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For my father, a hero in the most modern sense.
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A variant of E. B. D. Julio’s famous portrait The Last Meeting of Lee and Jackson resides in this colored engraving by Frederick Halpin, accomplished in New York in 1872. Published widely throughout the early period of Lee memorialization, the image recalls one of the high moments of promise for the young Confederacy, when Stonewall was alive and the Army of Northern Virginia, at Chancellorsville, seemed invincible.


Anne S. K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University
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It is with great interest that I welcome a modern and comprehensive volume of the photographs and principal portraits and engravings of Robert E. Lee. It has been nearly fifty years since the appearance of the last definitive picture collection of General Lee. Many of the images in this book are familiar, yet others seem fresh to me as they will to the majority of those who follow Civil War history. The many scenes etched into history are present: the last meeting of Lee and Jackson at Chancellorsville, seated in conference on cracker boxes; the famous “lineup” of Confederate general officers wherein everyone appears equal in height except General Lee, who edges out the others by an inch or two; the poignant sketch of commander Lee riding away from the McLean House at Appomattox; and the many crisp wartime photographs in which the General’s face and beard age and gray notably in proportion to the awesome weight of his duties with the beloved Army of Northern Virginia.


Yet there are also many images unrelated to those four years of war and strife. The William E. West Portrait showing Lee in his lieutenant’s dress uniform is one of the most striking of Lee images. It is also the first, having been painted in 1838. The first image from the life of Robert E. Lee was a daguerreotype made about 1845, which shows the great officer just prior to the Mexican War with Rooney, aged 8. Perhaps the most celebrated postwar image is that taken in Lexington in the autumn of 1866 by Michael Miley, showing the General seated on Traveller. Two of the truly great color portraits of the General are certainly those by John Adams Elder and Theodore Pine.


Dave Eicher has made an exhaustive effort to collect and present the Lee images in this book. He offers a significant text relating to the General’s life, including numerous important quotations from letters and other archival sources that tell much of the Lee story in the words of the participants themselves. The fascination with General Lee seems as strong as ever, as the day when Douglas Southall Freeman’s mammoth biography first hit the stores — indeed, as strong as the days of the war itself, when the General was idolized by his soldiers and came to represent, well before the war was over, the strength and unity of the Confederacy itself.


After the surrender at Appomattox, General Lee took the presidency of Washington College and settled in Lexington, Virginia, where he lived the remainder of his life. Demonstrating his compassion for students and a genuine desire to educate the next generation, Lee made perhaps his greatest contribution to society in these final five years of his life. The great commander breathed his last on 12 October 1870, and is buried in Lee Chapel at what is now Washington and Lee University.


With productions such as Ken Burns’s The Civil War on Public Television and the motion picture Gettysburg, a whole new generation is coming to grips with the life and legend of Robert Edward Lee. I am truly glad that Dave Eicher’s book, which brings together all of the important images of the General and offers a valuable glimpse of Lee the man and Lee the commander, has arrived to help celebrate my great-grandfather’s life.


ROBERT E. LEE IV


McLean, Virginia





Preface
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Years ago I never would have imagined writing a volume on Robert E. Lee. Such a vast array of literature has emerged focused on the military hero of the South that production of yet another volume might have seemed superfluous. The legendary attributes of General Lee seemed so well-known, the stories of his Civil War exploits so thoroughly ingrained in the American mind. And besides, I am the descendant of a Union private soldier who fought under Grant and Sherman in the western theater and my first interests, on becoming a Civil War enthusiast, lay with Federal strategy in Mississippi, Tennessee, and Georgia.


Then I delved more deeply into the Lee literature. The more I read about Robert E. Lee, the more captivating the reality behind the myth became. When an editor pitched me the idea of doing a modern photographic biography of Lee, it seemed a natural. The last definitive volume of Lee photographs, portraits, and engravings was published more than fifty years ago. The Face of Robert E. Lee in Life and Legend by Roy Meredith, published by Charles Scribner’s Sons in 1947, stands today as an important reference item in the collections focused on Lee and the Lee family. Yet it is not only hard to obtain but seriously outdated in some respects and in need of great expansion. Of this book, T. Michael Parrish wrote in “The R.E. Lee 200,” a 1996 bibliography of Lee publications: “Still the prime reference on Lee in portraiture and photographs, begging to be revised and greatly expanded.” The Civil War Centennial years saw the publication of Philip Van Doren Stern’s Robert E. Lee: The Man and the Soldier, a book including myriad Lee illustrations and photographs and a general text following Lee’s life, published by McGraw-Hill in 1963. This work has also long been out of print (even in a Bonanza reprint edition), and the generally unreliable nature of the text and lack of specific data with the illustrations leaves it unsatisfactory for serious Lee students.


