that he wished thoroughly to revise the biography when the plates for it became too badly worn for further printings he left no notes for such a revision. From time to time, however, as minor errors were discovered and pointed out to him, he had caused corrections to be made in the plates. The current printing of the four-volume edition, therefore, represents the best possible text of the biography.

•   •   •   •   •

Even such solitary work as the condensation of an existing text cannot be accomplished in a vacuum. In my work on this volume I am indebted to Mrs. Inez Goddin Freeman of Richmond for her constant faith and encouragement; to Mrs. Mary Wells Ashworth of Richmond, long Dr. Freeman’s assistant and the co-author of the volume which completed his biography of Washington, for patient talk about the problems of condensation, for a careful reading of a portion of the present work, and for most helpful advice as to how to adjust some stylistic deviations to the rules Dr. Freeman developed for his later writing; to Peter David Barnes of London for a reading of my manuscript from the viewpoint of one not familiar with Civil War history; to my sister, Mrs. Marion B. Harwell of Greensboro, Georgia, for a careful typing of the completed condensation; to Miss Elaine Mitchell of Chicago for further typing; and, of course, to Mr. Wayne Andrews of Charles Scribner’s Sons for prodding and encouragement and the conscientious performance of all the chores that befall a good editor.

Finally, readers of history and biography owe a continuing acknowledgment to Wallace Meyer, who was for many years the friend and editor of Dr. Freeman and who recently retired from his long association with Scribner’s, for the editorial care lavished by him on the original edition of R. E. Lee.

RICHARD HARWELL

Chicago
18 February 1961



CHAPTER I


The Education of a Cadet

THEY had come so often, those sombre men from the sheriff. Always they were polite, but they asked so insistently of the General’s whereabouts and they talked of court papers with strange Latin names. Sometimes they lingered about as if they believed Henry Lee were in hiding. That was why Ann Carter Lee’s husband had placed those chains there on the doors in the great hall at Stratford. The horses had been taken, the furniture had been “attached,” and tract after tract had been sold to cancel obligations. Faithful friends still visited, and whenever the General rode to Montross or to Fredericksburg the old soldiers saluted him and told their young children that he was “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, but she knew that people whispered that he had twice been in jail because he could not pay his debts. She could not help him, because her father had put her inheritance in trust. Robert Morris, poor man, had died without returning a penny of the $40,000 he owed Mr. Lee, and that fine plan for building a town at the Great Falls of the Potomac had never been carried out, because they could not settle the quitrents. If General Lee had been able to do that or to get the money on that claim he had bought in England, all would be well. As it was, they could not go on there at Stratford. Besides, Stratford was not theirs. Matilda Lee had left it to young Henry and he was now of age. So, the only thing to do was go to Alexandria, where they could live in a simple home and send Charles Carter to the free school and find a doctor for the baby that was to come in February.

That was why they had Smith and three-year-old Robert in the carriage and were driving away from the ancestral home of the Lees. Perhaps it was well that Robert was so young: he would have no memories of those hard, wretched years that had passed since the General had started speculating—would not know, perhaps, that the long drive up the Northern Neck, that summer day in 1810, marked the dénouement in the life drama of his brilliant, lovable, and unfortunate father.

•   •   •   •   •

  Fairer prospects than those of Henry Lee in 1781 no young American revolutionary had. Born in 1756, at Leesylvania, Prince William County, Va., he was the eldest son of Henry Lee and his wife, Lucy Grymes. But for the coming of the war he would have gone to England to study law. Instead, he entered the army as a captain in the cavalry regiment commanded by his kinsman, Theodoric Bland. His achievements thereafter were in keeping with his opportunities, for he seemed, as General Charles Lee put it, “to have come out of his mother’s womb a soldier.” A vigorous man, five feet nine inches in height, he had strength and endurance for the most arduous of Washington’s campaigns. Washington praised him in unstinted terms and Congress voted him thanks and a medal; he was privileged to address his dispatches directly and privately to Washington, whose admiring confidence he possessed; he was given a mixed command of infantry and cavalry which was officially designated as Lee’s partisan corps; when he wearied of inaction in the North he was transferred to the Southern department in October, 1780, with the rank of lieutenant colonel. In South Carolina and Georgia his was the most spectacular part in the most successful campaign the American army fought, and his reputation rose accordingly. Then something happened to him. In a strange change of mental outlook, the tragedy of his life began. As soon as the fighting was over he became sensitive, resentful, and imperious.

For a while all appeared to go well with him. He seemed to make his way “easy and comfortable,” as he had planned, by a prompt marriage with his cousin, Matilda Lee, who had been left mistress of the great estate of Stratford, on the Potomac. Their marriage was a happy one, and within five years, four children were born. Two of them survived the ills of early life, the daughter, Lucy Grymes, and the third son, Henry Lee, fourth of that name.

Following the custom of his family, Henry Lee became a candidate in 1785 for the house of delegates of Virginia. He was duly chosen and was promptly named by his colleagues to the Continental Congress, which he entered under the favorable introduction of his powerful kinsman, Richard Henry Lee. To the ratification of the new Constitution he gave his warmest support as spokesman for Westmoreland in the Virginia convention of 1788, where he challenged the thunders of Patrick Henry, leader of the opposition. Quick to urge Washington to accept the presidency, he it was who composed the farewell address on behalf of his neighbors when Washington started to New York to be inaugurated. The next year Lee was again a member of the house of delegates, and in 1791 he was chosen Governor of Virginia, which honorific position he held for three terms of one year each.

His public service was all too plainly the by-product of a mind preoccupied. For the chief weakness of his character now showed itself in a wild mania for speculation. His every scheme was grandiose, and his profits ran to millions in his mind. He plunged deeply, and always unprofitably.

Though there never was anything vicious in his character or dishonest in his purposes, Henry Lee impaired his reputation as a man of business. His own father, who died in 1789, passed over him in choosing an executor, while leaving him large landed property. Matilda Lee put her estate in trust for her children in 1790, probably to protect their rights against her husband’s creditors. Soon afterwards she died, followed quickly by her oldest son, Philip Ludwell Lee, a lad of about seven.

Desperate in his grief, and conscious at last that he had made the wrong decision when he had left the army, Lee now wanted to return to a military life. He was passed over for reasons that he did not understand. If he could not wear again the uniform of his own country there was an alternative, to which Lee turned in the wildest of all his dreams. He was head of an American state, but he would resign, go to France and get a commission in the army of the revolutionaries! But before setting out for Paris he decided to take counsel with Washington. Washington, of course, warned him to stay away from a conflict that was leading to chaos.

Despite his reverence for Washington, Henry Lee might have placed his sword at the disposal of the French terrorists had not his mind been turned to a softer subject: Like many another widower he found consolation for a lost love in a new. Visiting Shirley, the James River plantation of Charles Carter, then probably the richest man in Virginia except George Washington, he became attached to Ann Hill Carter, then twenty. Lee was seventeen years her senior but he must have appealed to her from the first.

Charles Carter did not look at Lee through his daughter’s eyes. He would not permit Ann to marry a Virginian foolish enough to throw in his lot with the madmen of Paris. Parleys ended in Lee’s decision to abandon his French adventure. Carter gave his consent to a union which he was considerate enough to say he had opposed on no other grounds. The two were joined in the marriage of which Robert E. Lee was born.

For a time Henry Lee seemed to be stabilized. Retiring on the expiration of his third term as governor, he was mentioned as a possible successor to Washington. Instead of that office, however, all that remained to him were a few years of service in the general assembly, a temporary commission as major-general at the time of the threatened war with France, and a single term in Congress, where he eulogized his dead chieftain, as “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” Thereafter he held no political office of importance.

His old passion for wild speculation returned. He became involved in the purchase of a part of the vast Fairfax estates in the Northern Neck and endeavored to finance it through Robert Morris, but, in the end, advanced Morris $40,000, which the old Philadelphian could not repay. Next Lee was entrusted with the sale of Western lands in 1797. Certain of the owners assumed obligations they were unable to meet when settlement was delayed. Undeterred, he was lured by the mysterious Western adventure of Aaron Burr. It was at this stage of his speculative mania, when he was dreaming of a fortune that was to be won by conquest of a new frontier, that his son Robert was conceived.

Ann Lee’s pregnancy was not happy. Too many shadows hung over it. Sickness had brought suffering and weeks of invalidism. Henry Lee had been more and more frequently absent for long periods; the pinch of poverty had taken from her the comforts she had known in girlhood; she had lost even her carriage; life had grown gray on the narrowed, untilled acres of Stratford. She had gone to Shirley after the death of her father and had found it a house of mourning. On her return home at the end of December, 1806, she had caught a cold from which she was suffering as the time for the delivery of her child approached.

On January 19, 1807, Ann Carter Lee’s fourth child was born, an unblemished boy, who was named Robert Edward, after two of his mother’s brothers, Robert and Edward Carter. His first cry was in the chamber in which, according to tradition, Richard Henry and Francis Lightfoot Lee, signers of the Declaration of Independence, had seen the light.

When Robert was sixteen months old, his half-brother Henry came into possession of Stratford. After that “Light-Horse Harry” and his family by his second marriage could only remain on the estate as guests of the young master. The old soldier could see no alternative to beating a retreat. He must leave the country, if he could, and find shelter where his creditors could not pursue him.

During the spring of 1809, when Robert was receiving his first impressions of Stratford as a place of beauty and of glory, his father came to the last humiliation: odds and ends of real estate that had been left to him after nearly thirty years of wild trading had to be deeded away. Of everything that could be sold, he was stripped bare. And even this did not save him. On April 11, 1809, he was arrested for a debt of some 5400 Spanish dollars, with accrued interest for nearly seven years, and was confined to jail. Not until the spring of 1810 was he at liberty, and then he had nothing left him except some lands he could not market.

At home again, he decided on the move to Alexandria. Henry could not be expected to supply food and shelter indefinitely. There was no money with which to employ a tutor for the three children. Everything left to Mrs. Lee and her young brood was the return from a trust that had been set up under the will of her father. When the estate was settled, the revenue from this fund, which Henry Lee could not dissipate, would provide shelter, food, and clothing but nothing besides.

•   •   •   •   •

  The little caravan from Stratford ended its journey at a small house on Cameron Street in Alexandria. Life was easier there than in the sprawling Stratford mansion, but cares increased. During the winter, after the family settled in town, a new baby, a girl, was born to the burdened mother. There were now five children, ranging from the new-born infant to a boy of thirteen.

Then, when Robert was five and a half, the final blow came. Henry Lee’s strong Federalism had led him to oppose a second war with Great Britain. When hostilities opened in June, 1812, Lee was unreconciled to the conflict and quick to sympathize with those who became the victims of war’s passions. Among these was the young editor of The Baltimore Federal Republican, Alexander C. Hanson, whose plant, press, and building were wrecked by a mob which an antiwar editorial had inflamed. Hanson was no coward, and though he left Baltimore temporarily and came to Georgetown, he determined to return to the city and to resume the circulation of his journal. On July 27, 1812, he issued in Baltimore a paper which had been printed in Georgetown. Henry Lee had paid two visits to him after he had reached Baltimore, and when he observed the sensation created by the paper, Lee hastened to him again. He found the editor and a few friends assembled in a house that Hanson was using as a combined office and residence. Soon after Lee arrived, idlers in the street were swollen into a wrathful mob that threatened an assault. As an experienced soldier, Lee was asked to assist in protecting the premises. Firing soon broke out. One man was killed in the street and another was wounded. The mob would doubtless have attacked the building and would have slain the volunteer garrison then and there, had not the militia arrived and taken position in the street.

