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Praise for

LIGHT-HORSE HARRY LEE

“Light-Horse Harry blazes across the pages of Ryan Cole’s narrative like a meteor—and his final crash is as destructive. Cole tells his story with care, sympathy, and where necessary, sternness. This book is a great and sometimes harrowing read.”

—RICHARD BROOKHISER, senior editor at National Review and author of Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, American, and John Marshall: The Man Who Made the Supreme Court

“Only a handful of American history buffs are likely to know the name of ‘Light-Horse Harry’ Lee, except perhaps as the father of Confederate general-in-chief Robert E. Lee. But that state of affairs is about to change, thanks to Ryan Cole’s spellbindingly written account of this colorful but forgotten American. Here was a man worth knowing. Lee was a bold and often reckless character whose tragic life ended up tracing the distance between valiant Revolutionary service under George Washington and the depths of bankruptcy, debtor’s prison, and a painful end. Cole captures it all in admirably lapidary prose, in the process bringing to life the vanished world of the early American republic, a world of both opportunity and peril.”

—WILFRED M. MCCLAY, G.T. and Libby Blankenship Chair in the History of Liberty, University of Oklahoma

“Boasting the narrative verve of a novel in concert with deep research and skilled analysis, this page-turning biography brings Robert E. Lee’s father vividly back to life. ‘Light Horse Harry’—brave, patriotic, outspoken, reckless, hot-headed, and selfish all at the same time—deserves his long-denied share of glory for the nation’s founding, and he gets it here, along with an honest account of his countless faults. Long overshadowed by his more renowned and far more reticent son, the original General Lee emerges from this book if not ‘first in war’ and ‘first in peace,’ at least deservedly restored to the pantheon his later indiscretions denied him.”

—HAROLD HOLZER, author, co-author, or editor of more than fifty books; the Jonathan F. Fanton Director of Hunter College’s Roosevelt House Public Policy Institute; and winner of the 2015 Lincoln Prize

“Ryan Cole’s new biography of Henry Lee—the daredevil cavalry master of the American Revolution and the father of Robert E. Lee—provides us with a portrait nearly as headlong and fast-paced as ‘Light-Horse Harry’ himself. Lee was the George Custer of the Revolution, and like that ill-fated general, his life blazed in a heroic beginning, but spluttered to an agonizingly sad and tragic ending. Never was the American nation more ‘slowly wise or meanly just’ than to the man who immortalized Washington as first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen; never did an American hero deserve better at America’s hands. Perhaps, in the hands of Ryan Cole, some of that justice can now be done.”

—ALLEN GUELZO, Henry R. Luce Professor of the Civil War Era, Director of Civil War Era Studies at Gettysburg College, and author of the bestselling Gettysburg: The Last Invasion
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For my parents, to whom I will always owe everything.



PROLOGUE


THE WEST INDIES, 1813–1818

No, not a word; what can a moment’s space profit a wretch like him to death devoted? Quick let him die & cast his carcass for the dogs and vultures; they will best perform fit obsequies for him; by this alone we can be free and happy.

The words were inscribed in a small mahogany-colored leather book; the hands that held and scribbled in it were tired and worn like the body they belonged to. The only other items its owner could claim were a battered old trunk and a drum of Madeira. The man’s skin had tightened around his bones, and the clothes covering them were frayed and dangling from a body that bore little resemblance to the distinguished figure it had once been.

To those he passed, the man seemed little more than an aged vagabond.

But as he drifted among the Caribbean islands in search of health, running from his obligations, there were still men and women who enjoyed his charming conversation, who knew his name, even if they had trouble reconciling it with his now withered form. Yes, this was the famed warrior who had once been a counselor to presidents, who had basked in the admiration of great governing bodies and legendary generals. His bravery had won a people their freedom; his once golden voice had played a crucial role in their earliest political debates; his eloquent prose had comforted them in a time of great grief.

But bad judgment had brought on poverty and political isolation. Unpopular opinions had ignited the fury of his countrymen, whose knives and fists had lacerated his body. Disease was slowly eroding his being; fate and a flaw in his nature were conspiring in the pitiful final act of his life’s drama.

Across an ocean, a wife and children wondered about the fate of this drifter. The only love he could show them was in rambling letters and little curios picked up as he limped along white beaches and sailed on turquoise water: the backbone of a shark, a lone pearl found in Bermuda, a few pieces of Irish linen.

There were those who took pity on him, who fed him, nursed him, and gave him money and shelter, with no compensation other than his perfervid gratitude. There were government functionaries who helped him, and captains of frigates who gave him passage.

But he was alone, this little book his only confidant. Scrawled across its pages in disordered writing that slipped between English and Latin, French and Spanish, were a lifetime of thoughts, opinions, learning and scholarly observations on history, ancient and recent. There were fragments from Sophocles, quotes from Cicero, recollections of the reigns of Persian emperors and Russian czars, distillations of the wisdom of ancient Asian and Arab prophets and the early followers of Christ. There were passing reflections on American politics and worshipful references to the man who had stood atop them like a colossus, his friend and hero, “the great and good” George Washington.

Incongruously, items such as a recipe for ginger-infused mead—the only drink his sickly constitution could tolerate—interrupted. So did spiteful observations on unfulfilled financial promises, baffling details of business transactions, constant mentions of illness and pain. He wrote of the divine importance of virtue, the harmony of harmonies—perhaps an admission that his own life had not always been so virtuous or harmonious. And there were lofty hopes expressed for sons, including one named Robert, whom he hardly knew and would never set eyes upon again.

It was the dark record of a once renowned but now miserable man, his tragic life nearing its terrible conclusion.
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FREESTONE POINT

It was an auspicious spot from which to go out into the world.

The house no longer stands; only a few brittle foundation stones remain, offering the faintest clues to its appearance. The manicured garden is gone, but the daylilies and daffodils still bloom in spring. Farmland that sloped down to the water is now forest. Family fisheries that lined the shore have been washed away, along with much of the sandy beach that curved across the land.

Visitors can still make their way up the craggy hills to a jutting piece of land called Freestone Point, though—a cliff named for the porous locally quarried rock, standing high on the property’s eastern edge. There, on a clear day, it is not difficult to imagine the boy galloping his charger up the hill to take in the commanding view. From its crest he could watch the Potomac River wind its way into the horizon. The history of his family followed its path.
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The first of the Lees had set foot in the new world in 1639. Richard Lee was barely twenty years old when he arrived in Virginia’s capital, Jamestown, from western England. The boy, his father a clothier, brought little with him that would suggest future fortune. He had set sail with Sir Francis Wyatt, Virginia’s first colonial governor. Through this connection, the Immigrant, as he was known to later generations of the Lee family, prospered quickly in his new home. Two decades after his arrival, Lee was a wealthy fur trader, a colonel of Virginia’s military, and a planter with vast land holdings and scores of slaves. He was also a politician of note, serving as the colony’s attorney general and then as a member of the House of Burgesses, its primary legislative body, which administered the colony in tandem with a governor appointed by the Crown.