Thus, the reason behind Robert E. Lee: A Life Portrait. I have scoured the dozen major institutional collections that hold significant Lee material, turning up what I hope to be the now-definitive collection of photographs, important paintings, and important engravings of Lee. The working number now expands to seventy-one photographs, thirty-three paintings, and sixty-five engravings, for a total of 169 images of the General. I have also added 206 photographs, paintings, and engravings of places significant to Lee’s life — Mexican War and Civil War battlefields, structures associated with his career, his relatives and companions in arms, and even a small number of relics and statuary of Lee, although I am not attempting to be inclusive with this material. Many of the images of battlefield areas are contemporary with the Civil War period; others are modern, taken by me on battlefield trips. This treatment presents 375 images altogether, twenty-eight reproduced in color.


The captions provide the relevant material of interest for the images. The text, amounting to some 48,000 words, is not meant to provide a systematic biography of Lee. Instead, I have offered a set of enjoyable vignettes reflecting important moments in Lee’s life, supported as much as possible by quotations from primary source materials. The gulf between reality and legend in Lee’s legacy is wide — by quoting reliable firsthand sources, I have attempted to focus squarely on the contemporary truth. I have also accented the Civil War years, as have most writers, these being the climactic ones in Lee’s life. For a systematic biography of Lee, I suggest several works above all others. First, Douglas Southall Freeman’s magisterial R. E. Lee: A Biography (Scribner’s, 1934–1935) is unparalleled in scope and coverage, although it runs nearly 2,400 pages long. For a briefer, modern biography with excellent attributes, consult Robert E. Lee: A Biography by Emory M. Thomas (Norton, 1995). For coverage of the wartime strategy of Lee, read Douglas Southall Freeman’s Lee’s Lieutenants: A Study in Command (Scribner’s, 1942–1944). An outstanding volume of source documents and original writings on Lee may be found in Lee the Soldier, edited by Gary W. Gallagher (University of Nebraska Press, 1996). Students of the Civil War period cannot be without The Wartime Papers of R. E. Lee, edited by Clifford Dowdey and Louis H. Manarin (Little, Brown, 1961) and Lee’s Dispatches: Unpublished Letters of General Robert E. Lee, C.S.A., to Jefferson Davis, edited by Douglas Southall Freeman (Putnam’s, 1915: reprint, 1994). Other important Lee letters appear in Recollections and Letters of General Robert E. Lee by Robert E. Lee, Jr. (Doubleday, Page, & Co., 1904). A recent, worshipful volume containing superb thoughts about the General exists in Reflections on Lee: A Historian’s Assessment by Charles P. Roland (Stackpole Books, 1995).


Four recent, sharply analytical works merit close examination by Lee students. They are God and General Longstreet by Thomas L. Connelly and Barbara Bellows (Louisiana State University Press, 1982), Ghosts of the Confederacy by Gaines M. Foster (Oxford University Press, 1987), Lee Considered: General Robert E. Lee and Civil War History by Alan T. Nolan (University of North Carolina Press, 1991), and The Marble Man: Robert E. Lee and His Image in American Society by Thomas L. Connelly (Alfred A. Knopf, 1977: reprint, 1991).


Although much of the Lee story has been embellished by writers even during Lee’s lifetime (and particularly in the 1870s following his death), the sterling personality, great accomplishments, high moral courage, and admirable character of this soldier remain standing after the mythology is stripped away. I hope that by assembling the most important imagery of Robert E. Lee, this volume will add something of lasting value to the mountain of Lee literature.


DAVID J. EICHER


Waukesha, Wisconsin
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This outstanding photograph was made by Michael Miley about 10 January 1870 and was one of the last images taken of the fabled commander.


Virginia Historical Society, Richmond





Introduction
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Late in the nineteenth century a former chaplain in William Tecumseh Sherman’s Army of the Tennessee ruminated about Robert E. Lee’s stature during the Civil War. “General Lee, of all the Confederate leaders,” observed George W. Pepper in his memoir Under Three Flags (1899), “held and deserved the foremost place, and commanded more entirely the confidence and approbation of the Southern people.” Describing Lee as “the pillar and center of the Rebellion,” Pepper added that the general “always displayed, whenever the opportunity offered, high professional ability.” Pepper considered it “one of the wonders and mysteries of the age” that “a man of such brilliant talents, of sagacity, of address, of honor, and of an illustrious Revolutionary ancestry, should find a conscientious reason in the doctrine of State rights to engage in a desperate conspiracy against the Union evoked by the sword of Washington.”