After a night of excitement, negotiations were opened between the troops and the friends of Hanson. Finally the occupants of the house submitted themselves to the officers of the law, who escorted them to jail as the safest place until passions cooled. After nightfall, a crowd of armed men gathered before the jail, intent on murder. An entrance was soon forced. Death seemed so certain that Lee proposed to his companions that they should take the few weapons they had and shoot one another rather than let themselves be torn to pieces by the mob. But better judgment prevailed, and when the door of the cell was beaten down, the defenders made a sally. Instantly there was a confused mêlée. When it was over, half of Hanson’s friends had escaped, but one had been killed and eleven frightfully beaten. Eight were thought to be dead and were piled together in front of the building, where they were subjected to continued mutilation. Henry Lee was among this number. Drunken brutes thrust penknives into his flesh, and waited to see whether there was a flicker when hot candle grease was poured into his eyes. One fiend tried to cut off his nose. After a while, some of the town physicians succeeded in carrying him to a hospital. His death was reported in Washington, but his great physical strength sufficed to keep him alive and made it possible for him to return home later in the summer. But he was weak, crippled, and disfigured, doomed to invalidism for the remaining six years of his life, wholly dependent on the income of his wife, and of course incapable of accepting the military command that would almost certainly have been given him when the first tide of the war in Canada turned against the United States.

Hope was dead now in the heart of Henry Lee. His one ambition was to leave the country, both for his health and for his peace of mind. President James Monroe arranged for Lee to go to the Barbadoes. So, one day in the early summer of 1813, Robert must have shed tears with the rest, as he shared the final embraces of his father. Behind him, in his own household, “Light-Horse Harry” left only sorrow. For he had never lost the respect, much less the affection, of his family. Fully conscious of his failings, they still were awed by his dignity and fascinated by his conversation. But Henry Lee could not have been greatly comforted, as he went down the Potomac, by the knowledge that he was still king of his fireside. He was sailing away from the state he had governed, from the creditors he could never pay, from a family he might not see again, and he knew he was passing over the gray horizon of failure.

The city that Henry Lee left behind him, the Alexandria of Robert Lee’s widening consciousness, was a pleasant place of 7500 people. Ties of blood or of common service joined the Lees to its society. Cousins uncounted lived in Alexandria. One of Henry Lee’s brothers, Edmund Jennings Lee, was a luminary of the town. Their sister Mary had married Philip R. Fendall, a local lawyer of much social charm. Out at Ravensworth, in Fairfax County, lived William H. Fitzhugh, distant kinsman but close friend, the broad door of whose ample home was always open to Mrs. Lee and her children.

Nothing else meant so much to the town as did its associations with George Washington. By the time Robert was old enough to understand something of the spirit of the Father of his Country, Washington had been twenty years in his tomb at Mount Vernon. But he was alive in the hearts of old Alexandrians. Reminders of him were everywhere. Washington was a part of the life of Robert Lee from earliest childhood. Doubtless his mother remembered the letter in which Washington had written Henry Lee his congratulations upon the marriage. Pride in the friendship of the first citizen of the country had been the consolation of “Light-Horse Harry’s” blackest days, and from his exile he was to write of “the great Washington” and repeat his old commander’s words for the admonition of his son, Charles Carter. The family held fast to this reverence.

In Robert’s young eyes the centre of Alexandria and of all its traditions was the home on Cameron Street. Over it presided his mother, charged for the rest of her days with the entire care of her five children, their finances, their religious training, and their education. Physically it overtaxed her, but spiritually she was equal to it. Ann Carter Lee was thirty-seven when they moved from Stratford, and forty when Henry Lee went to the West Indies. The contrast between the rich ease of her girlhood and the adversity of her married life was sharp. Yet it did not embitter her. She continued to love the author of her misfortune. And he, for all his distresses, kept his devotion to her and his high respect for her. But she had taken Henry’s tragedy to heart, and the reasons for his fall, and she was determined that his grim cycle of promise, overconfidence, recklessness, disaster, and ruin should not be rounded in the lives of her children. Self-denial, self-control, and the strictest economy in all financial matters were part of the code of honor she taught them from infancy. These qualities were inculcated in Robert so deeply that they became fundamentals of his character.

Although Robert lived among the Lees, the atmosphere of his home was that of the Carters. His mother corresponded with them, talked of them, and at least once a year endeavored to take her younger children on a visit to Shirley. It was a gracious place. Built early in the eighteenth century, it had been adorned by each generation of Hills and of Carters, as though they owed it a debt they were eager to discharge with generous interest.

Young Robert had a friendly multitude of close Carter cousins, for hundreds, literally, were descended from the twelve children of “King” Carter. The size and endogamy of the Carter tribe made it socially self-contained. Every true Carter liked everybody, but most of all he liked his kinspeople. Often and joyfully they visited one another. Of journeying and letter-writing and the exchange of family news, the years brought no end. It was at Shirley, amid the infectious laughter and the kindly chatter of his cousins, that the youthful Robert developed early the fondness for the company of his kin that was so marked in his maturity.

When Robert was seven the war that his father had opposed before his departure for the West Indies had been in progress nearly two years and the time had come for Robert to begin his formal education. His first books doubtless were opened to him by his mother. Later he was sufficiently advanced in the rudiments to be sent away to the family school. For the Carters were so numerous and so intimate that they maintained two schools for their children, one for girls at Shirley and one for boys at Eastern View, Fauquier County.

The life of the family changed somewhat during the years Robert probably was at Eastern View. For a time the finances of Mrs. Lee had been less strained. By 1816, and perhaps a little earlier, the family had moved from Cameron Street to a house on Washington Street at the corner of Princess. From this home, in 1816, the oldest of Ann Carter Lee’s children, Charles Carter Lee, started for Harvard. Not long after Carter left, the elder Henry Lee’s letters told of his plans to return home. He was determined to come back to his own state. But months passed, and no ship was available. Finally, Lee wrote that he would sail for Savannah, Ga., and would attempt to procure passage thence to Virginia. The next news was that Robert’s father had been stricken mortally on the voyage and had been put ashore at Dungeness, Cumberland Island, Ga., the property of the daughter of his old commander, General Greene. He had died there, March 25, 1818. The details of his passing were not known to the family until the next autumn. The death of Henry Lee meant financial relief for them, but it was not mourned the less on that account.

Although Robert was only eleven when his father died, responsibility was soon to fall heavily on his shoulders. His sister Ann continued sickly; Mrs. Lee was slipping into chronic invalidism. Carter returned from Cambridge in 1819 but opened his law office in Washington and was not much at home to aid in the management of the household. The next year President Monroe gave a midshipman’s commission to Smith, who went to sea. The duties of son and daughter fell on Robert.

Attendance upon his mother continued until Robert left Alexandria. More than anything else, perhaps, his filial attention to her was the prime obligation of his youth, precisely as care for an invalid wife was to be one of the chief duties of his mature years. He stayed at home uncomplainingly when his mother required him, but when he was free he delighted to swim in the Potomac, to share in the sports of the neighborhood boys with his cousin and playmate, Cassius Lee, or to follow the chase all day in the rolling country behind Alexandria. If he had a longer holiday he spent it at Chatham, or at Ravensworth with the Fitzhughs, or at Stratford with his half-brother Henry, who, about the time Robert was ten, married Anne McCarty of Westmoreland County. Robert developed rapidly in physique and in character, and by the time he was thirteen he had learned all that could conveniently be taught him at home and at Eastern View. Accordingly, by 1820, possibly before that year, Robert entered the Alexandria academy.

For approximately three years he studied the rudiments of a classical education. By the end of 1823 he had completed the course of study at the academy. What should he do next? It was a question not easily answered. He could not continue to follow cultural study and settle down as a country-gentleman, because he did not have money for the education, much less the land on which to live in leisure. He possessed no aptitude for public utterance and no taste for the law. He had never presented himself for confirmation and he probably never gave a thought to the ministry. There is no record that he ever debated the possibilities of a medical career, despite his contact with the sick and his growing skill in nursing. What, then, should he do?

His brother Smith had gone into the navy: why should not Robert go to the United States Military Academy at West Point and be a soldier? His love of mathematics would help; his education would cost him nothing. By this process of reasoning, it would appear, Robert E. Lee decided to become a soldier.

The age-limits for admission to West Point were fourteen to twenty years, for boys who were at least four feet, nine inches, free of physical defects, able to read and write well, familiar with arithmetic, and willing to sign articles to remain five years in the army, including the four years of cadetship. Robert could meet all these requirements, if he could have the good fortune to be named one of the 250 cadets for whom the government made provision. The appointments were at the pleasure of the President, on the nomination of the Secretary of War, who at that time followed no rule respecting their geographical distribution, but the number did not suffice even then, and the scramble was keen. Robert’s age and his mother’s circumstances were such that he could not afford to wait on a chance appointment. He must either begin soon as a soldier or turn immediately to something else. It consequently was decided in the family-circle that he should make personal application to John C. Calhoun, the Secretary of War. But who would introduce him to that august personage? The duty fell to the family’s counsellor, William H. Fitzhugh of Ravensworth.

Robert presented Fitzhugh’s letter in person. A strange interview it must have been between the man who was soon to be the “father of nullification” and the boy who, in maturity, was to carry the burden of the bloody struggle that was, in a sense, the unescapable consequence of the application of that doctrine. Calhoun could not have failed to be impressed by young Lee and probably told him that if he produced suitable recommendations, they would be considered.

Robert brought to bear all the influence his family could exert. Then he could only wait and hope. Finally there came notice from the War Department: As of March 11, Robert was appointed to West Point, but owing to the long list of applicants, he could not be admitted until July 1, 1825. That entailed a year’s delay, but it meant opportunity then!

The very atmosphere of Alexandria seemed to lend itself to martial affairs after Robert learned that he would be admitted to the military academy. Lafayette was coming! “America’s Friend,” now an old man, was revisting the scenes of his greatest adventure. For no family in the town was Lafayette’s visit more interesting than for the Lees. The marquis had not forgotten the brilliant cavalryman of Washington’s army, who was only a year and a half his senior. Hearing that the widow of his comrade was residing in Alexandria, he made a call on the morning of October 14, 1824.

The very day before Lafayette called, a young Quaker named James Hallowell had brought his bride to Oronoko Street, where he proposed to open a boys’ school in the house adjoining that of the Lees. This school Robert entered in February, 1825, and remained with Mr. Hallowell until he was ready to set out for West Point. The charges were $10 a quarter, no small item to a widow who had to count costs carefully, but the expense was justified. Hallowell was able to give the boy intimate and close instruction, and Robert responded to Hallowell’s full satisfaction.

By steamer and stage, Robert Lee journeyed to West Point in June, 1825. There he had ample time in the relatively quiet summer to prepare for the work of the coming winter and to learn the “Thou-shaltnots” that constituted a large part of life at West Point. No cadet could drink or play cards, or use tobacco. He might not have in his room any cooking utensils, any games, or any novel. With the consent of the superintendent, he might subscribe to one periodical, but to only one. Too much reading was accounted bad for a soldier: the library was open only two hours a week—on Saturday afternoons. Societies and meetings were forbidden without the consent of the superintendent. No visitors might call on Sunday, in study hours, or in the evenings. A cadet was forbidden to go beyond designated limits. And so for a still longer list of things that a gentleman and soldier should not do—if Colonel Sylvanus Thayer knew it. Such were the regulations; the practice fell far short of this stern assumption of the perfectibility of youth. There was drunkenness and fighting and abstention from parade and occasional visits after taps to North’s, where supper and strong drink were to be had. Cadets were caught often and not infrequently were courtmartialled but were rarely dismissed.

It was a full routine on which Robert entered when recitations were begun September 1 after summer in camp. A long day was regulated overmuch and included too little time for recreation. In winter, cold, bad food, and lack of exercise—for drill had virtually to be suspended—made it too hard a schedule for boys who were not of the most robust. Robert was equal to it physically, and he found it academically easy. He had gone further in mathematics before he came to West Point than the curriculum carried him during the whole of the first year. Lee’s only other academic study that winter was French, to which two hours of study and one hour of recitation were given daily.