By the time he reached middle age, Lee could claim title to more land in the colony than any other man—close to fifteen thousand acres. With his eight children and his wife Anne, who had been a ward of Governor Wyatt, Richard Lee moved around the western edge of the colony before anchoring at Paradise, a plantation on the Poropotank River near the community of Gloucester. Several years later, probably in 1655, the family moved to the wilderness of Virginia’s Northern Neck, the northernmost of three peninsulas jutting off of the Old Dominion’s western shore, sitting between the Potomac River to the north and the Rappahannock to the south. There Lee built another home, Cobb Hall, on Dividing Creek near the town of Kilmarnock. Then in his final years, he took the family back to England. There he secured a home in Stratford Langhorne in Essex, a suburb of London. But Lee ultimately had a change of heart and stipulated in his will that his heirs return to Virginia upon his death in 1664.1

Henceforth the pattern was set.

For generations to come, Lee men were to follow the precedent established by the Immigrant, pursuing and padding their fortunes through farming and the relentless acquisition of land, rising to prominence via politics and military service. And they would do these things for the most part in Virginia.

The mantle of family leadership fell on the Immigrant’s son, known as Richard II, who at the time was seventeen years old and a student of great promise at Oxford. Returning to America, the younger Richard inherited and took up residence at Paradise and subsequently claimed ownership of yet another Lee land, Machodoc on the Potomac River in Westmoreland County. The tract had been purchased by his father and then lived on by his brother John, who died heirless. Richard II served in the House of Burgesses and on the King’s Council, was appointed a naval officer of the Potomac, and raised a family with wife Laetitia Corbin. When not attending to public or economic matters, he amassed one of America’s great collection of books and manuscripts, injecting an intellectual strain into the family blood.2

Upon Richard II’s death in 1714, the Lee family fortune was split between his three sons—the eldest, Richard III, who was heir to the family estate at Machodoc, and his two younger brothers, Thomas and Henry. Richard detached himself from the family affairs by moving to England and prospering as a tobacco merchant. He leased Machodoc to his younger brothers for “annual rent of one peppercorn only, payable on Christmas Day.”3 At Machodoc the younger siblings made their contributions to the Lee empire: raising and selling tobacco, and of course holding public office. Thomas, like his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him, sat in the House of Burgesses; and briefly, before his death in 1750, he was Virginia’s governor.4

Henry, meanwhile, held office in Westmoreland County and eventually built his own home, Lee Hall, on a lot inherited from his father near the community of Hague, also on the Northern Neck. Together the brothers purchased countless swathes of land, including many in northern Virginia. In early 1728, felons broke into, burglarized, and set flame to Machodoc. Thomas built a grand Georgian plantation on another piece of Lee property, naturally on the Potomac—known as the Cliffs for the 150-foot bluffs standing between the land and the river—and moved there in 1738. He would name this house Stratford Hall.5

Henry Lee had five children with his wife, Mary Bland. Her lineage was worthy of a Lee: she descended from both the Bennets and Randolphs, two of the colony’s other preeminent families. Five of their children survived to adulthood—three boys and two girls. Eldest son John settled in Essex County, on Virginia’s middle peninsula.6 So Lee Hall fell to the second son, the eccentric Richard, known to acquaintances as “the Squire.” As was family custom, he too served in the House of Burgesses and as a naval officer—before marrying past the age of sixty.7 Henry and Mary’s youngest son, Henry II, who was born at Lee Hall in 1730, had just begun studies at the college of William and Mary in Williamsburg, where Virginia’s capital had been moved in the final year of the seventeenth century, when the elder Henry died in 1747.

The original Henry’s will, written in 1746, stipulated that Henry II attend college for two years and thereafter serve as a “writer in the Secretary’s Office, till he be twenty-one years of age.”8 It also bequeathed an immense amount of land to the boys. Henry II received “all my plantations and land in Prince William County which I have at Free Stone Point and at Neapsco and Powells Creek.” In addition to these properties, amounting to 2,000 acres, young Henry also took title to an additional 3,111 in neighboring Fairfax County, plus twenty slaves,9 all of his father’s cattle and hogs, two guns, and a watch. As the younger Henry was eighteen at the time, his inheritance was watched over by sister Lettice until he turned twenty-one.

After serving as a writer, or clerk, in the Secretary’s Office, Henry II remained in Westmoreland County and practiced law. His mother attempted to steer the boy, whose friends playfully called him “Buck,” towards marriage.10 In a letter to her young son, Mary Lee reasoned that “the felicity that holy state can admit . . . is certainly one of the happiest this side of the grave.” Eventually heeding his mother’s advice, Henry Lee II ended up marrying—spectacularly. On December 1, 1753, he wed Lucy Grymes, a girl so fair that history has given her the nickname “the Lowland Beauty.” The groom was twenty-four, the bride nineteen. Golden-haired, soft-skinned, and blue-eyed, she was a renowned beauty. Her bloodlines were impeccable, her wealth notable. Lucy’s grandmother, Francis Corbin, was the sister of Henry II’s grandmother Laetitia Lee, wife of the Scholar. Her father, Charles Grymes of Morattico, who died during the previous decade, was a landowner, a sheriff of Richmond County, and later a member of the House of Burgesses.11

Winning her hand was a remarkable coup for Henry, for she was the object of many prominent young Virginians’ marital aspirations. Among her unsuccessful suitors is said to be a boy by the name of George Washington. In the final years of the 1740s, the lanky, red-headed Washington, just a teen, was receiving his initial taste of the American frontier, surveying western lands for the powerful Fairfax family. His diaries from this period wistfully mention a “former passion” for a “lowland beauty.” Some historians have suggested that the object of Washington’s affection was Grymes.12

Henry II’s family and acquaintances heartily approved of the union. “It was a great surprise to me and a pleasure equal to the best surprise when your brother told me the success of your amour, My Dear Buck (for the last time that I must dare to call you so),” wrote one friend.13

The wedding was officiated by William Preston, the minister of James City Parish, at Green Spring, a plantation just west of Williamsburg and the former home of Governor William Berkley.14

Henry Lee had come into his majority and taken ownership of the property left him by his father. While the Lees had always clung to Virginia’s coast—the family inseparable from the Potomac—Henry II now extended their reach northward along that river, clearing land in Prince William County. Construction of the new estate, Leesylvania (Lee’s woods), which was on land inherited from the original Henry Lee in Prince William County, was completed by 1753.15 The site, a forested peninsula projecting into the Potomac, was known as Freestone Point; the local Doeg Indians called it “Neabsco”—Point of Rocks.

For his new plantation house Henry Lee had cleared a singular spot: a rise affording a stunning panorama of the river. Soon it was surrounded by fields of corn and tobacco tilled and tended to by the slaves inherited from the elder Lee. The cultivation of the latter crop was particularly lucrative, as Lee moved shipments en masse to market in London from the wharves at Dumfries, a town just three miles below Freestone Point and the commercial center of Prince William. On the banks of the river below Lee’s house were rows of fisheries where ships were cast out and returned with nets full of shad. And then there were the grand stables, housing Henry Lee’s great passion: prized horses named Diamond, Roan, Gimrack, Ranter, Flimack, and the bay mare Famous.16

The home burnt in 1797. No contemporary images of Leesylvania exist. Perhaps the estate was similar in appearance to nearby Ripon Lodge, a house built in 1747 by the Blackburn family and overlooking Neabsco Creek, which also bounded Leesylvania. The Lee home was two and a half stories tall, capped by a gabled roof with twin brick chimneys on top of a stone foundation, with double-tiered porticos wrapped around the front and rear of the building. While comfortable, it was modest in comparison to other plantations on the Potomac.