Pepper’s assessment echoed that of many other Northerners who by the early twentieth century praised Lee’s generalship and character while lamenting that he had turned his formidable talents to the task of undoing the Union. In admiring Lee as a soldier and private man, these Northerners joined the overwhelming majority of white Southerners. Pepper correctly described Lee as the Confederate people’s great military hero during the war, a man who came to embody the Confederacy for untold thousands of Southerners. A handful of Confederates and some Northern officers (including Ulysses S. Grant) insisted, while the fighting still raged, that Lee’s reputation was inflated, a view also expressed later by several historians. But the strong consensus during Lee’s lifetime and in the nearly thirteen decades since his death has been that he deserves a place in the front rank of American military leaders.


Writings from the war and postwar years highlight Lee’s towering reputation in the South as a Christian gentleman of extraordinary martial skill. South Carolinian John Bratton, who commanded a brigade under Lee, offered typical comments about his chief in August 1864. “Distance does not lend enchantment to the old fellows greatness I assure you,” Bratton wrote his wife. “The nearer he comes the higher he looms up. It is plain, simple, unaffected greatness.” Bratton concluded that “It is just as natural and easy for him to be great as it is for me to be ordinary, and there is probably less affectation about it.” A private in A. P. Hill’s Third Corps expressed similar faith in Lee to his father, who had expressed doubts about the outcome of the war: “We will have a fine time after the war [and] you must cheer up,” wrote Thomas Walker Gilmer in September 1864. “Old Bobie Lee will take care of the cuntry [sic].”


After the war, Lost Cause writers began with a Lee who already was a hero to white Southerners and turned him into an unblemished icon who never erred on the battlefield nor in his personal life. Jubal A. Early, a corps commander in the Army of Northern Virginia during the second half of 1864, stood out as the most visible and influential of the Lost Cause authors. Early praised Lee’s pure character and, stressing Confederate disadvantages in manpower and material goods, rhapsodized about what the Army of Northern Virginia had accomplished against the odds. Countless other writers and orators followed Early’s example, among them Archer Anderson, who spoke on 29 May 1890, at the unveiling of the monumental equestrian statue of Lee in Richmond. Anderson hoped the monument would “stand as a memorial of personal honor that never brooked a stain, of knightly valor without thought of self, of far-reaching military genius unspoiled by ambition, of heroic constancy from which no cloud of misfortune could ever hide the path of duty!” Let it stand as well, Anderson told the large crowd of listeners, “as a great public act of thanksgiving and praise, for that it pleased Almighty God to bestow upon these Southern states a man so formed to reflect His attributes of power, majesty, and goodness!”


Few historians invoked such obvious religious imagery in writing about Lee, but many reached conclusions about his generalship and character essentially in agreement with those of the Lost Cause school. The most nearly definitive biographical study remains Douglas Southall Freeman’s R. E. Lee: A Biography (1934–1935), which won a Pulitzer Prize and set a standard against which all other lives of the General would be measured. Freeman saw Lee as an uncomplicated man and brilliant commander whose polestars were Christian humility and duty. It is a measure of the degree to which Lee had been idolized that Freeman, signing his foreword in August 1934, noted that some readers might be put off because his biography failed specifically “to answer some of Lee’s detractors.” Among more recent works that sustain the traditional view of Lee as an admirable man and warrior, Clifford Dowdey’s Lee (1965) and Charles P. Roland’s Reflections on Lee: A Historian’s Assessment (1995) stand out as especially useful. Emory M. Thomas’s nuanced interpretation in Robert E. Lee: A Biography (1995) also finds much to admire in Lee’s personality but questions many elements of his military performance.


The less enthusiastic tradition of writings about Lee began with Northern authors upset with his decision to fight against the Union, continued through postwar accounts by Frederick Douglass and others who believed the ex-rebel leader received too much praise from above the Potomac River, and extended to the present in the form of works critical of Lee’s generalship. In the last category, J. F. C. Fuller’s Grant and Lee: A Study in Personality and Generalship (1933), Thomas L. Connelly’s The Marble Man: Robert E. Lee and His Image in American Society (1977), and Alan T. Nolan’s Lee Considered: General Robert E. Lee and Civil War History (1991) have been most influential. These three books offer a variety of criticisms but agree that as a Confederate general Lee accorded too little attention to events outside Virginia, took the strategic and tactical offensive too often, and wasted precious Southern manpower at such a rate that the Confederacy was bled white well before the end of the war.