Military instruction was limited in Robert’s first year to what a private soldier would have received at an active army post under a good company-officer. Drill, however, ate up the little time that French and mathematics left. When the weather was good, there were few hours for outside study. Fortunately for the larger culture of the cadets, there came to the academy that year a man who taught the boys some things not set down in Colonel Thayer’s tables of instruction and some they might not have sought out for themselves. This man was Reverend Charles P. McIlvaine, chaplain and professor of geography, history, and ethics. It was perhaps well for Lee, as for many another young man at West Point, that the zealous ministry of McIlvaine entered his life so soon after he left home.

The first six months at the school were probationary. The instructors made daily notes of individual proficiency and filed weekly reports. Not until examinations had been passed in January did a cadet receive his warrant and become a regular member of the corps.

On January 2, 1826, the semi-annual examinations began. The confident and the fearful alike were subjected to an hour’s quizzing. Robert Lee came out well, though he discovered that some of his classmates had been working as hard as he had and were possessed of keen minds. Charles Mason, Catharinus L. Buckingham, and William H. Harford were tied with him in mathematics, and as his patronymic was alphabetically the third of the quartet he got that rating. In French, he was fifth. On conduct he was third, but had no offenses recorded against him. He received his warrant and settled down to a hard battle to improve his showing.

June came, and with it the board of visitors named by the Secretary of War to supervise examinations and to report on the needs and condition of the institution. Robert emerged the third man in his class. Charles Mason led and William Harford was second. Pressing close behind Lee were William Boylan and James Barnes. Neither Lee, Mason, nor Barnes had received a demerit during the year, but Harford had seven and Boylan thirty-five, which made the standing of Boylan all the more remarkable. In mathematics Lee was fourth, and received a credit of 197 of a possible 200. In French he was fifth, and was rated 981/4 of a possible 100. On the roll of general merit, he was put at the sum of these two ratings—2951/4 of a gross 300.

This was a good showing and it brought immediate rewards. Robert was placed on the list of “distinguished cadets”—the first five in each class—whose names were certified to the Secretary of War for inclusion in the army register. His first appearance in that document was in the edition of 1826 when he was credited with special proficiency in mathematics and in French.

Another honor awaited him. Under the rules of the corps, the best soldiers of good standing acted as officers. From the boys who had just completed their first year’s work were chosen the corporals. The second class previously had furnished the sergeants, and the first the lieutenants, the captains, and the most-sought-after post of all, that of adjutant. During the winter of 1825–26, the regulations had been so changed that the sergeancies did not all go to the second class. Robert had done so well in his drill, and had already developed such good military bearing that on June 23, when the appointments were read out, he was named staff sergeant, as high a position as any to which a man just finishing his first year at the academy could then aspire.

On July 1, 1826 Robert and his fellow-toilers ceased to be “plebes” and overnight became “upper-classmen,” fit to hold fellowship with the lofty souls of the class of 1828, and permitted to look without apology on the faces of those who were now the first class. On the same day the annual encampment on the plain began. Lee, with his comrades, had the monotony of infantry drill broken by their introduction to artillery. For about nine weeks they had two hours daily with their muskets and four with artillery; work enough for warm days when the woods called and the river lured the boys who were sweating under canvas.

With the return to barracks on September 1, Lee and his class plunged into more advanced mathematics—calculus, analytical and descriptive geometry and difficult conic sections. French was continued. The one added academic study was free-hand drawing of the human figure. Infantry drill continued, in the school of the company, with instruction in the duties of corporals. Two hours every second afternoon during the academic term was devoted to artillery.

This was a busy routine, but Robert was now so well-grounded that he felt he could indulge himself in a little outside reading, and, in addition, he essayed some teaching. Lee and the three other members of his class who had stood first in that subject were made acting assistant professors of mathematics. The duties were largely tutorial, and they consumed hours that Lee must have wished he could have given to other subjects, but they were helpful. His mother was greatly pleased at the distinction and was delighted that he received compensation for it.

But Robert’s outside activities proved too much for him. On the semiannual examination in January, 1827, his rating reflected the loss of the time he had devoted to reading and to teaching. In mathematics he was fourth, in French he was fifth, and in drawing fifth. He still had no demerits, and his drill-record was clean. William Boylan, who had stood next after Lee at the end of their first year, was no longer at the academy, but Catharinus P. Buckingham, No. 9 in June, 1826, was pushing ahead. Charles Mason and William Harford continued to do admirably. Warned by their progress, Robert forthwith abandoned most of his extra reading and buckled down to his classes.

But there was one historical work he probably could not resist. That was the new edition of his father’s Memoirs of the War in the Southern Department. This had been prepared by his half-brother, Henry Lee. It contained some useful notes and addenda. Robert doubtless had read the first edition in boyhood, but now he could bring to bear on the book something of the understanding of a soldier, and could appreciate more fully the military qualities of his father. The effect the probable reading of this edition of his father’s Memoirs does not show in any of his letters but it must have confirmed him in his determination to follow the career of a soldier.

Much closer to Robert in the winter of 1826–27 than any dream of emulating his father in military achievement, was the daily round of his study. He adjusted his hours to his teaching duties and began to form plans to win a furlough in July. No cadet could leave, except for serious illness, until he had been two years at the academy, and even then only those could go home who had received the written consent of their parents and stood well on Colonel Thayer’s records. Robert procured Mrs. Lee’s approval of his application; the money he was earning would suffice to pay his expenses; the rest depended chiefly on his own efforts. April arrived at last, and field exercises were resumed. May drew on, and the students settled to their special preparation for the June ordeal. Finally the examinations were over, and the results were announced. His total on the roll of general merit was 4301/2, and this put him second in the class. Charles Mason continued first. Robert remained staff sergeant, kept on the list of “distinguished cadets,” and, of course, won his furlough.

This began in time to permit him to reach northern Virginia when sociable kinspeople of his name were starting their summer visits to one another. He found his mother residing in Georgetown, old at fifty-four by reason of disease and the burdens she had borne. He was able, however, to take her with him on at least one journey to the home of some of her Carter cousins. As her escort, dressed in his gray cadet uniform, with its white bullet buttons, his looks and his manners called forth admiring comment from the girls of his stock. He was becoming by this time an exceedingly handsome young man, with manners in keeping and at the academy was already styled the “Marble Model.” A fellow-cadet testified years afterward, “His personal appearance surpassed in manly beauty that of any cadet in the corps. Though firm in his position and perfectly erect, he had none of the stiffness so often assumed by men who affect to be very strict in their ideas of what is military.”

Shortly after his return to the academy on August 28 Lee resumed his work as acting assistant professor of mathematics. Simultaneously he entered on scientific studies that were entirely new to him. Mathematics was dropped. Drawing was continued and was given a higher credit. It called for two hours’ work each week-day afternoon and included landscape and topography. Chemistry and “natural philosophy”—physics in modern academic terminology—became his major studies for the year. The subject interested Robert. It dealt with material, practical things that always appealed to him; it was an approach to engineering, which was the goal of nearly all ambitious cadets; and it meant much in determining a cadet’s standing. In military study, Lee’s class passed that year through the school of the battalion, learned the duties of sergeants, and was drilled in the exercise and manoeuvres of artillery pieces.

On January 7, 1828, the academic board met and the troubled cadets were commanded to give evidence of the knowledge that was in them. Robert Lee came out from the inquisition with an excellent showing. In natural philosophy he was rewarded by a standing of No. 2. He was third in chemistry, and in drawing fourth.

Encouraged by this showing and relieved after April 1 of his mathematical teaching, Robert had more time for independent reading during the late winter and early spring of 1828 than in any other period of his cadetship. Between January 27 and May 24, he drew fifty-two books from the library. They covered a wide field—navigation, travel, strategy, biography, and history. He indulged himself, moreover, in a reading of a French edition of Rousseau’s Confessions.

Robert’s reading did not interfere that spring with his studies or with his military duty. When the examinations were over in June, Robert had not headed Charles Mason but he was immediately below him on the roll of general merit. He was credited with 295 of a possible 300 in physics and was second in that subject. He stood No. 3 in chemistry, with 99 of the allowable 100. Drawing now yielded him 97 of a maximum 100 points. His general merit for the year was very high—491.

The academic mortality in the class had been heavy. Of the eighty-seven who had started in July, 1825, seventeen had fallen by the way at the end of the first session. Several had dropped out during 1826–27, and three more had failed by July, 1827. Now eight men went down, and others were despairing. Of the four Virginians who had entered together in 1825 only two were left, Lee and Joseph E. Johnston. These were drawn closer together when they realized they were the sole representatives of their state.

Robert’s personal qualities and his high standing made him a contender in the mind of every cadet for that most coveted of West Point honors, the office of corps adjutant, which was awarded about July 1, when a class entered its final year. The appointment usually was awarded the first-classman of good standing who had the finest military bearing and the best record on the drill ground. Would it go now to Charles Mason, who had been No. 1 since the first examination? The answer came positively and promptly, as was the way with the decisions of Colonel Thayer and of Major William J. Worth: The adjutant of the corps for 1828–29 was to be Robert E. Lee of Virginia.

Now began the term for which all else was preparatory, the term into which was crowded all the technical military training, together with a second course in chemistry and a hurried, superficial survey of geography, history, ethics, and moral philosophy. Lee put aside all extra reading and concentrated his efforts. He spent a winter that was devoid of sensation and full of work. Tied with Buckingham at the head of the class in engineering after the critical semi-annual examinations, with even greater energy, he turned to the work of the final half term. On April 1 he procured relief as adjutant of the corps, got permission to board at Cozzen’s Hotel, and thereafter, for two months, concentrated on his studies.

Quickly enough the finals approached, and the board of visitors arrived. At last it was done; all forty-six members of the class were examined; the credits were all computed. Lee’s consistent good conduct and soldierly bearing now put him at the head of the class in artillery and tactics and gave him equal place in conduct with James Barnes, Sidney Burbank, Harford, St. John P. Kennedy, and Mason, who had received no demerits during the whole of their four years at the academy. In final class standing Mason was No. 1; Lee was No. 2; Harford, Joseph A. Smith, and Barnes followed in order.

Exercising the right accorded the class-leaders of selecting the arm of the service in which they desired to be commissioned, he asked to be assigned to the Engineer Corps. This was the usual choice of those who stood highest on the merit roll and it conformed to Lee’s own inclination. No subject of study at the academy had enthralled him so much as that which he now made the basis of his professional work in the army.

Commencement at West Point in the 1820’s was not the great event it is today. There was usually a valedictory address and sometimes a speech by the Secretary of War or some other dignitary, but that was all. Each graduate received a formal diploma, signed by the superintendent and academic board. Each was granted a two-months furlough and was given whatever balance of pay and allowances was due him. In Lee’s case this amounted to $103.58, for while he had spent as much as the average cadet with the tailor, and something more than the average for postage, he had been most economical in other personal expenditures.

The tragedy of commencement was the separation of boys who had spent four years together in close and revealing companionship. Death was to claim seventeen of Robert’s forty-five classmates and nine were to quit the service prior to the War between the States. Of the 323 who were with him at the academy and graduated in the classes of 1826–32, inclusive, 119 came to their end before 1861. Seventy resigned and, so far as is known, did not return to the service when North and South took up arms. Robert’s intimates and his rivals for academic honors found varying fortune. Jack Mackay, who was perhaps his closest friend, served in the Artillery until 1846, when protracted illness forced him to procure sick leave. He died in 1848, aged forty-two. William Harford left the Army in 1833 and lived only three years thereafter. Charles Mason remained at the academy for two years, as principal assistant professor of engineering, then practised law in New York and served as temporary editor of The Evening Post until 1836, when he went to Wisconsin. He later had a civil career of some eminence in Iowa, living to be seventy-seven.

The only men of ’29 with whom Lee was closely associated in 1861–65 were Joseph E. Johnston and Theophilus H. Holmes, but eleven of the cadets who were at “the Point” during his four years were to become general officers in the Confederacy, and one was to be president. Lee’s future chief of artillery, W. N. Pendleton, was in the class of 1830. L. B. Northrop, the commissary general, graduated in 1831, and Abraham C. Myers, quartermaster general of the South until 1863, was a “plebe” in Lee’s last year.

