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			Introduction

			“Everything faded into mist. The past was erased, the erasure was forgotten, the lie became truth.”

			—George Orwell, 1984

			They picked on the wrong horse.

			Traveller was Robert E. Lee’s loyal steed, buried near his famous rider on the campus of Washington and Lee University. But the leaders of W&L decided that Traveller’s grave marker was offensive. It had to go. So they cancelled a horse.

			That’s when all hell broke loose.

			The removal of historic plaques marking Traveller’s final home on the campus of W&L came as a shock to alumni and supporters who saw this as just the latest move by the university’s woke leadership to erase Lee from campus and to disassociate W&L from the man who is credited with saving the school in the aftermath of the Civil War. Even his horse needed to be forgotten.

			In 2021, the university removed Lee’s name from Lee Chapel, which Lee built as president and where Lee and his family are entombed. They cancelled Founders’ Day, which for generations honored George Washington and Robert E. Lee. They stripped Lee Chapel of any images of or references to Lee and walled off the famous statue of the general, Recumbent Lee, at the back of the chapel. They removed the images of George Washington and Robert E. Lee from diplomas.

			The university’s campaign to purge W&L of any association with Lee was carried out with cold precision, quietly and intentionally, without alarming (and often without informing) alumni.

			And then they went after Traveller.

			In July of 2023, with students away on summer vacation, the quiet college town of Lexington, Virginia was surprised to discover workers removing the historic plaque marking Traveller’s last home in the stable adjacent to Lee House, which was built by Lee and still serves as the president’s home.

			Shortly thereafter, they replaced Traveller’s grave marker with a watered-down version that omitted any reference to Lee, who gave Traveller his relevance. Lee’s famous gray horse, with his beautiful black mane and tail, carried the general through some of our nation’s most historic battles and served as a comforting companion to Lee after the war on many afternoon rides around Lexington. Lee was smitten with Traveller from first sight, later saying that his looks “would inspire a poet.”

			The university’s ill-advised removal of Traveller’s grave marker in the summer served as a belated wake-up call to thousands of W&L alumni, alerting them to the insane level of radicalism on campus.

			This is what a culture war looks like, up close and personal. For me, as an alumnus of W&L, it hit home.

			It reminded me of the French revolutionaries—renowned for guillotining their opposition—who rejected the past by literally creating a new calendar beginning with “Year One.” It worked so well that Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge copied it in the 1970s on their way to massacring two million Cambodians.

			It also conjured up memories of Mao Zedong, who directed the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution in China by ruthlessly targeting the “Four Olds”—old customs, old culture, old habits, and old ideas. Tens of millions of Chinese perished in the process.

			Or the Taliban, who used rocket-propelled grenades and tanks to blow up two-thousand-year-old statues of Buddha in Afghanistan in 2001, and who destroyed countless other antiquities and museums while in power.

			The same intolerance of things past found its way to Lexington in 2020. Caught up in the post-George Floyd zeitgeist, W&L’s leadership effectively issued a fatwa against Robert E. Lee. Out with the old!

			Certain people apparently belong in an Orwellian memory hole. The concerted effort to erase Lee from the campus of W&L is the very manifestation of modern Maoism in America.

			An alumni organization called The Generals Redoubt pushed back. Like Robert E. Lee himself at the outset of the Civil War, the founders of The Generals Redoubt didn’t start the fight; the other guys did. The Generals Redoubt arose only in response to the recent widespread assault on W&L’s history, traditions, and values.

			Stepping into the arena is uncomfortable, but certain things are worth fighting for. The Generals Redoubt and like-minded supporters were thrust into this position as reluctant warriors. I decided to join them. And now we’re fighting back.

			The narrower mission of this book is to reverse the woke excesses at W&L and to restore Robert E. Lee to his rightful place of honor on the campus that he saved, and where his mortal remains now rest.

			This is an appeal to the decision-making body that ultimately controls the destiny of Washington and Lee: its board of trustees. The trustees alone have the power—and the responsibility—to put in place the policies and personnel necessary to reverse the recent anti-Lee movement.

			This is a call for them to act.