Few historians have questioned Lee’s character with the same vigor that Fuller, Connelly, Nolan, and others have employed in criticizing his generalship. Except for Connelly, most have taken pains to offer positive assessments of Lee as a person. For example, Nolan asserted that he believed “Robert E. Lee was a great man — able, intelligent, well-motivated and moral, and much beloved by his army.” Fuller similarly discussed at length Lee’s Christianity, humility, tactfulness, and sense of duty, concluding that some of the more attractive elements of his personality hindered his performance as a general because, among other things, they rendered him unable to deal harshly with wayward subordinates.


How does the written record concerning Lee compare to the pictorial record so ably compiled by Dave Eicher? Readers will find little among the photographs, engravings, and sketches to suggest anything but a heroic soldier and admirable man. The portraits, whether photographic or on canvas, show a handsome and impressive man whose Confederate service clearly hastened the onset of physical decline. The Minnis and Cowell photograph from 1863 captures the General at the peak of his powers, a striking figure, booted and spurred and wearing his sword and field glasses, who looked the part of the Confederacy’s hope and idol. The series of studies taken in Richmond by Mathew Brady following Appomattox caught a determined, almost defiant expression on Lee’s face. This is especially true of Brady’s grouping with Lee seated between Custis Lee on his right and Walter Taylor on his left, wherein the general looks directly at the camera. Theodore Pine’s portrait, finished in 1904 and based closely on the Vannerson full-length photographic view from thirty years earlier, conveys the dignity and sense of duty so many authors have emphasized. Even the late photographs, some of which undeniably capture Lee’s physical discomfort, leave no doubt about why so many people found Lee to be an imposing figure.


Several themes emerge from the paintings and prints of Lee. Works such as L. M. D. Guillaume’s striking Gen. Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Chancellorsville, Va. highlight the general’s battlefield triumphs. Everett B. D. Julio’s The Last Meeting of Lee and Jackson, the quintessential Lost Cause image, places the army chief and his greatest lieutenant together on the field at Chancellorsville just before Jackson began his famous flank march. Julio made Lee clearly the dominant figure in his composition, which as an engraving hung in countless Southern homes after the war and enabled former Confederates to recall their heroes at a moment of supreme military success. In prints depicting groups of famous Confederates, notably the widely disseminated Lee and His Generals (A. B. Graham Company, 1907) and Jefferson Davis and His Generals (Dr. J. Olney Banning and Son, 1890), the arrangement of figures usually confirms Lee’s position as the preeminent Southern leader. Still other prints show Lee’s more contemplative side, a genre that includes several representations of Lee at the grave of Stonewall Jackson.


Among the images reprinted in Robert E. Lee: A Life Portrait, only the Harper’s Weekly woodcut of Grant whipping Lee in June 1864 could be considered a negative treatment. A few other wartime cartoons from the Northern illustrated press took a similarly hostile stance toward Lee, but the overwhelming majority of the illustrative record presents a far more positive view.


Whatever readers think about Robert E. Lee, they should be grateful that Dave Eicher put together this book. A turn through its pages underscores how photographs and artworks have assisted the printed word in shaping the ways in which Americans interpret Robert E. Lee.


GARY W. GALLAGHER


Penn State University





CHAPTER ONE
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The Uneven Start of
a Legend


WHEN HE ENTERED THE WORLD, ROBERT EDWARD Lee had all the potential for greatness. Born at “Stratford” in Westmoreland County, Virginia, on 19 January 1807, Lee was the son of a hero of the Revolutionary War, a major general in the regular army, and a former governor of Virginia and U.S. congressman. Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee (1756–1818) had also become famous for eulogizing his old commander and close friend George Washington by drawing resolutions for John Marshall that contained the phrase, “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” Lee repeated the phrase in a speech at Philadelphia on 26 December 1799, marking the high point of his career. By the time of Lee’s birth, his father’s star was already rapidly declining, for reasons that will be discussed.
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Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee (1756–1818), Lee’s father, painted about 1850 by William E. West or Ernst Fisher after Gilbert Stuart. A hero of the Revolution and former governor of Virginia, Light-Horse Harry abandoned his family after Lee’s birth and drifted, father and son never forging a relationship.


Robert E. Lee IV, McLean, Va.


Light-Horse Harry’s first wife Matilda Lee (1763–1790) was his cousin and inherited the magnificent estate at Stratford. On 18 June 1793 he married Anne Hill Carter (1773–1829) of the wealthy family that lived on the James River at “Shirley.” (The spelling of Anne’s name is often given as “Ann,” but I am using as an authority for the spelling Anne handwritten documents I have inspected by Lee family members including Robert E. Lee.) The fifth child of this second union of Light-Horse Harry’s would rise from his Virginia upbringing to become one of the greatest heroes of world history. The story of Lee’s life is steeped in irony, in apparent contradiction, and of course in grandeur.