Two of Lee’s classmates, James Barnes, who was No. 5, and Sidney Burbank, No. 17, were later to face him in Virginia, though not as commanding generals. Silas Casey, of the class of 1826, was to stand stubbornly on the doubtful field of Seven Pines. Samuel P. Heintzelman, also of 1826, served with the Army of the Potomac, as division and corps commander, until October, 1863. W. H. Emory, a third classman in Lee’s last year, came, in time, to command the Nineteenth Federal Corps in the Shenandoah Valley, in the campaign against Early. Erasmus D. Keyes, of the class of 1832, served with the Federals in the Peninsular campaign, as did Philip Saint George Cooke of ’27. In the main, however, cadets who were with Robert Lee at West Point were not those with whom or against whom he was to fight. Such pre-war knowledge of his opponents as he was to use effectually in the ’sixties he acquired in the Mexican campaigns, or in his later service, and not during the years that came to a close that June day, 1829.

Robert Lee was then twenty-two and a half, full grown to his height of five feet, ten and a half inches, with brown eyes that sometimes seemed black. His hair was ebon and abundant, with a wave that a woman might have envied. There was dignity in his open bearing, and his manners were considerate and ingratiating. He had candor, tact, and good humor. The self-control he had learned from his mother was his in larger measure. His character was formed, and his personality was developed. It was easy for him to win and to hold the friendship of other people. His professional interest was fixed in engineering, and it never wavered until disappointment over slow promotion led him to accept a cavalry commission. He was not, of course, a finished, or even an accomplished soldier. But the training he had received was the best his country could give. The rest lay with him.



CHAPTER II


Lee Prepares for the War with Mexico

THE summer after his graduation should have been for Robert the happiest of all seasons, but it was, instead, one of the saddest periods of his life. The joy of home-coming was ruined by the illness of his mother. When Robert arrived, she was at Ravensworth in a worse condition than ever and was ready to die. Charles Carter was developing his practice; Smith was progressing in the navy; Ann in 1826 had married William Louis Marshall, a minister who later became an attorney of station; Mildred, in her nineteenth year, was in friendly hands. And now Robert was embarking on a career of high promise. Ann Carter Lee had seen it through, but the struggle had cost her all her vitality. She could fight for nothing further.

Robert resumed his old duties as a nurse. He mixed her medicines, administered them, and watched by her bed almost continuously. It was not a long siege this time. On July 10, Robert saw the light leave her eye and the last faint breath fail her. He turned from the bed in a grief that he never forgot. She was buried at Ravensworth, and there her ashes remained until they were moved to rest in a vault at Lexington, Va., near those of her son, whither also, in 1913, the bones of Henry Lee were brought from Cumberland Island.

For a time after her death, Robert apparently was in Georgetown, engaged in helping to settle his mother’s estate. He doubtless was relieved when he was able to return to Virginia about August 1 and sojourn with relatives. But, with the buoyancy of youth, he quickly recovered from the immediate grief of his mother’s death and, as one of his cousins remembered, was “as full of life, fun and particularly of teasing, as any of us.” He visited much at Eastern View, but there was another mansion to which his interest and his horse were turning very frequently. This was Arlington, the home of George Washington Parke Custis, on the hills above Alexandria. Custis was the grandson of Mrs. George Washington and was the adopted son of Washington. Having resided at Mount Vernon from 1782 until the end of his grandmother’s life in 1802, he had observed Washington closely during the general’s last years. His temperament was such that he delighted in the sentimental appellation, “The child of Mount Vernon,” though he measured out his full seventy years and more. Arlington had been built by him after the death of his grandmother, when Mount Vernon had reverted to the Washington family. The house, named after an old Custis home on the Eastern Shore of Virginia, was distinguished more for its site and for the impressive columnated portico than for interior beauty or convenience. It gives the impression of being built to be looked at, rather than to be lived in.

To Arlington, in 1806, Custis brought as his bride Mary Lee Fitzhugh. Of their four children, only one survived infancy. She was Mary Anne Randolph Custis, born October 1, 1808, and reared in the amplest luxury. Twenty-one years of age when Robert came home from West Point, she had known him almost all her life, for the families were distantly related through the Lee ancestry of the Randolphs and they visited one another frequently. She was a frail, blonde girl. Her features were aristocratic but not beautiful. The nose was a trifle too long and the chin a bit too sharp, but she had freshness, bright eyes, a ready smile, and quick, sympathetic interest. If Robert did not actually love her from boyhood, he certainly put her in a place by herself. She it was who drew him to Arlington. When he went away, it was to come again, always with deepening delight in her company.

While Robert was visiting at Arlington and at Eastern View, his orders came. They read as follows:

  Engineer Order No. 8.

Washington, D. C., Aug. 11, 1829

Brevet Second Lieut. Robert E. Lee . . . will, by the middle of November next, report to Major Samuel Babcock of the corps of Engineers for duty at Cockspur Island, in the Savannah River, Georgia.

C. GRATIOT,

Brig. Gen. Comndg.

  Cockspur Island! A God-forsaken spot by all accounts, redeemed only by the fact that it was near Savannah, where lived the family of Lee’s chum, Jack Mackay. But orders were orders. Robert said farewell to his kinspeople and to the young mistress of Arlington.

Savannah, at which the young lieutenant arrived by packet, about November 1, 1829, was a place of some 7300 people, the largest city and the principal port in a state that had been settled less than one hundred years and then counted no more than 300,000 whites in a population of 516,000. Socially, the town was attractive and cultured. The Mackays, who welcomed Lee with open doors, were among the most distinguished of Savannah families, with daughters who were interesting even at first sight. In a few days Lee was introduced to all the civilians who were accounted worth knowing. As for the army, Savannah boasted a small garrison of United States artillery, among whom were several officers with whom Lee became friendly. Jack Mackay had been assigned to this garrison.

The post was by no means so pleasant as the town. It was, in fact, as drab and desolate as its reputation. Cockspur Island lies twelve miles down-stream from Savannah and is the easternmost islet of a number of flats in Tybee Roads. Very little of it was above normal tide level at the time of Lee’s arrival, and most of it was marsh-land, flooded daily and completely covered in heavy storms. In summer, Cockspur had virtually to be abandoned because of mosquitoes, heat, and fever. It was, however, a training-school for Lee in the practical problems of military engineering and in the management of labor.

His engineering work was not always interesting but it usually was troublesome. The project at Cockspur Island was to locate and subsequently to construct a heavy fort on an island that afforded at best a doubtful foundation. Into the first stages of this hard work, Robert put all he had learned at West Point and all the strength of his staunch physique. He spent so many days in mud and water, up to his armpits, that a certain interested young woman, up in Virginia, wondered how he ever survived it, and to the end of her days she never ceased to marvel at it.

Finding friends in Savannah whenever he could go there, and occupying his leisure hours in letter-writing and in sketching, Lee passed the winter of 1829–30. Such social life as he could have in Savannah must have been less pleasant than it would normally have been to a young man of his temperament because the proud name of the Lee family had become involved in a humiliating public scandal in the very circles where it had stood highest. In 1817, Henry Lee, Robert’s half-brother, had married a young woman of means in Westmoreland County. Living as a country gentleman, first at Stratford and then at Fredericksburg, Major Lee had dabbled in letters, much to the neglect of his estate, and had served as assistant postmaster general under President J. Q. Adams. In 1827, Henry Lee’s affairs had become so much involved that a judgment of $9000 was procured against him by Henry Storke. As Lee could not meet this, Stratford had been sold for $11,000 and on June 30, 1828, had formally passed out of the Lee family. Impoverished and embittered, Lee had tried to make a living by writing. By inheritance he was a Federalist, but he had become a protagonist of Andrew Jackson. He had resided at “The Hermitage” after the sale of Stratford, had been engaged in arranging Jackson’s military papers, and had written several polemics in behalf of “Old Hickory.” Jackson felt much gratitude to Lee. When he became President, he named his defender United States consul to Morocco. It was a vacation appointment, which Lee was very glad to accept. He left the country for his post, only to find that he left a storm behind him. His wife had a younger sister, coheiress to her father’s estate. Henry Lee became enamoured of her and had been guilty of misconduct with her. The facts had been whispered about, but they had led to no public reprisals. Now, when Jackson submitted his name for confirmation by the Senate an open fight was made on him. Every senator who cast a ballot voted against him. The whole of the scandal became common knowledge in March, 1830. Henry Lee had to leave his post, and after a stay in Italy, removed to Paris, where he lived until his death, seven years later.

This affair must have been an intense humiliation to Lieutenant Lee. Much as he had cherished the memory of his father, he could not have been ignorant of “Light-Horse Harry’s” financial reputation, and now to have his father’s name disgraced by the son who bore it was to add the blush of shame to the ruddy complexion of the young engineer. So far as is known, he never referred in later life to Henry Lee. Such things in a man’s life are not to be proved by citation or confirmed by footnotes, but there is every reason to believe that the stern morality of Robert Lee was stiffened by the warning of his half-brother’s fall.

By the time summer and mosquitoes came in 1830, the embankment at Cockspur Island had been thrown over part of the island and the drainage canal had been dug. Because of the weather and the insect pests, the work was then suspended, and most of the force left the island. Lee went to visit among friends who lived close enough to Arlington for him often to see Mary Custis. He found Mrs. Custis not unsympathetic. Mr. Custis, however, was not pleased at the frequent appearance of the same horseman in the park at Arlington. Mr. Custis had nothing against Robert Lee personally, but he knew the financial tragedy of the Lee family and was aware that his daughter’s admirer had very little beyond his pay as second lieutenant.

If Lee knew of Custis’s opposition, he did not let it deter him. When Mary journeyed down to Chatham, her mother’s former home on the Rappahannock, Robert appeared there also, and while sitting with her under a great tree on the lawn he talked to her of those gentle themes that make any suitor eloquent.

In company so delightful, the summer passed far too rapidly and the call to return to Cockspur Island came all too soon. Arriving at his station on the night of November 10, he found a situation from which a timid young man would have been glad to run away. A gale had broken the embankment erected during the winter and spring. The canal was choked. The wharf was in such condition that repair seemed impossible. It was Lee’s duty to take hold at once and to resume the work with the help of the few men who had remained on the island during the summer. By the first of December, Lee had replaced enough of the embankment to keep the water off that part of the island on which the fort was to be erected, and he proceeded to strengthen this barrier so that the next storm would not beat it down or breach it.

As often as he could, Lee slipped up the river to Savannah and enjoyed the company of his friends. The family of Isaac Minis gave him welcome, made the more delightful by the presence of two daughters. Jack Mackay had been sent to a post in Alabama and was greatly missed, but the fine old house on Broughton Street was hardly less attractive on that account. Margaret Mackay, as charming as her name, had married Ralph E. Elliot, but there remained Catherine and Eliza. And Eliza was captivating, so captivating that the young lieutenant from Cockspur found some consolation in her presence for his long separation from the blonde girl at Arlington.

J. K. F. Mansfield, who succeeded Major Babcock, Lee’s first commanding officer at Cockspur, had not long been on duty when he concluded that the original plan was not adapted to the site and that a new design would have to be prepared. It was apparent that the work would have virtually to be suspended for a season. This would involve the partial idleness of Lee, and that was no light matter to the bureau. The Corps of Engineers then had more contracts than the limited personnel could supervise. In these circumstances a lieutenant could not be kept unemployed at Cockspur Island. Lee had been expecting an assignment to Old Point Comfort, Va., and sometime before April 13, he received orders directing him to proceed thither.

When he reported at Hampton Roads on May 7, 1831, much of the labor on Fort Monroe itself had been completed, and the place was occupied by a garrison, but the outworks and the approaches had not been constructed. Lee’s was the necessary but uninspiring task of computing costs, ordering supplies, and directing men in hauling earth, in grading, and in excavating the ditch that was to surround the fort. A little later he had to supervise the masons who erected a wall on the outer side, or counterscarp, of the ditch, which was exposed to the tide from the nearby waters of Mill Creek.