Part of the land the home sat on was bulldozed in the middle of the twentieth century to accommodate a service road, and few tactile clues about Leesylvania remain. A portrait from this era does survive, showing the lord of Leesylvania as an impeccably dressed, handsome man with an aquiline nose, full lips, and a light-colored shock of hair nearing his shoulders. Henry II exudes a confidence befitting the leader of his community, a wealthy squire, and a son of his colony’s first family.

Henry Lee, appointed in April 1753 by Virginia Lieutenant Governor Robert Dinwiddie as Prince William’s County attorney general to “personally attend and to prosecute all offenders against the laws of Great Britain,”17 quickly launched the requisite military and political career. Serving as commander of the Prince William militia, he became the first citizen of the county.

In his capacity as militia commander he dealt often with George Washington, who by the 1750s was lodging at and managing Mount Vernon, the estate established by his brother Augustine, just thirteen miles upriver from Leesylvania.

 Washington, who had been captivated by military regalia as a boy, was now in his early twenties and at the outset of his career as a soldier. With the outbreak of war between Great Britain (and her colonies) and France (and her North American possessions), Washington, with no previous military experience, was commanding Virginia’s volunteer militia corps and venturing into the wilderness of western Pennsylvania. When General Edward Braddock led a combined force of British and colonists to capture Fort Duquesne, he brought along Washington, who had been in the area the year before as an aide and guide. When the expedition was routed by the French and their Indian allies, and Braddock mortally wounded, Washington buried the general, donned his ceremonial sash, regrouped the scattering British force, and executed a successful retreat. The exploit created an early aura of valor around the young Virginian.18

Washington pleaded for reinforcements from Prince William County during the conflict. In October of 1755, for example, while posted in Fredericksburg, Washington pressed Lee to supply one hundred men on horseback from Prince William County to “assist in the protection of our Frontiers.” He asked that they bring provisions with them to remedy the “scarcity of Bread” among his troops.19 Though Lee was a friend, Washington was unimpressed by the militia under his command, decrying their “superlative insolence.”20

After Henry II and Lucy relocated to Freestone Point, they started their own branch of the Lee family tree. In 1755 the couple welcomed their first child, a daughter who died ten months later. Their grief was lessened on the evening of January 29, 1756, when Lucy gave birth to a blue-eyed baby boy, who was named after his father and grandfather. A biographer two centuries later, using a dash of creative flair, wrote that the child had arrived amidst a hailstorm21—a likely apocryphal but utterly appropriate detail. The third Henry Lee may not have been born in a tempest, but he lived his life in one.

In the years following the birth of the boy who would be known to posterity as Light-Horse Harry Lee, his father’s attention turned to practical matters: finding a tutor for the child—and perhaps even more important—selecting a suitable foal to be trained specifically for his son. Riding was in the blood of aristocratic Virginians. From an early age the boys across the colony were on horseback riding to and fro to perform domestic chores. By adolescence they were expert horsemen.22

Henry Lee III, most often referred to as Henry Jr. at the time, was joined by a succession of siblings—most immediately brother Charles, who arrived in 1758, and then another brother, Richard Bland, in 1761. Mollie, Theodorick, Edmund, Lucy, and Anne followed.23 Life at Leesylvania provided the perfect milieu for the upbringing of the young Virginia aristocrats. The estate’s acreage provided a venue for young Lee to roam on horseback and to raise ponies; the wild fields and thick forests were the perfect venue for practicing marksmanship and fencing. Tutors provided the foundation of an education. Then there was the river, whose waters had been a constant in the life of the Lee family since their arrival in America. The Potomac was the boy’s primary vista. And the river, along with the King’s Road—just miles away and linking the thirteen colonies—brought a regular line of guests to Leesylvania.

Because of Leesylvania’s location along the Potomac and Henry II’s military and political connections, notable relatives, and acclaimed hospitality, Virginia’s most influential citizens were constant presences in the young Harry Lee’s formative years.

In 1758, the elder Lee was elected to a term in the House of Burgesses, the first of many. Joining Lee in Williamsburg was a crop of budding statesmen24—George Mason, whose home, Gunston Hall, was visible from Leesylvania, representing Fairfax County; the eccentric Richard Henry Lee, one of Henry’s cousins from Stratford Hall, a former justice of the peace for Westmoreland County and the political leader of the Lee clan; and Lee’s neighbor George Washington, representing Fredericksburg, where he was stationed during the French and Indian War. On his trips back and forth from Mount Vernon to Fredericksburg and Williamsburg, Washington regularly lodged and dined at Leesylvania. Beginning in 1768, Washington’s diary entries mention stops there along his travels, usually for dinner and a warm bed, occasionally with wife Martha in tow. At the time of Washington’s first known pause at Leesylvania, Henry Jr. was twelve years old.25

As the boy entered his teens, the conversations around the Leesylvania hearth were increasingly animated by an ardor slowly spreading throughout Virginia and her twelve sister colonies. In March 1765, two years after the conclusion of the French and Indian War, Parliament, looking for a means to finance Britain’s military presence on America’s western frontier, passed the Stamp Act, which levied a tax on all printed products used across the colonies: licenses, newspapers, and legal documents, all of which had to be printed on paper produced in London, and affixed with a revenue stamp.26 Taxes of many varieties had been previously collected across the colonies, but the Stamp Act—though the levies charged were small—signified a troubling development for Americans. Never before had Great Britain imposed a direct tax on its American subjects. Across the colonies, outrage boiled over. Broadsides were composed, protests staged, mobs formed, and for the first time candid conversations held about the relationship between America and England, between freeborn man and monarchy.27

In Virginia’s House of Burgesses, where Henry Lee II sat, a newly arrived legislator from Louisa County introduced a set of radical resolutions that openly defied Parliament. Patrick Henry fumed, “Caesar had his Brutus; Charles the First his Cromwell; and he did not but doubt some good American would, stand in favor of his country.”28 The fiery rhetorician had an ally, if perhaps one less radical than himself, at Leesylvania. The Lees were previously loyalists and loyal members of the English Church. But Henry II’s sympathies lay with his countrymen, and from this point forward countrymen meant fellow Americans. His cousins at Stratford Hall, Thomas Ludwell and Richard Henry Lee, were also galvanized by the Stamp Act, organizing a meeting at Leedstown on the Rappahannock River to stage a formal protest. The result, the Westmoreland Resolves of February 27, 1776, promised that Virginians “with no regard to danger or to death” would “exert every faculty, to prevent the said Stamp Act.”29 The seeds of revolution were planted.

A month later Parliament repealed the Stamp Act but further outraged Great Britain’s American subjects with the passage of the Declaratory Act, asserting Parliament’s authority to pass laws governing the colonies.30 Another set of taxes, on items such as glass and tea, arrived the next year in the form of the Townshend Duties.31

More American indignation followed, particularly in the colony of Massachusetts; in 1768 British troops arrived in Boston Harbor to attempt to quell a growing uprising. On the night of March 5, 1770, these soldiers shot and killed five colonists outside of Boston’s Custom House in the midst of an angry colonial protest. Little time remained now before an explosive separation of Britain and her colonies.32

Henry Lee Jr. entered young adulthood amid this turmoil. His gifts were evident at an early age. The boy was handsome; he had inherited blond hair, fair skin, and blue eyes from his mother. He was also intellectually precocious, much like his great-grandfather Richard the Scholar, far outpacing his parents in this respect. “Two negatives make a positive,” was his alleged explanation of the incongruity, later in life.33 He had already accumulated a small library and a taste for Greek and Roman literature. And of course he was a Lee, and could count on the connections that came with membership in one of Virginia’s “first families.” Harry Lee’s potential was limitless. And his rise came in perfect confluence with history—his with a revolution on the horizon.