That he took the path of becoming a soldier probably reflects both admiration for his father (although they never knew each other as adults), Washington, and Lafayette, and the fact that in an extensive family studded with privilege and money, Lee’s branch turned out to be the poorest one. In any case, he achieved a sterling record at West Point, placing second in the class of 1829, and performed important engineering duties in a variety of places before the Mexican War. During this conflict Lee served on the staff of Winfield Scott, the war’s greatest hero, and was admired by Scott as “the very best soldier I ever saw in the field.”1 During part of the 1850s Lee served as superintendent of West Point. And then the war came.


Although he had been fiercely loyal to the army and the Federal government, in 1861 Lee could not turn against his family and his native state. He declined an unofficial “offer” to head what became the army led by Irvin McDowell at First Bull Run (a command he probably would not have received, anyway). Instead, Lee accepted command of the Virginia Militia, oversaw military operations in western Virginia and in South Carolina, served as a military advisor to Jefferson Davis, and by a quirk of fate took command of the Army of Northern Virginia when his friend Joe Johnston was wounded at Seven Pines. After saving the Confederate capital from McClellan’s invading hordes, Lee became a national hero, though he did not become legendary until later in the war. Despite increasingly ill health, Lee led his great eastern army throughout three years of war until surrendering to Grant at Appomattox in April 1865. During the final year of the struggle Lee and his army had become synonymous with the Confederacy itself — on his surrender, the universal perception was that all was lost. Only a few weeks prior to the war’s end did Lee become general-in-chief of all Confederate armies in the field.
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A print published in 1886 by Mrs. B. A. Marshall shows the Lee genealogy as a tree with a complex set of branches and is decorated with vignettes of Stratford Hall and Lee Chapel and surrounding buildings at Washington and Lee University.


Library of Congress


After contemplating life as a gentleman farmer, Lee in 1865 accepted the presidency of Washington College in Lexington, Virginia, and settled there with his family for the remaining five years of his life. During this period his magnanimous personality and charitable, level-headed logic guided his important wishes for educating the young people of the South. Once defeated, he preached conciliation and worked to discourage anti-government sentiment during the early postwar years.
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Richard Henry Lee (1732–1794), born at Stratford, was Lee’s first cousin, twice removed. A continental congressman, he signed the Declaration of Independence, and vigorously opposed adoption of the U.S. Constitution.


Independence National Historical Park, Philadelphia


The greatest irony of Lee’s life is that despite having failed at his most famous endeavor, having in fact been militarily vanquished, he is revered perhaps more than any other American military figure — perhaps more than U. S. Grant, who defeated him. In Civil War circles, he ranks together with Abraham Lincoln as the two most celebrated figures of the period.


Much of this admiration stems from one who apparently stuck to his principles against all odds and made a monstrous effort to achieve the near-impossible. As we will see, part of this perception comes from the 1870s myth-building of Lee as ex-Confederates continued to fight the war on paper. Part of this admiration comes from the viewing of Lee as a representative of old American aristocracy. Indeed, in an age with vastly fewer people in the country and with those in certain circles often intermarrying, Lee has an astonishing set of relatives, especially if one searches long and hard enough. We have seen that his father and mother were from well-known, distinguished Virginia families. The connection to Washington solidified, as we will see, when Lee married Mary Anne Randolph Custis (1807–1873), the only daughter of George Washington Parke Custis (1781–1857), grandson of Martha Washington. In 1831, then, Lee became a great-grandson-in-law, by an adoption, of George Washington.
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Stratford, one of the most luxurious plantation houses in Virginia, the birthplace of Lee. At age three, Lee was forced to move with his family due to Light-Horse Harry’s financial woes. This photograph was made during the 1860s.


National Archives and Records Administration


The circle of notable, wealthy, and powerful relatives did not stop there. Charles Lee (1758–1815), Washington’s attorney general, was Lee’s uncle. Richard Henry Lee (1732–1794), born at Stratford, was a first cousin, twice removed. Remembered chiefly as a signer of the Declaration of Independence, he also served as a continental congressman and subsequently opposed adoption of the U.S. Constitution on a variety of grounds. His brother Francis Lightfoot Lee (1734–1797) also was born at Stratford and signed the Declaration. Richard Lucian Page (1807–1901), a captain in the Confederate navy and a Confederate brigadier general, was Lee’s first cousin; Edwin Gray Lee (1836–1870), a Confederate colonel (whose commission as brigadier general was never confirmed), was a first cousin, once removed; Samuel Phillips Lee (1812–1897), an acting Rear Admiral U.S.N., was a third cousin; Confederate Maj. Gen. Fitzhugh Lee (1835–1905) was a nephew; Fitzhugh’s father Sidney Smith Lee (1802–1869) was Lee’s brother and became a captain in the Confederate navy; Samuel Cooper (1798–1876), ranking general of the Confederate armies, was a brother-in-law; and two of Lee’s sons became Confederate major generals: George Washington Custis Lee (1832–1913) and William Henry Fitzhugh Lee (1837–1891).