Out in Hampton Roads, less than a mile offshore from Old Point, was Fort Calhoun, later known as Fort Wool. This work had been started on rip-raps, or stones placed in deep waters to serve as a foundation. The walls were rising to the level of the second battery not long after Lee’s arrival, but there was a dangerous subsidence, which showed the futility of immediate attempts to build higher. Thereafter, and for the whole of Lee’s stay in Hampton Roads, when any work at all was done at Fort Calhoun, it was that of unloading and distributing stone, so as to bring to bear on the foundations as great a weight as they would have to carry when the walls were completed.

Life at Fort Monroe was mixed pleasure and controversy. The commander of the fort was Brevet-Colonel Abram Eustis. He and the engineers were not friendly. Lee’s immediate superior was Captain Andrew Talcott. He was capable, careful, and considerate of his subordinate, and he speedily won the fullest respect of his new assistant. The year after Lee came to Fort Monroe, Talcott married Harriet Randolph Hackley, a lovely Virginia girl of high blood, with a fine coloring, brown eyes, a graceful figure, and a manner of much attractiveness. Lee, who was only three years her senior, admired Mrs. Talcott, “the beautiful Talcott,” most extravagantly, both for herself and also because she was a cousin of the young mistress of Arlington.

Lieutenant Lee was a devotee of military promptness. If he must lay siege to a heart, he would do it with as little delay as he would countenance in investing a city. So, very soon after he returned from Georgia, he took a steamer up the Potomac to visit Miss Custis. Mrs. Custis watched with sympathy though the master of Arlington still frowned. One day soon after his arrival, the lieutenant was in the hall of Arlington, reading aloud to Mary and to Mrs. Custis from a new novel of Sir Walter Scott’s. The interest of the narrative and of the audience was such that Robert kept on until his weariness must have been apparent to Mrs. Custis.

“Mary,” she said, at a pause in the reading, “Robert must be tired and hungry; go into the dining-room and get him some lunch.”

Miss Custis obediently rose, and Robert, excusing himself, followed her. At the sideboard, she stooped to get her guest a piece of fruit cake. Robert leaned forward too, and then and there the question was put and answered. If he ate his fruit cake, it was with a happy heart.

Mr. Custis reluctantly gave his consent to a marriage his daughter was old enough to contract on her own account. The nuptials were set for June 30, and the place, of course, was to be Arlington, with bridesmaids and groomsmen in a number becoming so important an event. Robert was to get a furlough for as long a time as he could, and when the festivities were over and the furlough had expired the two were to live at Fort Monroe—live on his pay, as other young couples did, without any help from Mr. Custis. Mary was determined on that.

There followed many gay preparations, not least of which was Mary’s choice of six bridesmaids among her cousins. Robert called upon a corresponding number of his friends, to support him in the hour when the bravest man trembles. The desired furlough was procured through the friendly help of Captain Talcott. Arlington, which usually wore a somewhat neglected look, was put in order for the great day.

All was ready. The bridal party marched into the drawing room. Mary was nervous; Robert was pale but noted mentally that he was not so excited as he thought he should have been. The minister, Lee confided later to Talcott, “had few words to say, though he dwelt upon them as if he had been reading my Death warrant, and there was a tremulousness in the hand I held that made me anxious for him to end.”

The wedding party remained at Arlington until the following Tuesday, July 5. Some of the bridesmaids lingered until the end of the week. Then the young lovers were left alone for a day or two, with no company save that of Mr. and Mrs. Custis. But it was not for long. Robert rode over to Washington on Monday, July 11, and got all the news of the engineering office. The next day, or the day after, he and his bride, accompanied by Mrs. Custis, went to Ravensworth, on the first leg of a journey to visit Randolph and Lewis kin in Fauquier and Loudoun Counties.

Robert was blissfully happy, and seemed already to bear unconsciously the air of a man destined to achievement. In love and merriment the days ran rapidly on.

Lee’s marriage to Mary Custis was one of the major influences that shaped his career. Although she was not often able to travel far or to share the hardships of an engineer’s life on a frontier project, she bore him seven children in fourteen years. Ahead of her lay invalidism more nearly complete and more pitiful than that of Lee’s mother. She was careless in her personal apparel to the point of untidiness. Her domestic management was complimented when it was termed no worse than negligent. In her engagements she was forgetful and habitually late, an aggravating contrast to the minute-promptness of her husband. Despite these shortcomings and later a nervous whimsicality that sometimes puzzled him, she held the love of Robert Lee through life. Ministering, rather than ministered unto, his first thought always was of her. She accepted this as her due from “Mr. Lee” as she called him, and even after the War between the States, when he was a demigod in the eyes of the South, she ordered him about. Yet rarely was a woman more fully a part of her husband’s life. This, fundamentally, was because of his simplicity and her fineness of spirit. She was interested in people and in their happiness. A keen, if uncritical, interest in public affairs she retained all her days, nor did she hesitate to differ from Lee and to voice a fiery opinion in plain-spoken terms, when his sense of justice and his reserve alike disposed him to say little. Religion she had, of the same sort as that which her husband developed. A certain quick and understanding sympathy was shown in her kindling eye and ready smile. Her alertness made friends and brought admiring attention. She was wholly without personal ambition, beyond that of sharing in the experiences and confidences of her friends. Although she was never awed by his presence, she had for his character a respect that became in time a positive reverence. Next after binding him to her in deepest spiritual love, perhaps her greatest influence on him was that she strengthened his self-control, because, as her health became impaired, she required much care at his hands. They needed all the love and all the faith and all the self-mastery they could develop, for they were to endure more of tragedy than is measured out to most mortals.

When Lee married Mary Custis, he married Arlington as well, and that, too, was to have a profound influence upon him. The estate was to bring much harassment of spirit, but it was to deepen his reverence for the Washington tradition. Mr. Custis himself was, of course, the nearest link with the first President. Many of the Washington relics were at Arlington. To come into its atmosphere was to Robert Lee almost like living in the presence of his foremost hero, his father’s old commander. “This marriage,” wrote a kinsman-biographer, “in the eyes of the world, made Robert Lee the representative of the family of the founder of American liberty.”

Early in August Lee and his wife reached Fort Monroe. Within a few weeks occurred the most exciting incident of their three years’ residence there. On August 23, Colonel Eustis received word from the mayor of Norfolk that a menacing insurrection of slaves had broken out in Southampton County, forty miles from the city, and that the Negroes had procured arms and were mustering in large numbers. Help was needed. Eustis at once prepared three of his five companies of artillery for the field. The warships Warren and Natchez also supplied detachments. Setting out the next morning and using water transportation for a part of the distance, the force was able to cover sixty miles in twenty-four hours. It found, most fortunately, that the rising had been put down and that the Negroes had been scattered. Nearly sixty white people, however, had been slain. As a staff officer, Lee did not go to Southampton, but he was profoundly concerned over the outburst, and believed, on the basis of what he heard, that only the Negroes’ misunderstanding of the date of the rising prevented “much mischief.”

Apprehension spread throughout the South. In Richmond concern was so acute that Major Worth, Lee’s old commandant at West Point, who was then in garrison at Fort Monroe, was sent on a special journey to Bellona Arsenal to see that the arms stored there were secure against seizure. At Old Point Colonel Eustis put into effect a series of regulations for the exclusion of Negroes from the post. This greatly embarrassed the engineers and increased the long-developing friction that was to lead to a “post war” between them and the colonel. The temper of some of the Negroes in tidewater Virginia was considered so menacing that five additional companies of artillery were brought to Fort Monroe and put on duty. This gave the fort a garrison of 680 men, no small part of the army of the United States.

The troops were not needed to suppress any further insurrection, but the presence of their officers added to the social life of the fort. To none was their advent more welcome than to Lee, for among the lieutenants who came with the artillery was his companion of West Point days, Joseph E. Johnston. The two took up where they had left off at the academy and were having a joyous time when their fellowship was interrupted by the Christmas holidays. The Lees went up the James River, probably to visit the Carters, and then journeyed to Arlington via Baltimore.

Mrs. Lee remained at Arlington after the Christmas holidays, and Lee went back to Old Point. He and Joe Johnston had a merry season. Johnston was impregnable in his self-discipline. Lee neither drank nor swore nor gambled. But if the pair walked not in the counsel of the ungodly, they had no compunctions about standing in the way of sinners, at least to see what the sinners were doing. There was no reproach in this, no shocked sensibilities. It was always so with Lee in his youth. He did not share in the excesses of his comrades but he did not wear a sombre face. Mrs. Lee returned with milder weather; the nightly visitation of quarters by the engineer and the artillerist became less frequent; the scare of a slave rebellion subsided; most of the officers slipped back into the leisurely routine of life at an army post.

Robert Lee’s spirits were high during most of 1832, and his new domestic life was most happy. Mrs. Lee was sick part of the time, and was often away, but she bore him a fine baby on September 16. The youngster was named George Washington Custis Lee, after his grandfather, and he throve despite childish ills.

Now that he was pater familias, the company of the wives of the officers at Old Point interested Lee vastly. The news of expectancy and of birth found in him an amused and enthusiastic chronicler. “The population of the Point,” he announced to Mackay, “has been increased by the little Huger boy, and I take it upon myself to predict the arrival of a small French.” The coming of a new Talcott baby drew from him congratulations and avowals—the first of numerous such messages that he was to send: “I was sincerely delighted yesterday to learn by your note, of the magnificent present offered you by Mrs. T. and had some thought of taking the Barge this morning and presenting my congratulations to Mrs. T. in person. Do offer them in my stead in the kindest manner. We have been waiting for the event to decide upon the sex of our next and now determine it shall be a girl in order to retain the connection in the family.” The joke was made the more pointed by the fact that the “next” was begotten soon thereafter, and, sure enough, was a girl.

For the company he kept, Lee’s inclination and his disciplined neatness disposed him to wear handsome, well-cut clothing. It probably was about this time that he sat for the first of his portraits. It shows him in the full-dress uniform of his corps, with the side-whisker that was the dernier cri of fashion. Then, as in later life, he preferred the company of women to that of men, but even when Talcott was away from Old Point, Lee had a number of able men besides Johnston with whom to consort. Benjamin Huger, West Pointer of 1825, James Barnes of his own class, Robert Parrott, who had been an assistant professor while Lee was at the academy, and Albert E. Church of the class of 1828, all of them brilliant, were at Old Point during Lee’s service there.

In the better mastery of his profession, these years were a busy and a most important period with Lee. He came as an assistant of limited experience; he was to leave fully qualified to direct a large engineering project. Talcott was absent on other duty for part of the building season of 1832, and for virtually all the seasons of 1833 and 1834. The daily burden of the work rested on Lee.

He bore these responsibilities heavily, but he continued to learn. Lee did some designing of buildings, wharves, and fortifications; he supervised the preparation of accounts and of monthly and annual reports; he faced some of the problems of sanitation, with which the science of his day was quite unable to cope; he had a large experience in estimating construction costs; he acquired a further knowledge of the working of the commissary; he was inducted into the mysteries of banking and departmental finance. The art of dealing with labor he acquired so successfully that after an emergency in April, 1834, when all hands had been called out to build a barricade in a blinding blow of sand, hail, and rain, he had been able to say with pride, “I never saw men work better.” He learned, also, how to combine initiative with deference, and in nearly all his personal letters to Talcott there was a tactful line asking, if that officer thought him in error, to forward further instructions. Most particularly did he shine in applying to public works the principles of economy he had been taught at home.