			*  *  *  *  *

			My interest in Robert E. Lee began in fourth grade when I wrote a report on the famous Confederate general. It grew when I studied history at Washington and Lee, back in the days when he was still revered on campus.

			As a pledge in the Alpha Chapter of the Kappa Alpha Order, I was taught to emulate Lee’s character. He is known as the “spiritual founder” of Kappa Alpha, which was established in December of 1865 at what was then Washington College in the early months of Lee’s presidency there.

			The more I learned about Lee, the more fascinated I became. Was he really the flawless “marble man” who was lionized in the South for generations? Could he possibly have been the perfect gentleman described by biographers such as Douglas Southall Freeman? Is it true that Lee was opposed to slavery and secession? Did he fight solely to defend his native state, Virginia?

			Of course, he made mistakes on the field of battle, ultimately surrendering the Army of Northern Virginia to Grant at Appomattox. And, right or wrong, history would forever link him to America’s “original sin” of slavery. Yet even in defeat, he was lauded as a man of irreproachable character who inspired the love and admiration of Americans on both sides of our nation’s deadliest conflict.

			No man is perfect. Not even Lee. Surely, I thought, he must have flaws. I embarked on a decades-long journey to learn more about the man, always looking for cracks in the marble. My home library now holds dozens of books about him, including some recent publications that are—shall we say—less than flattering.

			In recent years, of course, Lee has become a target of what we now call “cancel culture.” Statues of him have been defaced and hauled away from places like Charlottesville and Richmond. His name has been removed from schools, streets, military installations, and, as mentioned above, even the chapel where he and his family are entombed. He is denounced by modern culture as a traitor, a racist defender of slavery, and a symbol of white supremacy.

			His image evokes strong emotions, particularly among those who are “triggered” by his association with the Confederacy and slavery. Yet those of us who know Lee’s story believe that those emotions, while real and understandable, are unwarranted and misplaced.

			I have never felt the need to apologize for admiring Lee. But I recognize a very real need to explain Lee, and to educate his detractors about the truth of his extensively documented life, words, and actions.

			That is my broader mission in writing this book.

			*  *  *  *  *

			In the current age of woke radicalism, I’m also aware that I write this book at some considerable peril. Lee has attracted a host of venomous haters, many of whom will never change their minds, regardless of the facts. They will surely attack me personally, refusing to acknowledge historical truths while often advocating an anti-Southern (indeed, anti-American) narrative of oppression and victimhood.

			My hope is that facts and reason will prevail over ignorance and emotion. America needs heroic figures like Lee now more than ever. Our national divisions are largely due to the absence of unifying beliefs and values. We suffer from a shortage of character and honor. In our increasingly secular society, with declining church attendance and moral relativism, we can all benefit from the example of a faithful Christian like Lee.

			But we are fighting an uphill battle. Academia is almost completely controlled by leftists who promote radical, anti-American notions such as Critical Race Theory, portraying our nation’s history as an endless saga of white male oppression of indigenous people, African slaves, women, and other “marginalized” groups.

			The history departments at our universities are dominated by professors who came of age reading the Marxist historian Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States and similar works that emphasize the negative aspects of the American story. Heroes like Lee—along with George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and others—no longer have a place of honor in the American classroom.

			Benjamin Franklin wrote that “only a virtuous people are capable of freedom. As nations become more corrupt and vicious, they have more need of masters.” Examples of virtuous leaders are all too often missing from the public sphere. If the statues are gone, the church pews sit empty, and the classrooms spew nonsense, where will our children learn of virtue and honor?

			Perhaps some will learn it through this book.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Legacy of 2020: Lee’s Fall from the Pedestal

			America lost its collective mind in 2020.

			It started with the COVID-19 shutdown in March, when for the first time in history Americans were ordered to avoid assembling. Restaurants, bars, gyms, barbershops, hair salons, even churches, were shuttered. People sheltered in place, lived in isolation, and turned increasingly to the internet and social media as their only connection with the outside world.