More collateral relatives among the Civil War era personalities include Richard Lee Turberville Beale (1819–1893), a Confederate brigadier general, who was a third cousin-in-law, twice removed; Francis Preston Blair, Jr. (1821–1875), a Union major general, a third cousin-in-law; Francis Preston Blair, Sr. (1791–1897), a member of Andrew Jackson’s “kitchen cabinet,” a third cousin-in-law, once removed; Montgomery Blair (1813–1883), Lincoln’s first postmaster general, a third cousin-in-law; George Bibb Crittenden (1812–1880), C.S.A. major general, a fourth cousin; John Jordan Crittenden (1787–1863), the Kentucky politician and U.S. Senator, a fourth cousin-in-law, once removed; Thomas Leonidas Crittenden (1819–1893), Union major general, a fourth cousin; Thomas Turpin Crittenden (1825–1905), Union brigadier general, a fourth cousin-in-law; Jefferson Finis Davis (1808–1889), the Confederate president, a fourth cousin-in-law; William Nelson Pendleton (1809–1883), C.S.A. brigadier general and Lee’s nominal artillery chief (and who vaguely resembled Lee), was the father of a first cousin-in-law, once removed; George Wythe Randolph (1813–1867), Confederate secretary of war, a fourth cousin-in-law; and Frank Wheaton (1833–1903), Union brevet major general, a nephew-in-law.
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A view of Alexandria in the early nineteenth century, showing the Lee House on Oronoco Street near center and the Potomac River in the background.


National Archives and Records Administration


More distant relatives yet include presidents Stephen Grover Cleveland, Benjamin Harrison, William Henry Harrison, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, James Knox Polk, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, Zachary Taylor, Martin Van Buren, and — hold onto your hats, fans of the Army of Northern Virginia — Ulysses S. Grant. Distant relatives among the Civil War era personalities, including other prominent officers, are John C. Breckinridge, George Davis, William M. Dunn, John B. Floyd, John B. Gordon, John B. Grayson, Wade Hampton, Eppa Hunton, Thomas J. Jackson, Albert Sidney Johnston, Joseph E. Johnston, Robert G. H. Kean, John Love, Christopher Gustavus Memminger, William H. F. Payne, Leonidas Polk, William Preston, James E. Slaughter, Edmund Kirby Smith, James E. B. Stuart, Joseph Pannell Taylor, Richard Taylor, Allen Thomas, Daniel Tyler, John Henry Winder, Robert Crook Wood, Jr., and Robert Crook Wood, Sr.


Other notables with distant connections to Lee include Patrick Henry; John Marshall; and Queen Elizabeth II, Alexandra Mary Windsor. See Appendices 2 and 3 for descriptions of these relationships.
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In 1811 Lee moved with his parents and five siblings to the final home owned by Light-Horse Harry, at 607 Oronoco Street in Alexandria. Built in 1795, the structure housed Anne Carter Lee and children until 1825, the year Lee went to West Point.


David J. Eicher


During the early days, however, virtually all of these relationships were yet to be forged. The General’s lineage is usually regarded as what has come to be called the Shropshire Antecedence, English origins traceable back to Reyner de Lega (ca. 1200) of Shropshire, England. Variant names for this gentleman included Lee, which descendants adopted, and which means on the lee or protected side of a mountain range or, alternatively, a clearing, or cultivated field, or meadowland. Most sources including the nineteenth-century Lees who worked on genealogy believed that the first American Lee, Richard Lee I (1618–1664), called “The Emigrant” because he came to Virginia, was descended from Reyner de Lega. A recent, prominent historian has suggested an alternative ancestry, however, called the Worcester Antecedence. See Appendix 2 for a description of these lineages.
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Lee’s older brother Charles Carter Lee (1798–1871) wrote Secretary of War John C. Calhoun on 28 February 1824, urging his brother’s acceptance as a cadet at West Point. C. C. Lee said of his brother: “His intellect seems to be a good one . . . his disposition is amiable, and his morals irreproachable.”