A burden to Lee were the constant jealousies and conflicts of authority between staff and line, between the engineers on one side and, on the other, the commandant at Fort Monroe. The line officers disliked the large liberty the engineers had to make contracts and to disburse public funds. Following the clash with Colonel Eustis in 1831 over the exclusion of Negroes from the fort there had been a continuing feud between Captain Talcott and the line. This quarrel was over the engineers’ use of quarters within the fort and, more hotly, over the direction by the engineers of the remaining work at Fort Monroe. Talcott thought the engineers should complete the whole enterprise. The officers of the garrison wished it finished by the troops and laborers at the fort. Each side suspected the other of plotting against it. Early in 1834 the Artillery School of Practice at Fort Monroe was broken up and its officers and batteries were ordered to different stations. The engineers regarded this as a victory, though they had no part in compassing it. The number of idlers, in the eyes of the busy engineers, was graciously reduced. But for Lee this involved separation from Joe Johnston, and that was lamentable.

If the engineers rejoiced when the disappointed artillerists at last sailed away, their satisfaction was brief. Congress adjourned during the last week of June, and, among its final acts, confirmed all the brevet commissions in the army as regular grades. The exultation of the artillerists who remained at Fort Monroe aroused Lee’s amusement and almost his disgust. Then, on July 18, though the regular inspection had already been made, Major General Alexander Macomb, the commanding officer of the army, came to Fort Monroe with the Secretary of War and examined the work being done at Old Point and at the RipRaps. He said little about his findings but went back to Washington and filed a report. Of its contents Talcott and Lee knew nothing at the time, though they attributed to Macomb the general hostility that line officers were supposed to feel toward the staff. Six days later the inspector general of the army, Colonel John E. Wool, arrived at the fort to examine the works. Talcott happened to be absent at the time, so Lee had to do the honors. When he waited on Wool for that purpose, the colonel asked if it were not a fact that General Macomb had recently made an inspection. As Lee confirmed this without comment, Wool said that he saw no reason for going over details of the work, but that, for his own information, he would like to see Fort Calhoun. Lee took him out to the Rip-Raps immediately. It was blistering hot, but Lee was determined, as he jestingly wrote Talcott, that the inspections “might complete our measure of Glory for this work.” On the way, Wool “propounded several wise querries, and among them, whether there were not quarters for us outside, which,” said Lee, “I take for a premonitory symptom.”

That was all there was to inspection number three, but by no means all the story. On July 31 the adjutant general issued “Order No. 54 . . . received from the War Department.” This stated that “on the report of the Major General Commanding the Army” the engineer department in Hampton Roads should be transferred to the Rip-Raps and that the commandant at Fort Monroe should be charged with the completion of the works at Old Point Comfort, “under directions and instructions from General Head Quarters.”

When this order was received by Talcott he considered it a direct censure of his management of the work in Hampton Roads, and he believed every one else at Old Point so regarded it. He demanded a court of inquiry. General Charles Gratiot, chief of the engineers, promptly concurred in this demand, though he toned it down to a “request” in his covering letter to the Secretary of War. Macomb, however, did not approve of an investigation. “For my part,” he wrote, “I cannot see that any censure is either expressed or implied in any part of the order from the War Department, and I am sure none was intended in the report on which it is founded.” Macomb was justified in this statement, because the report did not contain any criticism of Talcott. It was, in a word, unexceptionable, whatever the feeling that prompted it. The trouble was with the blunt, explicit language of the order from the adjutant general’s office.

Not realizing this, Lee went to Washington to see what lay behind the report and the order. He learned that a modification of the offending order was in prospect, with high compliments to Talcott. The engineer’s workmen, however, were to go to the Rip-Raps, with Lee in charge, and Talcott was to be sent to the Hudson River.

Despite his indignation at the political aspect of the matter, Lee did not regard the change at Fort Monroe as a reflection on himself or Talcott, or on their work, which he knew was creditable to them. That the chief engineer did not consider the transfer of Talcott as a discredit to Lee was soon evident. At the Rip-Raps, Lee’s task was simply that of supervising the piling up of stone on the foundations. It was no work for a young and active man whose ability his chief in Washington had already discovered. About October 25, 1834, Lee received an invitation from General Gratiot to come to Washington. On his arrival Gratiot told him that he was contemplating the transfer of Lieutenant Bartlett, an assistant in the Office, and was considering Lee for the place. Lee was as anxious for his family to be near Arlington as he was to get away from Hampton Roads, but he frankly said he had no desire for office work. Gratiot, however, was intent on having Lee, and he painted the prospect alluringly. Lee agreed to try the work if Gratiot desired him to do so. Shortly thereafter he was relieved at Fort Calhoun by Captain W. A. Eliason and was ordered to report for service as assistant to the chief of engineers.

When Lee took his wife and little son from Fort Monroe to Arlington in November he expected to rent a house in Washington, but as he could not find suitable quarters he decided to leave them at Arlington for the winter. And there they remained during the whole of Lee’s service in the capital. It was an arrangement physically taxing on Lee, who rode to and from his office every day except in the very worst weather. For his family it was the most pleasant of lives. Mary Custis’s marriage did not make the least difference in her status at home: she remained the “young mistress,” the heiress to the estate. Her children were a delight to her parents. Mrs. Custis, whose warm heart, piety, and kindliness impressed Lee more and more as he lived at Arlington, watched ceaselessly over her daughter and her grandchild. And Mary’s father soon abandoned his antagonism to her marriage.

The Washington tradition seeped more deeply into the spirit of Lee as he lived among the Arlington relics and heard Mr. Custis talk of the Father of his Country. Across the river he found a routine of labor that was pleasant only because his commanding officer made it so. In origin, Charles Gratiot, chief engineer of the army, was French-Louisianan, of the highest social station. With a brilliant career in the army Gratiot had received the thanks of Congress for his conduct during the War of 1812, and as chief engineer he had earned the reputation of being an indispensable officer—a model of military virtues. Every project aroused his interest. The welfare of each officer of engineers was his particular charge. Shortcomings on the part of his subordinates he was ready to overlook; their interests he was quick to defend against the rivalries of the line and the neglect of Congress. He had the warm good-will of the corps and when Lee went to Washington seemed fully entrenched in power, well able to care for himself.

Although Lee usually hurried home in fair weather, he was quick to find old friends and to enter again into their lives in the spirit of West Point or of Fort Monroe. Johnston was on duty in Washington and shared in Lee’s social activities. On nights when the weather was too inclement for the journey home or the roads were too heavy, Lee often joined a “mess” at Mrs. Ulrich’s, a boarding house where Johnston and James H. Prentiss and other army men resided, together with one or two Cabinet officers and a number of congressmen. It was a more expensive life than Lee’s thrifty nature approved, and when a change in the army regulations reduced the allowance for rations, he vainly sought a transfer to another post.

Except for this expense and the dull duties assigned him, Lee enjoyed the life of Washington and of the Arlington neighborhood. All his social impulses were aroused by it. “Your humble servant. . . .” he confided to Talcott, “has returned to a state of rejuvenescency . . . and has attended some weddings and parties in a manner that is uncommon. My brother Smith was married on the 5th inst. and the Bride I think looked more beautiful than usual. We kept agoing till Sunday and last night I attended a Bridal party in Alexandria.” Affairs of this nature were some compensation for a routine that made Lee exclaim—in the language of many a soldier of the same rank—“What a pity it is a man is a poor lieutenant.”

The round of office work was pleasantly broken in the spring of 1835. The boundary between Ohio and the territory of Michigan was then in dispute. Talcott had previously been employed in making a survey of the line in controversy, and in May he was directed to make new observations to answer the rival contentions. “His old-time and able assistant, Lt. R. E. Lee of the Corps of Engineers”—in that gentleman’s own bantering announcement to Mrs. Talcott—“will join him forthwith for same duty.” The mission occupied the entire summer and involved a number of interesting calculations. The tour of duty added little, however, to his equipment for the duties that lay ahead.

Early in October, Lee got back to Washington and hastened on to Ravensworth, where the family was visiting. He found Mrs. Lee ill. Her second baby, Mary, had been born that year. The mother unfortunately got a pelvic infection of some sort, which the physicians attributed to overexertion on her part. Lee regarded her condition as serious and he removed her to Arlington the day after his return. She suffered acutely until two abscesses that had formed on her groin broke. Then she began to mend, though very slowly. It was the beginning of 1836 before she was able to walk about again. The children got the whooping-cough as their mother grew better—“whooping, coughing, teething, etc. and sometimes all three together,” in the language of the despairing father. Whereupon, Mrs. Lee, not to be outdone by her youngsters, contracted mumps. As the summer of 1836 came on, her improvement was more rapid. Lee then took her to one of the mineral springs of Virginia, where she was able to resume her normal life except for a slight lameness. When he brought her back in the autumn he was himself much worn down by work and worry.

Lee’s duties during these difficult months confined him closely to the office of the chief engineer, with no outside assignment except one inspection at Fort Washington. He would have tried to escape from it, by prevailing on General Gratiot to give him a post elsewhere, had Mrs. Lee’s condition permitted him to leave her. Hearing all the department gossip and witnessing many of the controversies among his superior officers, he was drawn into the campaign to procure more consideration for the Engineers’ Corps at the hands of Congress. His efforts at lobbying deepened his dislike of politicians. He was temporarily buoyed up by interest in Texas’s struggle for independence and by the promotion he tardily received on September 21 when he was made first lieutenant. But the routine of the office continued to chafe him and made him restive. Talcott had quit the army for private engineering earlier in 1836, and Lee had almost been tempted to resign with him.

There was ebb and flow in his spirits for the next few years. In one letter he would joke merrily; in the next there would be ill-concealed depression. A sense of frustration was slowly stealing over him, and as Mrs. Lee came back to health he took refuge in his home life. He held patiently, if unhappily, to the routine of the engineer’s office, but he kept working to get away from Washington and back to active duty on some interesting project of engineering.

His opportunity came at last. General Gratiot was a native of Missouri and vastly interested in the development of the Mississippi. He had kept there one of his best officers, Captain Henry Shreve, in charge of the force that had been clearing snags from the river. Shreve had done very well, but now a situation developed that called for further action: the ever-changing Mississippi was cutting a new channel on the Illinois side of the river and was throwing up a bar opposite Saint Louis. Another bar was forming in the stream from a point opposite the middle of the city as far down as its southern limits. The river commerce of Saint Louis was in danger of complete destruction. In 1836 Congress made an appropriation of $15,000, “with which to build a pier to give direction to the current of the river near St. Louis.” Shreve thereupon drafted a plan for the pier but found that it was too late to begin work that year. He figured, also, that the appropriation would have to be increased by at least $50,000. Congress voted this amount. As a further improvement on the upper Mississippi the lawmakers provided money with which to cut a shipway through the rapids of the Mississippi near the Iowa-Missouri boundary. The work at Saint Louis had to be delayed because Shreve was occupied elsewhere and no other engineer was available. Lee was familiar with all this in 1837, knew the difficulties of the work, and sensed the loneliness of life so far from his home. But he was disgusted with official Washington and the spirit that prevailed there. So, as he subsequently confided, “I volunteered my services . . . to get rid of the office in W[ashington] and the Genl. at last agreed to my going.”

The assignment of Lee for this enterprise was dated April 6, but he was not immediately dispatched, probably because Mrs. Lee was expectant. By the end of June, however, he had been presented with his third child, a boy whom he named after his own friend and wife’s uncle, William Henry Fitzhugh of Ravensworth. Lee was free to go. He was in high spirits at the prospect of a change in his drab, uninteresting duties and immeasurably relieved at the improvement in Mrs. Lee’s health. A new and stimulating period of his life was about to open, and he sensed it.

Lee set out for the Mississippi with Second Lieutenant Montgomery C. Meigs, a young engineer of twenty-one, who had graduated at West Point in the class of 1836. Meigs was a Georgian by birth and became quartermaster-general of the United States army during the War between the States. The two went to Pittsburgh, where they were lucky enough to find a new steamer bound for Saint Louis.