Atop Freestone Point the future looked as brilliant as the sun beaming on the ripples of the Potomac. Looking back over half a century later, a distant relative remembered—with justification—a young man who, “in his outset of life bid fairer for a glorious termination of it than perhaps any man in America.”34
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ALL SONS OF LIBERTY

Virginia’s state capitol was large enough to hold the House of Burgesses, but not large enough for this crowd. Nor was Bruton Parish Church, the city’s primary place of worship, despite additions to accommodate the growing population of Williamsburg.1 In fact, no house or building was large enough. For this occasion, only the open expanse in front of the capitol could accommodate the crowd. There the townspeople pressed into the cobblestoned courtyard to hear and be held rapt by a sermon delivered in an impenetrable Scottish burr by an “intolerably homely” preacher.2

John Witherspoon was not entirely unfamiliar with rebellion. The son of a corpulent and demanding Presbyterian minister and a minister’s daughter, he had been born in Gifford, a village outside of Edinburgh, in 1723. By the age of four he was reading and memorizing passages from the Bible. Having earned a master’s of arts from the University of Edinburgh in 1743, Witherspoon went on to study divinity and was ordained on April 11, 1745. He then found work preaching in a nearby parish.3

In 1745, Charles Edward Stuart, Bonnie Prince Charlie, ignited the Jacobite Rising by sailing from France to Scotland, intent on claiming the British throne he considered his hereditary right. When calls went out from local parishes for Scots to raise arms and monies to repel Stuart and his men, Witherspoon complied, gathering militia and dutifully raising funds. In the aftermath of the Battle of Falkirk Muir, a rout for the Jacobites’ opponents, Witherspoon was imprisoned in Doune Castle, a decrepit fortress near Stirling. The uprising fizzled shortly afterwards, so Witherspoon’s incarceration was painful but short-lived.4

This excitement past, he settled in Beith, a village south of Glasgow, and launched a successful career as a Calvinist minister, writing several treatises, with a particular eye on the evolution of man’s moral state. Moral regeneration that transcended man’s naturally fallen nature, Witherspoon argued, could only come through reawakening. “What doth it dignify, though you have food to eat in plenty, and a variety of raiment to put on, if you are not born again: If after a few mornings and evenings spent in unthinking mirth, sensuality and riot, you die in your sins, and lie down in sorrow?”5 He saw his work in a democratic light: preachers, Witherspoon believed, were instruments of the people, who had a say in how they preached.

While his reputation as a brilliant Presbyterian philosopher grew, Witherspoon—awkward, prickly, often sardonic and yet politically savvy—became disillusioned. He bridled at the limited role the Kirk, the Scottish church, was afforded in England to encourage revivalism. He was disappointed in his own place in the church, as well, and in the dwindling global influence of Great Britain, which he considered “no longer the arbitress of fate” in world affairs. Revival, Witherspoon reasoned, was not affixed to geography; he argued that it “often changes its residence, and leaves one nation, to settle in another.”6

Across the Atlantic Ocean, the College of New Jersey, situated in the town of Princeton, was in turmoil. Its beloved president Samuel Finley had died in 1766, creating a leadership vacuum in the institution, which had been founded during the Great Awakening two decades before as a training ground for Presbyterian ministers. Presbyterianism was finding increasing favor across the middle colonies, spreading as far south as Virginia. Despite Princeton’s success at turning out young ministers, by the time of Finley’s death its finances were in disrepair and its curriculum outdated. To remedy these problems, the school’s trustees nominated Witherspoon—without his knowledge or consent—as a replacement. A letter of notification was sent across the sea, and prayers went up in hopes that the minister would accept.

Witherspoon, though flattered, initially demurred: his wife, Elizabeth, dreaded relocating to the colonies. The task of swaying the Scots largely fell to two of the college’s graduates, Benjamin Rush, a young Pennsylvanian polymath studying medicine at the University of Edinburgh, and Richard Stockton, a dynamic lawyer and landowner who had initially maneuvered to bring the college to Princeton; his grand estate, Morven, was just outside the town.

Through a series of meetings and letters—the latter occasionally dramatic: “O, Sir! Does not your heart expand with unutterable sentiments of love and benevolence when you think that you are to be the means of rescuing so important a Seminar from ruin?” Rush queried Witherspoon in October, 1767—the two men attempted to convince Witherspoon of the great opportunity waiting for him in Princeton and the limits imposed on his ambitions in Scotland.7

Witherspoon was eventually persuaded by the chance to build the world’s foremost Presbyterian school—in a land just recently fired by revival. On February 4, 1768, he informed Rush that though taking the position and making the move were “against my worldly interest,” he would not “draw back.”8 On August 6, 1768, the Witherspoons arrived in Philadelphia and then made their way to Princeton. The campus was aglow for the occasion; his arrival and inauguration, on August 17, generated excitement all across the colony. One observer described Witherspoon’s ascension as that of a “prince coming to his throne.”9

One of his first tasks as president was to shore up the college’s finances. To accomplish this, he travelled across the colonies in search of material support. An initial trip in 1768 took him across New England. A second drive the following year brought him to the southern states. Though these trips were ostensibly organized to raise money and seek supplies, they were also a means of convincing colonists to send their sons to Princeton.10 It was during his southern travels, in October 1769, that Witherspoon addressed the spellbound crowd in Williamsburg. It’s very likely that Henry Lee II was in the audience that afternoon.

Thirteen was a tender, though not unheard of, age for boys to commence their formal education in colonial America. In the case of Henry Lee Jr., bright since boyhood, it was old enough. The logical venue for his college studies was the College of William and Mary, where Henry Lee II had studied. Other members of the family, though, such as Harry’s cousins from Stratford Hall, Richard Henry Lee and Arthur Lee, had finished their schooling in England. Indeed, their brother William, at the time thriving as a businessman in London, encouraged Henry Lee II to send the prodigy away from the colony. “Your son Harry is a boy of fine parts, and will possess a fine estate, independent of what you may please to give him,” he wrote. “Therefore it surely is incumbent on you to spare no pains or cost to give him a complete education. This you know cannot be done in Virginia. . . .”11 But the College of New Jersey presented another option.

Soon after his arrival in Princeton, Witherspoon had transformed the institution and in the process made himself into a celebrity: a new American “teacher, preacher, politician, law-maker, and philosopher.”12 Under his leadership the school was no longer merely a seminary to train young men for the ministry but a destination for the colonies’ young men to receive a Christian education that could be applied to all manner of professions.