National Archives and Records Administration


Two generations after The Emigrant settled in Virginia came the origins of Stratford. Now one of the most beautifully preserved plantations in Virginia, Stratford (or Stratford Hall) was the brainchild of Thomas Lee (1690–1750), acting colonial governor of Virginia. In the late 1730s he began construction of the massive brick house on part of the 16,000 acres of land under his ownership. Gracefully overlooking the Potomac River, the structure resembles a twin blockhouse with towers consisting of four chimney columns joined by a central great hallway, giving the house an H-shaped layout. The house’s spacious and classic architecture and expansive, surrounding gardens and vistas make it a great sensory pleasure.


And so it was when the infant Lee spent his first days in a crib that still rests in the master bedroom. The plantation had passed through the Lee family until Phillip Ludwell Lee’s death (1726–1775), when his daughter Matilda, Light-Horse Harry’s first wife, inherited the property. Matilda bore four children, Nathaniel Greene Lee (1788–?), Lucy Grymes Lee (1786–1860), Henry Lee IV (1787–1837), nicknamed “Blackhorse Harry,” and Philip Ludwell Lee (1789–1794?). On Matilda’s death in 1790, Light-Horse Harry received an interest in the plantation.
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On 1 April 1824 Lee wrote the Secretary of War John C. Calhoun, accepting his appointment to West Point.


National Archives and Records Administration


The tragic story of Light-Horse Harry Lee baffles the mind. How could one fall so far so fast? Light-Horse Harry entered military service less than a month prior to the signing of the Declaration of Independence. On 18 June 1776, Lee became Captain of Company A, Virginia Dragoons, a unit of mounted infantry. This company was attached to and formed part of the First Continental Dragoons on 31 March 1777.


Light-Horse Harry won plaudits from the Continental Congress for his Revolutionary War service, acting as Washington’s cavalry chief. By the Act of 7 April 1778, it was “Resolved, whereas Captain Henry Lee, of the Light Dragoons, by the whole tenor of his conduct during the last campaign, has proved himself a brave and prudent officer, rendered essential service to his country, and acquired to himself and the corps he commanded distinguished honor, and, it being the determination of Congress to reward merit, Resolved, that Captain H. Lee be promoted to the rank of major commandant; that he be empowered to augment his present corps by enlistment of two troops of horse, to act as a separate corps.”


On 21 October 1780, Lee’s battalion was designated Lee’s Partisan Corps, and Lee was commissioned lieutenant colonel in the Continental army to rank from 21 October 1780. He served to the close of the war.


With the glories of the Revolution behind him, he experienced a shock in 1790 when his wife Matilda died. Two years later he was inaugurated governor of Virginia and went to live in Richmond. After his marriage to Anne Hill Carter on 18 June 1793, his wife spent much time at Shirley, her ancestral home. Despite this, they had six children, Algernon Sidney Lee (1795–1796), Charles Carter Lee (1798–1871), Ann Kinloch Lee (1800–1864), Sidney Smith Lee (1802–1869), Robert Edward Lee (1807–1870), and Catherine Mildred Lee (1811–1856). While governor, in 1794, Light-Horse Harry headed the army that put down the Whiskey Rebellion. After his tenure as governor, in 1796, the family moved to Stratford, and shortly thereafter their first child died. On 19 July 1798, Light-Horse Harry was commissioned major general in the Regular Army. In 1799 he entered Congress, and the move marked the beginning of the downfall of his fortunes. The U.S. Congress honored Lee by the Act of 24 September 1799. It was “Resolved that the Thanks of Congress be given to Major Lee for the remarkable prudence, address, and bravery displayed in the attack on the enemy’s fort and work at Powles’ Hook, and that they approve the humanity shewn in circumstances prompting to severity, as honorable to the arms of United States, and correspondent to the noble principles on which they were assumed, and that a gold medal emblematic of this affair be struck under the direction of the Board of Treasury, and presented to Major Lee.”


Light-Horse Harry had for some time been plagued by debt and besieged by creditors. His poor financial dealings, ridiculous land speculation investments, spendthrift nature, and other assorted problems brought the family to the brink of financial ruin more than once. Fortunately, Anne Carter Lee’s own substantial family money could be brought to bear at certain critical times. But by 1808 and 1809, when the infant Lee lived chiefly in the master bedroom and the adjoining nursery at Stratford, Light-Horse Harry was imprisoned as a debtor, first in the Westmoreland County Jail and later at Spotsylvania Court House, near which fifty-five years later his son would fight a great battle. The family appeared to be falling to pieces. Light-Horse Harry used the time to write Memoirs of the War in the Southern Department of the United States, published in 1812.2 The senior male member of the household at Stratford was now twenty-two-year-old Blackhorse Harry. Anne Carter Lee determined to move from Stratford, and in 1811 the family, Light-Horse Harry having been released, moved to Alexandria, a town of 7,500 steeped in the history of George Washington. Two iron angels graced the fireplace in Stratford’s nursery; according to family tradition, the last thing three-year-old Robert E. Lee did before leaving Stratford was to tell his two angel friends “goodbye.”