Saint Louis did not impress Lee at first. “It is,” said he, “the dearest and dirtiest place I was ever in. Our daily expenses about equal our daily pay.” He was lonesome and homesick. In his letters home there was constant thought of Mrs. Lee and of her heavy responsibility in rearing the children alone. He wrote her: “Oh, what pleasure I lose in being separated from my children. Nothing can compensate me for that; still I must remain here, ready to perform what little service I can, and hope for the best.”

He was exasperated by the non-arrival of work boats from Louisville. When the boats at last reached Saint Louis, the river was still eight or ten feet above low water, but on the rapids it was reported to be at the lowest. So Lee packed off his force as soon as possible, intent on making a survey of the upper rapids, approximately 150 miles above Saint Louis.

That survey convinced Lee that a channel could be cut without great difficulty. By the end of September it was completed and he went back to Saint Louis, easy in his mind as to the upper rapids but puzzling over the engineering problem presented at the lower rapids. He was in Saint Louis by October 11, better pleased with the city and ready to make his examination of the sand bars that threatened the complete ruin of the harbor.

What could be done to save it? The first essential was an accurate map. Getting the finances of his enterprise in hand, and organizing his forces, Lee sent out parties on either side of the river to make surveys and to do the triangulations. The actual drafting of the map he put under the direction of Meigs. The surveying he handled in person, with the assistance of J. S. Morehead, his steamboat captain, and Henry Kayser of Saint Louis, employed for the purpose. As the survey revealed the depth of the water and showed what the current was doing, he developed his plan for utilizing the current to wash away Duncan’s Island and the other sand bars.

Lee’s solution was an adaptation of what both Gratiot and Shreve had earlier proposed. The plan was very simple: from the Illinois shore, a long dyke was to be run to the head of Bloody Island, with the object of diverting the waters of the river to the western, or Saint Louis side of the island. The face of the island beyond the dyke was to be revetted so that it would not be washed away by the current. At the foot of Bloody Island another dyke was to be made in order to throw the full force of the current against the head of Duncan’s Island and against the shoals that were forming between that and Bloody Island. Lee confessed that the construction of these dykes would be “attended with great difficulty.” The cost was estimated at $158,554.

By the time this report was finished in 1837 it was too late to attempt execution of the plan that winter. Lee procured permission to return to Washington, disbanded his party, laid up the steamboat on the Ohio, made contract for building another for the next year, ordered four new flatboats, and with Meigs started eastward.

Lee parted from Meigs when they reached Washington and was not again fortunate enough to have him as an assistant, but he was always affectionately remembered by the younger man, even when war divided them. Lee was then, Meigs wrote long after, “in the vigor of youthful strength, with a noble and commanding presence, and an admirable, graceful and athletic figure. He was one with whom nobody ever wished or ventured to take a liberty, though kind and generous to all his subordinates, admired by all women, and respected by all men. He was the model of a soldier and the beau ideal of a Christian man.”

Lee got home about Christmas and spent the rest of the winter of 1837–38 partly on leave at Arlington and partly on duty in the engineers’ office in Washington. Early in the spring he began to make arrangements and to assemble his supplies for his return to Saint Louis. Domestic preparations had to be made, also, because this time Mrs. Lee and the three children were to accompany him.

On May 1, Mrs. Lee and the children got their first view of Saint Louis, but as they found the rooms Lee had engaged for them had been otherwise disposed of, it was June 1 before they were finally placed in comfortable quarters, with meals at the home of Doctor William Beaumont, an army surgeon and the leading professional man of the town. Lee was happy to have his family so pleasantly situated, as he expected his work up the Mississippi would require his absence from Saint Louis often and for long periods.

On May 14 there arrived at Saint Louis Lieutenant Horace Bliss, who was to be Lee’s assistant for the year. Lee planned to put Bliss in immediate charge at the Des Moines rapids, and dispatched him up the river on May 19 with boats and a force of men. Lee made several journeys to the falls during the season, but most of his time he spent on the Saint Louis project.

With the money available he could not construct both the dykes during 1838, so he started the one intended to relieve the worst situation, directly in the harbor of the town. As the dyke was lengthened he anxiously watched to see if it would have the effect he anticipated. By the end of the construction season, 700 feet of the island had disappeared. The channel across the bar between Bloody Island and Duncan’s Island, below the foot of the dyke, had been deepened seven feet. The old channel had been much improved, and on the Illinois side the eighteen-foot channel had been filled in until it was only eight feet deep. When boats once more could reach the lower part of the city there was as much rejoicing among the merchants as there was in the heart of the young engineer. The confidence of Saint Louis people was restored, and a building boom began. In his annual report Lee wrote with modest conservatism of what had been accomplished. In his private correspondence he showed himself convinced that the harbor could be saved if the height of the lower end of the dyke were increased and the projected dyke above Bloody Island constructed.

To that upper dyke, though he did not know when he would have sufficient funds for constructing it, Lee gave much thought. During the previous winter the shoal above the head of Bloody Island had stopped the ice, which thereupon formed a barrier across the head of the island. The channel on the Illinois side had accordingly been deepened, and more stream-flow had been diverted from the Missouri side. The proposed dyke at the head of the island was more necessary than ever. But how could the dyke withstand the pressure of the winter’s ice if the barrier were drawn on a straight line from the Illinois shore to the head of Bloody Island? Lee had foreseen this difficulty the previous year, but the alternative was the expensive one of starting the dyke much higher upstream so as to present a slanting face to the ice. The cost of this had made him hesitate in 1837. Now he saw the necessity in sharper terms. As he studied his problem he reasoned that the longer slanting dyke would run through shallow water, whereas the dyke he had originally planned perpendicular to the Illinois shore had to cross a twenty-two-foot channel. The expense of the longer dyke would not, therefore, be greater than the first estimates, if proper economy were shown in its construction. Lee accordingly proposed the change, frankly stating that the dyke designed the previous year might not be permanent.

The interest of Saint Louis in the project remained high. Citizens of the town advanced $15,000 to prevent a suspension of the enterprise. When Congress adjourned without allowing any money for Saint Louis, the mayor and the citizens authorized Lee to spend the balance of the fund they had raised. Acting on the authorization given by the city and approved by General Gratiot, Lee began construction of the upper end of the slanting dyke. Two rows of piles were industriously driven for a part of the way down this dyke, but cold weather came early in November and the river was so filled with running ice that it was not possible to fill all the space between the rows with stone.

During the months of this active work at Saint Louis, Lee’s sense of frustration was diminished by the consciousness that he was achieving something. When he received notice that he had been commissioned captain of engineers, as of August 7, 1838, Lee was gratified but not quite sure the outcome would be for the best. “I do not know,” said he, “whether I ought to rejoice or not . . . as in all my schemes of happiness I look forward to returning to some quiet corner among the hills of Virginia where I can indulge my natural propensities without interruption, and I suppose the more comfortably I am fixed in the Army, the less likely I shall be to leave it. As, however, one great cause of my not putting these schemes in execution arises from want of money, I shall in the meantime handle with pleasure the small addition arising from what the Genl. calls ‘the tardy promotion.’ ” As promotion went in those days of a small army, his new rank was not “tardy,” certainly as compared with his former advancement. He had been brevet second lieutenant from July 1, 1829, to July 19, 1832; he had been second lieutenant from that date until November 21, 1836; but he had been first lieutenant only one year and eight months. It was, however, to be more than eighteen years before he received further promotion, except by brevet.

Lee was well within the facts in saying he could “handle with pleasure” the additional pay of his new grade, for not long after he had completed most of his financial statements and had filed his reports on the season’s work, he was given an intimation that he might expect a fourth baby in the early summer of 1839. The prospect was not inviting: his family was increasing more rapidly than his income.

Late in December, 1838, he received one of the worst shocks of his whole life. To Lee’s bewilderment and distress there came news that Gratiot had been dismissed from the service of the United States for refusing to account for certain public funds. The General claimed that the money in dispute was due him as commissions and allowances; the Treasurer disputed this; the case went to the President, who decided against Gratiot. And when the engineer still refused to yield, the President ordered his name dropped from the roster of the army. The Secretary of War was not unfriendly to Gratiot, but that did not change the grim fact that the chief engineer was out of the service, disgraced. Lee was not a man to desert a friend. On his next visit to Washington he collected papers and data the General desired in his defense, but it was to no purpose: Gratiot retained Lee’s affection and good opinion, but he ended his days as a clerk in the general land office in Washington. In Gratiot’s place, Colonel Joseph G. Totten was named, an officer of whom Lee had seen little, and one who had no personal interest in the project Lee was directing.

While the Gratiot affair was still a fresh wound, Lee closed his accounts and formally ended his work for the year. He was free, then, to go home, but it was already January 5, 1839, and all navigation was closed on the river. His only means of getting back to Arlington would be to ride overland, and that, of course, was not practicable with three children and with his wife in a delicate condition. They were forced, therefore, to remain at Saint Louis. It was the first winter they had been away from Arlington since 1834.

Some hope had been cherished that Congress would appropriate money at the session of 1838–39 for rivers and harbors. In the acute financial distress of the government this hope was not realized. Not only so, but Lee was called upon to divide part of the money remaining from previous appropriations. Twenty thousand dollars of the balance left by his close economy were diverted to pay for the removal of snags from the Missouri River under the direction of Captain Shreve. Lee was enjoined to keep “operations in such a condition that they may be transferred to other hands on the briefest notice.” This was discouraging to a man deeply interested in the completion of an improvement he believed of great value to the entire West.

Before he could begin work in 1839 Lee had to take his wife home. Sentiment and prudence alike dictated that the baby she was expecting be born at Arlington. The children, of course, had to go with her. The family set out on May 1. They proceeded as leisurely as possible, for Mrs. Lee’s comfort, but they had very hard travel on May 11, the last day of their journey. No ill-effect followed, however, and the mother and her brood were safely placed in Mrs. Custis’s care late that night.

Leaving Arlington about May 25, Lee started out alone for the West. Back in Saint Louis, Lee received word, about July 1, that he had a new daughter, who had arrived on June 18 and had been named Annie Carter Lee. The father was philosophical about the event: “Do you know,” he remarked in a letter to Mackay, “how many little Lees there are now? It is astonishing with what facility the precious creatures are dressed up for the return of their Papa! I am sure to be introduced to a new one every Christmas. They are the dearest annuals of the season.”

His domestic affairs settled in the fashion of his fecund generation, Lee dispatched Lieutenant Bliss to begin the removal of rock from the Des Moines Rapids as soon as the stage of the river permitted. For his own part he prepared to continue work on the dyke above Bloody Island, which had been somewhat damaged the previous winter by the accumulation of ice. To increase his funds for the enterprise he got permission from the bureau to sell the equipment he did not need for his reduced force. He had to abandon his revised plan for running the dyke and under orders from the chief engineer returned to the original project of a dyke perpendicular to the Illinois pier. There was added to the design an intersecting dam, which was intending to secure the head of the dyke on the Illinois side.

By August 12 the Mississippi was low enough for Lee to begin construction. It was undertaken with all his energy. “He went in person with the hands every morning about sunrise,” the then mayor of Saint Louis wrote, “and worked day by day in the hot broiling sun,—the heat being greatly increased by the reflection of the river. He shared the hard task and common fare and rations furnished to the common laborers,—eating at the same table, in the cabin of the steamboat used in the prosecution of the work, but never on any occasion becoming too familiar with the men. He maintained and preserved under all circumstances his dignity and gentlemanly bearing, winning and commanding the esteem, regard, and respect of every one under him. He also slept in the cabin of the steamboat, moored to the bank near the works. In the same place, Lieut. Lee, with his assistant, Henry Kayser, Esq., worked at his drawings, plans and estimates every night till 11 o’clock.”