			Patience was wearing thin. Freedom-loving opponents of mask mandates clashed with followers of Dr. Fauci and the CDC, who held an often-irrational fear of the virus and demanded unquestioning compliance with government edicts. COVID became highly politicized, with masks emerging as a virtue-signaling symbol of the left.

			Then came the George Floyd death in Minneapolis on May 25. The infamous video of a white police officer kneeling on Floyd’s neck, and Floyd’s pleas of “I can’t breathe,” inflamed passions, particularly among African Americans. With the country already on edge, Floyd’s death was the spark that ignited the powder keg. Cries for social justice led to massive protests and riots throughout the country. Black Lives Matters and Antifa organized many of those protests, which grew more and more violent through the summer.

			In many cases, the police backed off, allowing mobs to ransack, burn, and loot large sections of cities such as Minneapolis, San Francisco, Portland, St. Louis, Chicago, New York, and Washington, DC. With the vilification of law enforcement, “Defund the Police” became a popular demand, along with “equity,” to be achieved by addressing the “systemic racism” that was blamed for economic disparities between blacks and whites.

			Inevitably, mobs turned on historic monuments, particularly Confederate ones. And none was more prominent than the sixty-foot-tall statue of Robert E. Lee on Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia—the former capital of the Confederacy.

			The beautiful monument and statue of Lee, which was made in France and erected in 1890, became a focal point of the left’s anger. The base of the monument was covered in profane graffiti, including “ACAB” (for “all cops are bastards”), “No more white supremacy,” and “AmeriKKKa.” An article in Vox described Richmond’s statues “as monuments to Confederate treason and white supremacy.”1

			By the end of 2020, ninety-eight Confederate monuments were removed, which was more than had been removed in all other previous years combined.2

			On the campus of W&L that summer, a growing chorus called for Lee to be purged from the university. In June, journalism professor Toni Locy wrote in The Nation that Lee Chapel “reeks of the cruelty of slavery, of elitism and racism, and of the lies of the Lost Cause myth that persists in honoring Lee, a man who acted dishonorably throughout his life.”3

			Locy was soon joined by roughly 70 percent of the faculty in voting to remove Lee from the university’s name. The fight was on.

			*  *  *  *  *

			I arrived in Lexington, Virginia, in late August 1981 for my freshman year at Washington and Lee. It was still an all-male school then. The campus pulsed with an energetic, testosterone-filled vibe that most college administrators today would call toxic masculinity.

			I was the only freshman from Kansas City, Missouri. Although the student body came from nearly every state in the country, W&L maintained a decidedly Southern culture. This was, after all, the small college that General Lee had saved from ruin in the aftermath of the Civil War.

			Washington and Lee traced its roots back to 1749, making it one of the oldest colleges in America. Founded by local Scots-Irish Presbyterians as Augusta Academy, its original mission was to train young men as ministers to spread the Gospel throughout America’s westward-growing frontier.

			In the spirit of 1776, the school changed its name to Liberty Hall Academy during the American Revolution. And before the turn of the century, upon receiving a generous gift of stock in the James River Canal worth $20,000 from George Washington, the school was renamed again to Washington Academy and later to Washington College.

			During the Civil War, Washington College was severely damaged by the Union army. With only about forty remaining students at the end of the war in 1865, the school was teetering on insolvency. In a desperate move—what one would call today a “Hail Mary”—the board of trustees called on Robert E. Lee to serve as president.

			To the delight of the board, Lee answered the call. Riding into Lexington on Traveller in the fall of 1865, just months after surrendering the Army of Northern Virginia to Grant, Lee immediately began the work of reviving the devastated college. Young men soon flocked to “General Lee’s College,” and the enrollment swelled to over four hundred students.

			As president, Lee was an educational innovator. He introduced classes in modern language—French, Spanish, and German—and created the first school of journalism. He advocated the teaching of practical knowledge, such as engineering, agriculture, science, business, and law, to prepare students to rebuild the shattered Southern economy.

			Lee took a very personal interest in each of the students who ventured to Lexington. He met with all of them individually in his office and came to know them by name. He frequently wrote to their parents with reports of their academic progress.