The Lee House at 607 Oronoco Street in Alexandria was the last owned by Light-Horse Harry. Here Robert E. Lee grew up and found a direction in life. It certainly did not come from his father, however. Taking an unpopular stand against the War of 1812, Light-Horse Harry helped to defend a friend’s press in Baltimore, the Federal Republican, against an angry mob in July 1812. Imprisoned again, he was attacked in jail and suffered severe injuries from which he never fully recovered. Virtually broke and in failing health, Light-Horse Harry retreated to the West Indies for his “health.” Several years later, dying, he attempted to return to his family, but expired at “Dungeness,” the plantation of his Revolutionary War commander, Nathaniel Greene, at Cumberland Island, Georgia. The date was 25 March 1818. Amazingly, the father never really got to know his youngest son, who was 11 years old when his stranger-father died. The last time Lee had seen his father was when he was six. Years later Lee would visit his father’s grave, twice in fact, and write letters about it. When in his old age Lee was editing a new edition of his father’s memoir, he wrote of Light-Horse Harry’s last days. His father “sank rapidly, and his last effort at communication with this world, was to send a message, which, after many attempts, he failed to make comprehensible. . . . [He] thus faded from the world, like the sun from the horizon, in a last lingering radiation of life and love.”3 In 1913 Light-Horse Harry’s remains were reunited with those of his son in Lexington, Virginia.
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On 21 August 1829 Lee wrote Secretary of War John H. Eaton, accepting his appointment (and subsequent commission) as brevet second lieutenant, U.S.A. in the corps of engineers. “I was born in Westmoreland County in the State of Virginia,” he added.


National Archives and Records Administration


Because Lee’s father figure was essentially absent even when he was alive, the younger Lee created a replacement. The shadow of George Washington loomed large over the Lee family at Stratford, due to Light-Horse Harry’s connection in the war, and the whole town of Alexandria was infested with the Washington tradition. Besides being the national hero, Washington was a personal hero of Light-Horse Harry’s. “The fame and memory of his chief was the fondly-cherished passion to which he clung amid the wreck of his fortunes,” wrote George Washington Parke Custis of Light-Horse Harry’s later days. “[It was] the hope, which gave warmth to his heart when all else around him seemed cold and desolate.”4 Like father, like son: Lee adopted Washington as a personal hero and incorporated the best Washingtonian ideals into his emerging personality.


Lee’s schooling was progressing well. He had spent some time with his cousins at the Carter family school in Fauquier County and he presumably had an active life of sport, riding, swimming, and hunting around Alexandria. About 1820 Lee entered William B. Leary’s School on Washington Street. His brother Sidney joined the navy; much older brother Charles returned from Harvard and established a law practice in Washington. Anne Carter Lee was now becoming an invalid, and Lee’s sister Ann was frequently ill with nervous disorders. In 1824 the Marquis de Lafayette visited Alexandria and called on the Lee household. About this time Lee decided he wanted to be a soldier. At Benjamin Hallowell’s School during the winter of 1824–1825, he impressed his teacher as “a most exemplary student in every respect. He was never behind-time at his studies; never failed in a single recitation; was perfectly observant of the rules and regulations of the institution; was gentlemanly, unobtrusive, and respectful.”5
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Following West Point, Bvt. 2d Lt. Lee was ordered to Cockspur Island, Georgia, near Savannah, to help engineer the construction of Fort Pulaski. The project would produce one of the largest brick masonry forts in North America.


David J. Eicher


The diligent work led to attainment of Lee’s goal: an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. He secured the appointment in part due to the debt government officials felt toward Light-Horse Harry.6 He became a cadet on 1 July 1825. The program of studies included mathematics, natural philosophy, drawing, engineering, chemistry and mineralogy, rhetoric and moral philosophy, French, tactics, and artillery. Lee amassed a sterling record, graduating second of forty-six in the class of 1829 and receiving no demerits. As such, he was commissioned brevet second lieutenant, U.S.A. to rank from 1 July 1829, and assigned to the corps of engineers, the most prestigious arm of the service. After graduating, Lee continued vigorously with his studies, deepening his appreciation of military theory, especially that of the prominent Swiss military educator Antoine H. Jomini. This adherence to a self-study program was unusual at the time.7 He received his diploma, a two-month furlough, $103.58, and orders to report in August to Cockspur Island, Georgia.
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This sketch by Lee made in 1830 shows Cockspur Island and Fort Pulaski and was based on surveying done on-site in 1829.
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