Witherspoon sought not just to tend to his students’ souls but to broaden and even challenge their minds and provoke vigorous inquiry. To accomplish these goals he vastly broadened the college’s curriculum, introducing secular subjects, filling lectures with history and moral and natural philosophy, finding additional funds to employ a mathematics and philosophy professor while enlarging the school’s out-of-date library with hundreds of books from his own collection and a steady stream of new acquisitions. He personally chaired several departments, including English, history, and philosophy, and re-staffed the school, dismissing and replacing instructors deemed ineffective.13 Witherspoon’s active fundraising also shored up the school’s finances—to the extent that in 1771 he was able to purchase, at the price of 416 pounds, Philadelphia watchmaker and astronomer David Rittenhouse’s orrery, an intricate model of the solar system built of wood and metal to demonstrate the orbit of the planets around the sun and assist in the teaching of natural history.14

Ashbel Green, one of Witherspoon’s admiring students, later recalled that the president “had more of the quality called presence—a quality powerfully felt, but not to be described than any other individual with whom the writer ever had intercourse, Washington alone excepted.”15 His reputation and reforms brought students from across the colonies to Princeton: by 1770 the student body included just one pupil from the college’s home state.16

All of this attracted Henry Lee II to the College of New Jersey. But there was also a family connection: the distinguished medical educator William Shippen Jr., husband of Alice Lee, another cousin from Stratford Hall, was a graduate and booster of the school. His father, William Shippen Sr., had helped found it in 1750. The Shippens could not only vouch for the college but also serve as guardians for young Henry from their home in Philadelphia.17

This was enough to persuade the elder Henry Lee. By the spring of 1770 the decision was made. Henry Jr. was enrolled at the College of New Jersey. His brother Charles would accompany him north and attend the college’s formerly moribund grammar school, which Witherspoon had revived.

The journey to New Jersey, which took Lee away from the luxury and familiar panoramas of Leesylvania for the first time, was across water, over roads, into the wilderness, through Maryland’s capital Annapolis and the colonial metropolis of Philadelphia, where he picked up a letter of introduction from Shippen, and then finally to the lush farmland surrounding Princeton, before terminating at the steps of Nassau Hall.18

The sandstone structure, built two decades before, was a grand three-story Renaissance-revival building under a cupolaed roof. Inside was the heart of the College of New Jersey: its chapel, library, kitchens and dining areas, and, in the wood-walled and brick-covered basement, student quarters.19

If Lee entertained for a moment the thought that he was the lone prince in these confines, he was quickly disabused of that notion. The year before, diminutive James Madison Jr., the brilliant but sickly son of a wealthy Virginia planter and politician, had arrived in Princeton, both to study with Witherspoon and to find a more hospitable climate than that of his Orange County home. His roommate in Nassau Hall was Philip Freneau, a romantic sixteen-year-old from New York City with a budding taste and talent for poetry. Also enrolled was hazel-eyed Aaron Burr Jr., the tenacious orphaned son and namesake of the college’s second president; his maternal grandfather, Jonathan Edwards, had been a famed Calvinist minister and the school’s third president. There was also Hugh Henry Brackenridge, a nineteen-year-old Scottish immigrant who shared Freneau’s literary flair, and Brockholst Livingston, whose father William was one of the colony’s grandees.20

Lee thrived in his new environs. Rising at five each morning, he headed to the chapel before retiring to study for several hours. After a brief respite for breakfast in Nassau Hall’s refectory at 9:00 am, studies and lectures resumed, to be interrupted only by dinner and prayer before continuing until bedtime. There was an almost martial quality to the routine; his clothing, tailored topcoat, satin breeches, white stockings, and silver-buckled shoes had to be immaculate, his quarters spotless, and his superiors respected. Witherspoon punished disobedient pupils by public caning.21

In August of 1770, William Shippen visited Princeton and Harry and gave his brother-in-law Richard Henry Lee a glowing report of the boy. “Your cousin Henry Lee is in College and will be one of the first fellows in this country,” Shippen gushed. “He is more than strict in his morality; he has a fine genius and is too diligent.”22 The competition with the likes of Madison, whose intense studies had compromised his already frail health, and Burr, who read sixteen hours a day, was stiff. But Lee was every bit their equal, earning the approbation of Witherspoon, who described the boy’s progress at Princeton as “in all respects agreeable” in a letter to his father.23

As a freshman, in addition to algebra and composition, Harry studied Ovid, Virgil, Horace, and Xenophon. Then, the following year, arithmetic, rhetoric, Roman antiquities, Horace, Homer, and Cicero. As a junior, Locke, surveying, and geometry. And in his final year, logic, “metaphysicks, political economy, and philosophy of the mind.”24 Sessions were held in winter and summer, with vacations in both the autumn and the spring.

Witherspoon’s lessons filled with ancient history especially captured Lee’s imagination. He pored over the battle plans of generals such as Hannibal and Epaminondas. Aristides of Athens in particular became his hero. Lee also developed a lasting obsession with the English poet Alexander Pope, whom, in another essay, he compared favorably to John Milton.

Excelling in Latin and history, Lee was one of just five students admitted to both of the school’s two literary societies, the Cliosophic and the American Whigs, which vied against one another ferociously.25 By the time of his third year in Princeton, Lee ranked first in his class in Latin and third in Greek.26

An anecdote from this time, passed down by generations of Princetonians, demonstrates Lee’s pluck. There was, it is said, just one barber in the town, responsible for grooming members of the school’s faculty. One afternoon the fresh-faced Lee pounced into the shop. “Shave me, sir,” he demanded. The astonished barber sat the boy down and lathered his face. He then stepped out of his establishment and began to walk back and forth in the street. Lee eventually snapped and demanded to know why the barber would not do as he had been told. “Because I am looking for your beard,” he replied.27

Through the early 1760s, the College of New Jersey remained largely apolitical and unconcerned with the growing tension with Great Britain over colonial rights. In 1762, for example, students staged a musical entitled The Military Glory of Great Britain. 28 But as the colonies increasingly chafed under British control, the college and its students followed suit.

In 1765 the school joined New Jersey’s businesses and legislature in protesting the Stamp Act. From 1766 forward commencements were full of fiery rhetoric extolling the virtues of American independence; as a sign of protest, graduates wore cloth woven in the colonies. The school’s trustees sent letters to King George III expressing their annoyance at the Stamp Act. Honorary degrees, previously given to clergymen, were awarded to radicals such as John Hancock and John Dickinson.

The patriotism and radical fervor had only increased by the time of Lee’s arrival in Princeton. In 1770 correspondence between merchants in New York and Philadelphia confirming their resolve to defy the non-importation agreement—a boycott of British goods—was captured and burned in public by Princeton students garbed in black gowns, in order to caution the “betrayers of their country.”29 The level of radicalism grew to the point of intolerance, even. Sons of those who remained loyal to Great Britain were subjected to harassment and chased from campus. “I hope we shall have two or three of the possessed swine turned off when the Doctor comes home,” one of Lee’s classmates wrote to another while Witherspoon was away on a trip in 1771.30

Witherspoon’s students were simply following their shepherd. In contrast to many of New Jersey’s prominent citizens (William Livingston and Richard Stockton, for example) he had not hesitated to join the cause for independence. Much of what had transpired on campus—the granting of honorary degrees to radical patriots, the activism amongst students—had occurred with at least the tacit approval of Witherspoon. In 1770 his son James even delivered a speech during the school’s commencement urging classmates to rebel against Britain. The next year’s ceremony featured Hugh Henry Brackenridge delivering “A Poem, on the Rising Glory of America.” The ode to America’s brilliant destiny, its fate to rank among the great civilizations with Greece and Rome, had been written by Princeton student Philip Freneau, who was ill and unable to attend. Its subject, suggested by Witherspoon, was “greeted with great applause.”31 Brackenridge revived the poem for the following year’s commencement, at which an honorary degree was conferred upon astronomer Rittenhouse, who was so caught up in the spirit of independence that his scientific lectures were increasingly including references to self-government and the rights of men. The same graduation also featured a speech on “Passive Obedience and Non-Resistance” and “The Advantages of Political Liberty.”32

But not everyone was pleased with the politicization of the student body. The following year, after complaints from irritated onlookers, the school’s trustees ordered that all speeches to be read at commencement ceremonies were to be submitted four weeks in advance of the actual event, in order to ensure no subject too controversial was broached.33 Thus at the 1773 graduation of Lee and twenty-eight classmates, the ceremony was a far less political affair, featuring lectures on “Ambition” and “True Honor.” A scholarly talk on the “Future Glory of America,” did, however, make it onto the program.34 And in the coming years, Witherspoon would be drawn even deeper into America’s battle for independence.