The driving of piles and the extension of the pier to the head of Bloody Island had been going on just two weeks when a man named Morris, a property holder on the Illinois shore, procured an injunction against the further prosecution of the work. Work had to be suspended after August 27, despite many grumblings and some protests that Lee should go ahead in the face of the court order, but the improvement in conditions on the river had been great. The dyke at the lower end of Bloody Island was holding fast and had given so much added strength to the current that a further section of Duncan’s Island and a stretch of 1700 feet of the bar above the island had been swept away. Where the bar had previously been dry, when the river was still six feet above low water, a two-fathom channel gave access to the wharves. A new channel, a thousand feet wide, had been cut through what, as recently as 1838, had been a dry sand bar. Steamboats now had a straight course down the river. The results satisfied Lee, but when he came to sum them up he gave warning that the project had to be carried to completion if the improvement was to be permanent.

For work on the upper Mississippi in 1839 Lee had proposed that a large party be organized, with ample machinery, and that the rocks in the river be attacked simultaneously at several points, so that if interruption came at one place progress could still be made elsewhere. Because of lack of funds, however, he was forced to confine his activities to the Des Moines Rapids.

Work began early and favorably, with Lieutenant Bliss in charge. Lee himself was at the rapids about the middle of July. The upper “English chain” at the Des Moines Rapids was the best point at which to begin work. Under Lee’s plan the narrow thirty-foot channel at the lower end of the chain was widened to fifty to eighty feet, according to the position. The difficult windings above the right angle were cut to a straight channel eighty feet wide and four feet deep. From the “English chain” the whole force was moved down the river to attack the “lower chain.” Bliss removed nearly all the reef during the period of operations and opened a passage fifty feet wide and nearly four feet deep. When the boats were brought back to Saint Louis and the men were discharged in the fall, some 2000 tons of stone had been removed. Lee believed that “a tolerable season’s work” had been done, “considering the lack of cash.”

He had few added opportunities to study costs and results that autumn, for after the injunction had halted operations in Saint Louis harbor Colonel Totten had no disposition to let Lee kick his heels idly off the side of the steamboat. Instead, he was sent to inspect improvement work on the Ohio, and then down the Mississippi, where he made a faithful count of snags. Lee was next ordered to the Missouri and again up the “Father of Waters” to “Lamallee’s Chain,” midway the Des Moines Rapids. Through this chain a very practicable channel was found that would admit of easy navigation simply by widening a narrow passage. In making these reports on the activities, particularly in that on the improvement of the Missouri River, he argued downrightly for internal improvements to help build up the West.

Having no duties to perform during the winter season, Lee procured leave and made the long journey overland to Arlington. He had been gone more than seven months and he was overjoyed to be home. His reward was the sight of his new baby, Annie. As he gathered his children about him he must have felt patriarchal for a man just thirty-three. His progeny now numbered four, a boy of eight and another approaching his fourth birthday, a girl in her sixth year and the newcomer in the cradle.

After four happy months of leave Lee was assigned to temporary duty in the office of the chief engineer, waiting for the decision of Congress on further appropriations for the Mississippi. Congress adjourned without allowing a dollar for the enterprise. Not only so, but the temper of the lawmakers was such that Lee doubted whether Congress would resume internal improvements for years to come. Nothing remained except to cover the long road once more and write “finis” to all the hopes of a completed Federal enterprise.

Receiving his orders on July 24, 1840, Lee started west shortly thereafter, and on his arrival in Saint Louis began a survey of the effects of the ice and freshets on the piers he had constructed in 1838–39. The dyke from the Illinois shore to the head of Bloody Island continued to operate in throwing the current west of the island, thereby deepening the channel on the Missouri side. The channel between Bloody Island and Duncan’s Island was deep enough to pass the largest of the Mississippi steamboats to the Saint Louis wharves. The work, it appeared, would permanently serve its purpose, when finished. Up at the Des Moines Rapids, Lee found that the buoys he had placed the previous autumn had washed away. The new channels were being used exclusively and had facilitated navigation. The improvement, however, was incomplete and failed to give to passing ships the depth of direct channel growing commerce required.

It seemed a shame to have made so effective a beginning and not to finish it after so much labor. But orders were given to be obeyed! Maintenance of equipment was so expensive that it was uneconomical to retain some of the boats in the hope they might be useful when and if Congress authorized resumption. Lee accordingly sold at public auction all the boats, the machinery at Saint Louis and the greater part of that which had been employed at the rapids. It was with a heavy heart that he did this. “Lee expressed to me,” the mayor of Saint Louis recorded, “his chagrin and mortification at being compelled to discontinue the work. It seemed as if it were a great personal misfortune to stop, when the work was about half finished.”

On October 6, Lee completed his last work at Saint Louis, the writing of his reports. A few days later he started back home, where his presence was needed for the usual reason—the approach of still another baby. Lee naturally was not anxious to have a fifth child arrive while Annie was under two years of age, but, as usual, he accepted the inevitable.

Lee’s return to Washington marked the end of his labor on the Mississippi. It was his initial independent detail as a responsible supervising engineer. It taught him little that he did not know already concerning the management of labor, the handling of accounts, and the award of contracts, but it did three things for him. First, it developed his ingenuity in the practice of his profession and it strengthened still further his quiet confidence in his ability to meet unexpected problems. The Saint Louis enterprise brought him, in the second place, into close relations with municipal officers and a critical public. He won the support of the officials, as he did of nearly all the men with whom he was closely associated. Finally, Lee’s two years and a half on the Saint Louis project established his professional standing. He went to Missouri a promising young officer; he returned an engineer of recognized reputation in his corps. A difficult task had been brilliantly performed, and the fullest praise for it had been accorded him. From that time onward he had the highest esteem of his superiors. The opportunities that were to come to him in Mexico were created at Saint Louis.

His record at Saint Louis entitled Robert E. Lee to a good assignment, and he doubtless would have received it at once but for the fact that the very conditions that had forced him to leave the West, namely, the lack of government appropriations, prevailed equally in the East. Nothing better could be given Lee, therefore, after a month in Washington, than a tour of inspection of three of the forts in the Carolinas.

The first to be visited by Lee was Fort Macon, situated close to Beaufort, N. C. The site had been continuously subject to encroachment by the sea, and during flood tides, a part of it was overflowed. Examination in 1840 had indicated that strong jetties were necessary on the sea side, and that a dyke would be required to halt the overflow. Various repairs were needed, also, on leaky casemates, etc. Lee went to Beaufort about November 7, 1840, and made a close examination of the fort. This convinced him that it needed more protection from the battering Atlantic, and he set about devising a method for providing this.

From Beaufort it is likely that Lee went southwestward along the coast for about 100 miles to the mouth of the Cape Fear River. There he was to make a similar inspection of the breakwaters at Fort Caswell, which had been virtually completed in 1834, but had been injured by the sea the very next year. If Lee reached Fort Caswell he had scarcely begun his investigation there when the time came to go home for Christmas. After the holidays he drew up his reports on Fort Macon, covering both the repair of the fort and the extension of the jetties. It was March 20 before the last of the drawings was finished.

By that time an alternative assignment was open, and Lee had a choice of going to New York harbor or returning to North Carolina to supervise the improvements on the forts there. Either would involve much routine, but the Carolina forts were of relatively little importance, whereas the works in New York harbor were the most vital of the country’s coast defenses. Lee quickly decided for New York.

Reaching New York on April 10, 1841, Lee soon discovered that his task was not as interesting as he had hoped it would be—that it was laborious but technically not difficult. His instructions were to institute somewhat elaborate repairs at Fort Lafayette and to make various changes in Fort Hamilton, particularly in the parapet, so as to adapt it to barbette guns. Both these forts were at “the Narrows,” between the upper and the lower bays of New York harbor. Fort Hamilton was on the Brooklyn side, in a somewhat inaccessible location, with Fort Lafayette almost directly under its shadow, though separated from it by a channel. Lee received instructions to take over, in addition, Batteries Hudson and Morton, two fortifications formerly under state control on Staten Island that were to be modernized and rearmed. Four projects were thus under his superintendence, on either side of the Narrows and in it.

Because the work at New York gave promise of extending over a term of years, Lee brought his family to Fort Hamilton a month or so after he was ordered there. He established his wife and children in a house the government had acquired along with the site of Fort Hamilton. The young Lees who descended on the fort now numbered five, for the new baby was of course brought along with the rest. She had been named Eleanor Agnes, but the “Eleanor” was dropped early and she was always known as Agnes.

Into his new duties Lee threw himself with the same energy he had displayed at Saint Louis. He regularly visited the four forts under repair, and in a short time he was able to get results at each place. Much of the bookkeeping and virtually all the engineering he had to do in person. It was not until late in September that he felt justified in employing a draftsman to copy the drawings he made of Fort Lafayette. Diligent as Lee was, the routine soon became deadening. The old sense of frustration besieged him. He seemed to be weighted down by the very stones of the forts. During that first summer he left his station only twice—once to visit the Connecticut quarries from which he was getting stone and once to confer in Washington with Colonel Totten.

With the hardest of effort, Lee completed by September 30 the greater part of the work planned for Fort Hamilton. He closed the open embrasures in the parapet wall, raised the wall, and prepared the terreplein for twenty-three guns. He stopped the leaks in the casemates on the water front and renewed the floor and ceiling of the magazines. Meantime drawings of Fort Lafayette had been completed, the trusses of the second floor of that fort had been placed, materials for the construction of the other trusses and for paving one of the batteries had been assembled, and progress had been made in preparing the barbette battery for its armament. Battery Hudson and Battery Morton were completed except for the construction of a few magazines. Lee was much interested in Battery Hudson and believed that it would “prove more powerful in the defense of the passage than any other at the Narrows.” Work continued on a diminished scale until January, 1842, and in March was resumed at all the forts. Shot furnaces were provided for Batteries Hudson and Morton, and the former was extended, as Lee had suggested, with provision for thirteen additional guns. By fall he had Fort Lafayette in good condition and was satisfied with the water front at Fort Hamilton. Much remained to be done on the land fronts.

No work being practicable at the Narrows during the winter of 1842–43, Lee and his family spent that time at Arlington, but by March, 1843, he was back in New York, pushing the repairs as fast as he could. Mrs. Lee and the children returned to New York with him, but journeyed homeward again in the early autumn, in order that the sixth baby might be born under its grandparents’ roof. The young gentleman made his appearance on October 27, and was named Robert Edward.

Together with Major J. S. Smith and Captain Henry Brewerton, Lee was sent to West Point during the summer to report on the best location and suitable dimensions of proposed new cadet barracks. That pleasant break in the regular course of duty gave Lee his first close view of the changes that had been made at the academy since his own cadet days. The routine of the year was again interrupted, and not so pleasantly, on August 22, by a storm of unparalleled violence that caused several of the slopes at the forts to slide or to collapse.

Part of the winter of 1843–44 was spent in Washington and at Arlington on the unromantic task of verifying and tabulating the government’s titles to the lands occupied by the public defenses. Lee came to the capital after January 10, 1844, and on April 15 was ordered back to Fort Hamilton. The construction during the season that followed was the simplest he had directed since he had been assigned to the Narrows.

For the first time in many summers Lee had a little leisure, which the vigilant chief engineer employed in the public service and to Lee’s own gratification, by naming him one of the officers to attend the final examinations at West Point in June, 1844. This assignment lasted more than two weeks, during which time most of the visiting soldiers became well acquainted with one another. On the board were Lee’s old cadet commandant, Major W. J. Worth, now a brevet brigadier general; a capable young captain of artillery, Erasmus D. Keyes, whom Lee learned to admire very highly; and above all—physically and in the vigor of his personality—Major General Winfield Scott, who had become the commanding general of the army two years before.

This period of association with old “Fuss and Feathers,” as he later became known, was a major event in the life of the tired, frustrated engineer. Lee doubtless had met Scott many times in Washington, for the General essayed to be a lion in the society where Lee himself was not averse to bowing. The fortnight at West Point, however, was the first time the two ever sat down to a common task, where the intelligence and judgment of each was displayed at its real value, regardless of the differences in their military rank. Lee must have made a very deep impression on Scott, whose influence and good opinion were to become among the strongest forces in Lee’s career.
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