			His compassionate demeanor caught some of the students by surprise. One wrote of Lee, “He was so gentle, kind, and almost motherly, that I thought there must be some mistake about it…It looked as if the sorrow of a whole nation had been collected in his countenance, and as if he were bearing the grief of his whole people. It never left his face, but was ever there to keep company with the kindly smile.”4

			Yet Lee’s insistence on gentlemanly conduct remained uncompromised. Just as he had dealt with discipline issues as superintendent at West Point, he was forced to administer justice on occasion as president of Washington College. One such occasion took place when an undisciplined student from Kentucky made the mistake of reporting to Lee’s office with chewing tobacco in his mouth. Lee ordered him to remove the tobacco and never to appear before him again while chewing tobacco. The student left Lee’s office and returned shortly thereafter, still chewing tobacco. Lee took one look and promptly wrote out a note—informing him that it would shortly be posted on the college bulletin board—which read that the student “is dismissed from Washington College for disrespect to the President.”5

			In Lee’s five years as president, he succeeded in raising substantial funds from philanthropic donors throughout the country, both North and South. He saved the college and, upon his death in 1870, his efforts were recognized when the school was renamed again as Washington and Lee.

			Lee’s legacy remained a powerful draw to young students for generations. I include myself among them.

			My introduction to W&L began with orientation in Lee Chapel in 1981. Lee himself had overseen construction of the chapel during his presidency. He and his family were laid to rest in a crypt on the lower level of the chapel, which also housed a museum featuring relics, portraits, and other memorabilia of Lee, George Washington, and their families.

			Above the crypt, behind the stage and lectern, was the statue Recumbent Lee by sculptor sEdward Valentine. Seated in the chapel, we gazed upon the white marble image of Robert E. Lee, asleep on the battlefield, surrounded by Confederate battle flags from his Army of Northern Virginia. The flags have since been removed, and the University recently built a permanent wall to obscure the statue from the chapel audience.

			On the left side of the stage was the original Charles Willson Peale portrait of George Washington as a colonel in the Virginia Regiment while serving in the British forces before the American Revolution. (This portrait originally hung in the front parlor of Mount Vernon from 1772 to 1802, and it was passed down from George Washington Parke Custis to the Lee family before being donated to W&L.) On the right side of the stage was a portrait of Lee in his Confederate uniform. Both of those portraits have since been removed from the chapel.

			In the fall of 1981, though, Lee had not yet become the pariah he is now among academics and in popular culture writ large. In fact, just six years before—in July of 1975—Michigan native President Gerald R. Ford (hardly a Southern partisan) signed a congressional resolution posthumously restoring Lee’s citizenship in the United States. Recognizing Lee’s prominent role in promoting reconciliation after the Civil War, Ford said, “The course he chose after the war became a symbol to all those who had marched with him in the bitter years towards Appomattox.”

			Much of our orientation centered upon the student-administered Honor Code, which was inspired by Lee’s leadership. We learned that to lie, cheat, or steal was an honor violation. And anyone convicted of an honor violation faced the “single sanction” of expulsion from the University. In my four years at W&L, I never witnessed a single incident of cheating.

			We also heard the story of two new students asking Lee for a copy of the rules at Washington College. Lee famously replied, “Young gentlemen, we have no printed rules. We have but one rule here, and it is that every student must be a gentleman.”

			We then became acquainted with Lee’s “Definition of a Gentleman,” which was found among his papers after his death:

			The manner in which an individual enjoys certain advantages over others is the test of a true gentleman. The power which the strong have over the weak, the magistrate over the citizen, the employer over the employed, the educated over the unlettered, the experienced over the confiding, even the clever over the silly—the forbearing or inoffensive use of all this power or authority, or a total abstinence from it when the case admits it, will show the gentleman in plain light. The gentleman does not needlessly or unnecessarily remind an offender of a wrong he may have committed against him. He can not only forgive, he can forget; and he strives for that nobleness of self and mildness of character which impart sufficient strength to let the past be but the past.

			A true gentleman of honor feels humbled himself when he cannot help humbling others.

			The first few weeks at W&L were a whirlwind of activity. Classes started, and fraternity rush was in full swing
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