The decision to send Lee to the College of New Jersey was fortuitous. In Princeton he developed a love of classical literature and history and cultivated his gift for rhetoric. Life in Nassau Hall prepared him for the regimentation of military life, and his time with Witherspoon and peers from across the colonies, both North and South, drew him closer to the cause of American Independence and unity. It helped him to see beyond regionalism—to admire men from parts of America beyond his home colony of Virginia, to see them as fellow countrymen with common interests and a common future, and to form friendships that would endure for decades.

When John Adams, an emerging spokesperson for independence in Massachusetts, observed that the young men on Witherspoon’s campus were “all Sons of Liberty” he was making no exaggeration.35 Lee’s class was one of the school’s most distinguished, producing two senators, three congressmen, a delegate to the Continental Congress, two surgeons in the Revolutionary Army, and five college presidents.36

The ceremony that saw these boys turn into men on the last day of September 1773 took place in front of a vast audience that included the governor of New Jersey as well as Lee’s father. As was the custom during these events, which were the grand social occasions of the season, there was feasting, drinking, and dancing—as a band imported from Philadelphia played on. “Never was there such a commencement at Princeton and most likely never will be again,” remarked an attendee.37

On that day Lee, who delivered an oration on the value of the liberal arts, cut a flamboyant figure. “Every mouse hole in the church crammed full—the stage covered with gentlemen and ladies amongst whom was the governor and his lady,” a spectator reported, “and that he might not appear singular Lee was stiff with lace, gold lace.”38
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THIS STRUGGLE FOR THE RIGHTS OF MANKIND

Few venues offered more gracious hospitality—especially at the dinner table. Set high on a cliff, commanding a scenic view of the Potomac River, surrounded by deer-filled woods, Mount Vernon, the plantation home of George Washington, was renowned throughout the colonies, its elegance and munificence toward visitors known widely.

On April 16, 1775, seated at the bountiful table in the mansion’s octagonal dining room under a newly completed ornate plaster ceiling, Henry Lee Jr. was one such guest. Joining him there was George Mason, who had traveled from Gunston Hall, his Potomac plantation, five miles to the south. Also there was General Charles Lee. The British-born Lee, who shared a surname but not blood with the famous Virginia family, was a formidable, though decidedly eccentric, soldier of fortune. A dog lover, he famously maintained a loftier opinion of his canine friends than their human counterparts.1 His sympathies had most recently taken a turn towards the colonists in their confrontation with Great Britain: the previous year he had resigned his commission in the British Army and relocated to America. Two other guests—William Thompson, a merchant from nearby Colchester, and Angus McDonald, a rent collector occasionally in Washington’s employ—were also present.2

Across the table—groaning perhaps with roasted pig, leg of lamb, peas or Washington’s beloved rockfish or perch, in the parlor, or on the piazza, where the river afforded a cool breeze—talk inevitably turned to the current crisis and the coming war with Great Britain.3

After Mason, Thompson and McDonald took leave, both Lees remained, continuing their conversation with Washington. This was heady company. Washington and Charles Lee were among the most accomplished military men in the colonies. Henry Lee had known and admired Washington since youth. But this evening he found the elder Lee, a fluent and opinionated talker, especially impressive. Lee had fought in the French and Indian War like Washington and also in the service of distant kingdoms in Portugal and Poland. Now he was championing American liberty—if more out of personal ambition rather than love for the colonial cause.

Soon both Washington and Charles Lee were, separately, to depart for Philadelphia to attend the second Continental Congress. The latter was attending as a delegate; the former as a spectator with ambitions set on a military commission. When Henry Lee went to his quarters for the night, after hours spent with the two men, decades his senior, both of whom had heard the cannonball blast and musket fire, he surely dreamt of doing the same.

Two years had passed since Harry Lee’s graduation from the College of New Jersey. He planned to cross the Atlantic and study law at London’s Middle Temple, one of Britain’s four associations of barristers. After completing his education under the tutelage of Bishop Beilby Porteus, a chaplain to King George III and a relative of Harry’s mother, he would remain in England to stand before the bar.4 No doubt a distinguished legal career awaited him. Fate, however, intervened.

Three months after the newly graduated Lee departed from New Jersey, on the night of December 16, 1773, angry patriots had hurled hundreds of chests of tea into Boston Harbor. The gesture was in reaction to the Tea Act, passed by Parliament in May of that year in an attempt to help the British East India Trading Company liquidate its excess inventory of tea at the expense of American merchants and customers. This act of rebellion set in motion a series of measures known as the Intolerable Acts, meant to punish the Massachusetts rebels. Initiated in early 1774, these stripped the Massachusetts colony of many of its rights and forced Americans to house British soldiers.5 They also enraged Massachusetts’ twelve sister colonies. Colonists far from New England, including those in Virginia, seethed.

The previous year Virginia’s firebrands—George Mason; Lee’s second cousin Richard Henry Lee; a tall, auburn haired lawyer from Albemarle County named Thomas Jefferson; and Harry’s father Henry Lee II—had formed a committee of correspondence within the House of Burgesses. The association and others like it around the colonies took up the responsibility of organizing the response to Britain’s aggressive actions.6

On May 26, 1774, after legislators called for a day of fasting in sympathy with the citizens of Massachusetts, the colony’s governor, Lord Dunmore, dissolved the House of Burgesses.7 Undaunted, that August Virginia’s legislators adjourned to a Williamsburg watering hole known as the Raleigh Tavern. There, during what was to be known as the first Virginia Convention, they endorsed a Continental Congress—a gathering was to take place the following September in Philadelphia and be attended by representatives from each colony—and then selected the seven men who would attend from Virginia.8

In Philadelphia, Virginia’s delegation, despite agreeing on a ban of British goods, joined with the other eleven colonies in attendance (Georgia did not send delegates) in deferring a separation from Great Britain. They still hoped for reconciliation.

A second Virginia Convention, this one away from Williamsburg at St. John’s Church in the town of Richmond, took place on March 20, 1775. Among the attendees were, again, Henry Lee II, Richard Henry Lee, Thomas Jefferson, and a host of other Virginia politicians including George Washington. The atmosphere was electric. On the afternoon of March 23, Patrick Henry rose from his pew and delivered a searing speech declaring, “Give me liberty or give me death!” in the face of English usurpations of colonial rights.9 The meeting closed with a resolution to arm Virginians for the coming fight for American autonomy. Washington was soon at work training raw militia for the American cause.

“Our Militia of Independents are ordered by the Convention to be armed and well-disciplined, and a great spirit of liberty actuates every Individual,” Henry Lee II wrote shortly after returning from Richmond.10 By this time even Leesylvania itself was on a war footing: the elder Lee halted shipments of hogsheads full of tobacco to Britain. The crop was converted to gun powder: combining the nitro found in rotten tobacco with urine, the planter was busy making “very strong well-grained Powder in the Country therefrom wch ketches quick and shoots with great force so that we shall be able in future to supply ourselves.”11

With war in the wings, the younger Lee’s planned journey to England was impossible. Instead he passed the days at grand galas and elegant gatherings. In the spring of 1774 he attended a three-day soiree at Lee Hall, the home of his uncle, Richard. There the sounds of French horn and violin lilted as the young ladies, their dresses of lace and brocade rustling, swanned across the floor. Refreshments—lemon punch and porter—were imbibed, and toasts were raised to the sons of America. And when the right level of inebriation was reached, the young men pressed their heads together and bellowed out songs dedicated to the cause of colonial liberty. 12

At these and other gatherings Lee cut an unforgettable figure among Virginia’s gentry. A sparkling conversationalist, well versed in the classics, he was also impeccably dressed, with a dashing bearing and princely air. During similar soirees at Stratford Hall, he would have caught the eye of his lovely cousin Matilda. And on visits to Nomini Hall, the poplar-lined plantation of tobacco baron Robert Carter III, the master of the house was impressed. The journals of Philip Fithian, a classmate of Lee’s at Princeton and a tutor employed at Nomini Hall, record that Carter, a member of the colony’s largest land-owning family, “seemed much pleased with Harry, & with his manner.”13

With his studies in London shelved, what calling this promising young man would follow was uncertain. Revolution offered a vocation.

Three days after Lee dined at Mount Vernon, British soldiers in pursuit of rebel leaders killed seven American militiamen in Lexington, Massachusetts, and then engaged more American soldiers, known as minute men, in nearby Concord. This time the Americans repulsed the British. Over 125 Redcoats—the name given British soldiers because of the color of their uniforms—were mowed down, shocking news when it reached Parliament. Not only was war at hand, but the number of colonists willing to take up arms against Britain was disturbing. This was no mere mob of angry provincials. Across the colonies local paramilitaries sized arsenals and harassed British officials. “The die is now cast, and a blow [has] been struck near Boston,” Henry Lee II observed, only confirming the inevitable.14

In June, during meetings of the second Continental Congress, delegates voted to centralize the American war effort, building an army out of of the militia in the eastern colonies, particularly Massachusetts. On the fourteenth of the month they named Washington, who cleverly appeared at the gathering in his old uniform, this new Continental Army’s general and commander in chief. By the next month he had arrived in Massachusetts to take charge of a poorly supplied and armed force during a siege on the city of Boston.15

Like his kin, Harry Lee was politically predisposed to join the patriot cause. The Lees of Virginia had come to the New World as agents of the Crown; they were loyal British citizens. But the events of the past years had frayed those ties to the point where now the Lees, like so many colonists, saw themselves as Americans rather than Englishmen. Their countrymen were not back across the Atlantic, but in New York, Massachusetts, and North Carolina.

Lee was also a staunch believer in the philosophical justification for American independence—that man was the possessor of God-given rights that no crown or state could take away. These were notions he had been exposed to studying under John Witherspoon.

But there was yet another element to his desire to take up arms. Fascinated by ancient history, he studied the exploits of fabled Greek and Roman generals and soldiers obsessively. Following the history of civilizations and warfare, Lee associated battle with romance. Having imbibed the tales of great conflicts and the brave deeds of soldiers from centuries past, he saw a chance for present-day fame and everlasting glory. Now, with American liberty in the balance, was Lee’s chance to satisfy his growing ego and leave his name among the ranks of history’s great warriors.

Lee joined Prince William County’s militia in April 1775—a humble beginning for the neophyte warrior. With the bulk of the fight taking place farther north, quiet patrol of the Potomac and nearby Quantico Rivers was not exactly the adventure he hoped for.16

Lee knew the commander in chief of the rebel army well. But he looked elsewhere to improve his military status. In the months that had passed since Lee’s visit to Mount Vernon, his dining partner, Charles Lee, had been made a major general, and—much to his chagrin, given his ambitions—essentially the new army’s second in command. “It afforded one the greatest pleasure to see by the public prints that the continental congress had appointed General Lee to act in so high a character in this struggle for the rights of mankind,” Henry wrote to the Englishman on July 5, 1775. “The Contention may not be settled for many campaigns,” he determinedly continued, “and the familiarity with which you treated me in Virginia has induced me to ask a permit to enlist under your banner in order to acquaint myself with the art of war.”17 But Lee’s request to begin a “commencement in the study of Mars” was never answered. The letter was captured by British agents.18

Meanwhile, the would-be soldier contented himself by preparing for his moment. “No one proclaims his admiration for the Massachusetts Bay Sons of Liberty more loudly than does Harry. . . he has so perfected his skill with a sword and pistol that I believe he would run through or shoot to death anyone who mocked him or the cause in which all of us believe,” observed George Lee, yet another relative. Indeed, in observing his cousin’s fiery patriotism, George Lee glimpsed an element of danger. “He is learned but there is in him a wild and savage humor that neither the gracious living at Leesylvania nor his years at the College of New Jersey have tamed.”19

Over the next months, the war spread. A series of skirmishes erupted in New England, even north into Canada, and into the rural woods of the American South. The Virginia Convention met once again, this time in Williamsburg, in July 1776, with Lee’s father again in attendance, and dissolved King George III’s government in the colony.

It then charged its delegates to the upcoming meeting of the Continental Congress with creating language, which Richard Henry Lee subsequently penned, resolving that the American colonies were now wholly independent states. The Convention then concluded by adopting the “Virginia Declaration of Rights.” This document, composed by George Mason, declared that “all men are by nature equally free and independent and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their posterity; namely the enjoyment of life and liberty. . . .”

And, in order to secure these newly asserted freedoms, on May 20 the convention resolved that “Four troops of horse be raised for the better security and defense of this Colony; that the Officers and Troopers, at their own expense, provide their Horses, Arms, and Accoutrements. . . .”20

A door was kicked opened.

Theodorick Bland was a physician-planter turned politician from Virginia’s Prince George County. He was also, crucially, one of the colony’s foremost breeders of horses. His thoroughbreds, most notably the black stallion Brunswick, were famous across Virginia and Maryland, where Bland raced them against horses bred by the region’s other aristocrats.21 He was also a Lee relative. A champion of American independence, he had penned sharp-tongued screeds against Lord Dunmore and sounded out Virginia’s leaders about a military commission. Though he was a military novice, on June 13, 1776, the Virginia Convention appointed Bland captain of the colony’s cavalry, which was soon expanded to six companies.22

These regiments were to be stripped down for the sake of mobility and speed, carrying only essential armaments; they were troops of light horse, particularly useful for reconnaissance and skirmishing. Virginia’s new units were to have thirty-five mounted soldiers and be supervised by six non-commissioned officers, who would be elected by Virginia’s legislature.23

By early June Henry Lee, hoping for a commission, made his way south from Prince William County to Williamsburg where the Fifth Virginia Convention was voting on the state’s new cavalry leaders. The position of commander was seemingly guaranteed, given his last name, connections, resources, and reputation as a rider. Voting took place on June 13. Bland was nominated to lead the 1st Troop. Several rounds of balloting later, Lee was made captain of the state’s 5th Troop of cavalry. On June 18, his commission was signed by Virginia’s governor, Patrick Henry. Lee’s wish was granted.24

There was little time for celebration; Lee had to train his very raw troops. Lee’s soldiers, who had signed on for six months’ duty with a compensation of three pounds, were barely even men. The great majority were under twenty; the youngest, Holman Rice, was just sixteen.25 They had no military experience. No arms. No supplies. No uniforms. Not even enough horses. It was on Lee’s shoulders to find these things, and do so in haste.

The way he went about that task demonstrated his talent for military organization, but it also betrayed an unapologetic willingness to employ his connections and an almost ruthless aggression.

With the aid of William Lindsay, his lieutenant, Lee quickly found money for his men: on July 2, the Convention allocated 750 pounds to the 5th Troop for the purchase of horses. They were the first troop to receive such funds; the name Lee carried weight indeed. But this wasn’t enough to fully equip the 5th Troop, who were still in need of arms, uniforms and even shelter—the men slept and trained in a Williamsburg park. So Lee paid from his own pocket and found bonds to scour up needed supplies. When he caught wind of a store of uniforms housed in a depot in Fredericksburg, Lee successfully lobbied Virginia’s legislators for access to the clothes. The rest of Virginia’s cavalry would not receive their uniforms for another two months.26

While Lee hunted for supplies and pressed legislators for assistance, away in Philadelphia that summer, the colonies staked all for freedom and formally declared their independence from England. King George III, in a message to Parliament, sneered at the “daring and desperate” spirit of America’s leaders and referred to “My loyal Colonies.”27 With a war for American autonomy now underway, and attacks on Virginia likely, Lee trained and drove his men mercilessly.

Many of those who had volunteered saw their service as one of a limited nature, but Lee believed otherwise. It was generally understood amongst Virginians that the role of Bland’s men was to protect the colony, not to fight elsewhere. And early in the war, American political and military leaders, including Washington himself, saw little use for cavalry—because of the expense of equipping horse soldiers and the impracticality of maneuvering them across the rocky and heavily forested terrain of the American Northeast. They would certainly not provide much value as the Continental army continued its siege of Boston. But in March 1776, the British abandoned that city and dispatched their fleet.28

Washington assumed the enemy would head to New York and dashed off with his army to get there first. Though the British initially reconnoitered in Halifax, Canada, they made their way to New York in July. Now, tasked with guarding the city and its coastline, Washington reconsidered the role of cavalry. The general now saw value in the ability of dragoons—horse soldiers who could also dismount to fight as infantry—“in reconnoitering the Enemy and gaining intelligence.” They also would “have it in their power to render many other Important benefits.”29

Cavalry, including three ragged troops from Connecticut, were put to work patrolling Long Island for Washington’s army in July 1776, the same month the colonies formally declared their independence. But this addition ultimately vexed the general when the horsemen refused to perform the tasks of infantrymen, such as garrison duty.30

The Continental Army was suffering a string of mishaps. On August 27, the British army, led by General William Howe, executed a flanking maneuver during the Battle of Long Island, killing thousands of Americans and sending those who still stood retreating to their fortifications on Brooklyn Heights. By September the British had control of New York and its ports. A month later Washington was again defeated by Howe at White Plains. There British cavalry pierced and dispersed Washington’s ragged infantry. It was now clear that the American army was in dire need of mounted soldiers.31

To remedy this need, Washington requested that Congress supplement his army with cavalry, reasoning that “there is no carrying on the war without them.”32 The fledgling nation’s legislators obliged, calling for the raising of three thousand men and horses. In early December, Richard Peters, the Philadelphia-born politician named by the Continental Congress as Secretary of the Board of War, the congressional committee overseeing the war effort, wrote to Virginia governor Patrick Henry asking that Virginia’s cavalry troops come to Washington’s aid.33

On December 4, Virginia’s General Assembly obliged and commanded three of the colony’s cavalry troops to join with the main army. But their departure was delayed because of a continuing lack of supplies. There was also the issue of timing. The cavalrymen had enlisted during the summer for six-month stints, which were due to end in January of 1777. Theodorick Bland was able to convince the men to stay on. In late December of 1776 Lee and the rest of the Virginians began their trek across Virginia and Maryland into Pennsylvania and to the capital Philadelphia, where they arrived on January 20. From there, in late January 1777, four of the companies boarded the Coryell Ferry over the icy Delaware.34

The arrival of the new year found the general and his army nestled among the Watchung Mountains, a low-set blue-capped range in northern New Jersey. To their south waited the Redcoats. In November a British force commanded by Howe had chased the rebels away from New York and seized the garrison at Fort Washington, on Manhattan’s northern end. The humiliating defeat had sent the Continental Army scurrying south, across New Jersey and then over the Delaware River to Pennsylvania.

But then as the cold winter swept across the east, the earth shifted.

On Christmas night Washington quietly sailed his soldiers back across the ice-jammed Delaware in a fleet of flat-bottomed Durham boats. Once ashore in New Jersey, the men marched to the town of Trenton where fourteen hundred slumbering Hessians, German mercenaries doing Britain’s bidding, were easily overrun. Washington sailed back to Pennsylvania with nearly a thousand prisoners.35

The surprise victory lifted the sagging spirits of America’s soldiers and its citizens alike. Three days later Washington re-crossed the river, this time accompanied by two thousand men. Marching north, they encountered General Lord Cornwallis, who, alarmed by the action in Trenton, had come south at the head of superior British force. The armies skirmished before the Redcoats retreated towards Princeton.

Then on New Year’s night, in a brilliant bit of trickery, Washington slipped his troops out of their camp under darkness, leaving behind five men to stock burning campfires and to clatter picks and axes, fooling the British into believing their opponents were entrenching for the evening. A drop in temperatures froze the muddy New Jersey soil, making the clandestine move possible if painful for the poorly clothed soldiers—many of whom lacked even shoes.

When the sun rose the next morning, what Cornwallis saw in his spyglass was an empty camp. The rest of the American men had rejoined the main army on its march around and behind the British. In the tenacious battle that followed, the Americans chased their foes towards Princeton, killing 450 of the enemy and losing just thirty-seven of their own.36

After a year of military missteps and demoralizing losses, the British in New Jersey were now contained to posts in New Brunswick and Amboy. The rebel army and its leaders, both on the battlefield and in Philadelphia, could point to tangible progress in the War for Independence. But even as these victories were celebrated across the states, they looked likely to be fleeting.

The Continentals were still badly outmanned, outgunned, and out-supplied; chances of ultimate victory against the world’s mightiest army remained slim. To a fighting force badly in need of reinforcements, the arrival of the Virginia cavalry, no matter their inexperience, was a godsend.

Rather than rendezvous with the main army, now headquartered in Morristown, the Virginia horse were instantly off to Bound Brook, a northern village situated on the Raritan River, running across the heart of New Jersey.37 This spot was of considerable strategic importance: to its south was New Brunswick.

A stretch of unoccupied farmland separated the two forces. With winter raging and the British still too numerous for the Americans to engage, Washington formulated a new strategy: in the New Jersey winter, when supplies and nourishment dwindled for the British and their German freelancers, he would deploy men to harass and disrupt foraging runs. This task fell to the Virginians.

Clothed in a blue coat with red piping atop black breeches and boots, on his head a helmet capped by a crest of white horse hair, at his side a double brass-barreled pistol with his initials engraved on the thumb piece, Lee looked the part of a gallant cavalryman, even if his physique was of “light and weakly form.”38 Now began his baptism by fire: weeks of riding reconnaissance south toward New Brunswick, searching for supplies, setting traps for and igniting skirmishes with Hessian soldiers in the bitter cold—all of which quickly took its toll. By March the Virginians were left ragged, in tattered uniforms, and badly in need of supplies.39
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