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				Acclaim for Allen C. Guelzo’s

			

			ROBERT E.

			LEE

			
				“Guelzo not only covers new ground with the incredible depth and breadth of his research, he does an exemplary job of showing how history should be written, keenly aware of historical context, contemporary values, and the space between them…. Reading more histories like these would be a good start to dealing with our country’s racist past and the ways it permeates into the present day.” —New York Journal of Books

				“Guelzo’s timely biography expertly scrubs off 150 years of political and cultural patina accumulated since the renowned general’s passing to reveal a tragic humanity…. Guelzo’s formal yet enjoyable writing style evokes the period without getting lost in it.” —Associated Press

				“Injects learning, subtlety, and even compassion into a debate that has more often been characterized by ignorance, simplemindedness, and sanctimony.” —The Washington Free Beacon

				“Evenhanded and insightful…. Deeply researched and elegantly written, this nuanced portrait captures Lee’s ‘ambiguous place in American history.’ ” —Publishers Weekly

				“The award-winning Civil War historian offers a fresh assessment of Robert E. Lee…. A fine biography of a flawed American icon.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Guelzo has written the definitive biography of Robert E. Lee for our time.”

				—Michael Lind, author of What Lincoln Believed

				“Guelzo confirms his place in the top rank of Civil War historians with his masterly biography…. Well-researched, well-written, and captivating, it will stand as the definitive single-volume life for decades to come. Guelzo’s judicious comments on Lee’s ‘crime and glory’ might be a good place for America to start healing her present-day wounds.”

				—Andrew Roberts, author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny

				“At once bold and balanced…. Backed by impressive research, honed on mature and evenhanded judgment, and presented with the eloquence of a master craftsman, Robert E. Lee: A Life will please many, anger a few, and inform everyone who takes it up.”

				—William C. Davis, author of Crucible of Command: Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee—the War They Fought, the Peace They Forged

				“Allen C. Guelzo has written exactly what the nation urgently needs right now—an example of mature thinking about complex, flawed people who took difficult actions in contexts not of their making or choosing. In today’s blizzard of facile, overheated, and grandstanding judgments about the past, this unsentimental biography illustrates the intellectual responsibility that the present owes to the past.” —George F. Will
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			Allen C. Guelzo is a senior research scholar in the Humanities Council at Princeton University and the director of the James Madison Program’s Initiative on Politics and Statesmanship. He is the author of several books about the Civil War and early nineteenth-century American history. He has been the recipient of the Lincoln Prize three times, the Guggenheim-Lehrman Prize in Military History, and many other honors. He lives in Paoli and Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and is at work on a book about Abraham Lincoln and the American experiment.
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				To the memory of the grandmother I scarcely knew,

				Ruth Bloomenthal 

				(1902–1961),

				but who blessed me exceedingly

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					I said, in writing a life, a man’s peculiarities should be mentioned, because they mark his character. Johnson: “Sir, there is no doubt as to peculiarities: the question is, whether a man’s vices should be mentioned….” [W]hen Lord Hailes and he sat one morning calmly conversing in my house at Edinburgh, I well remember that Dr. Johnson maintained, that “If a man is to write A Panegyrick, he may keep vices out of sight; but if he professes to write A Life, he must represent it really as it was:” and when I objected to the danger of telling that Parnell drank to excess, he said, that “it would produce an instructive caution to avoid drinking, when it was seen, that even the learning and genius of Parnell could be debased by it.” And in the Hebrides he maintained, as appears from my Journal, that a man’s intimate friend should mention his faults, if he writes his life.

					—James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. (1791)

					Oh, we were always honorable—Robert Lee, Jackson, Albert Sidney Johnston, A. P. Hill—but we served venal men and a vile enterprise. How many lives would have been spared had we not lent ourselves to the defense of a repellent cause like slavery?

					—James Lee Burke, In the Electric Mist with Confederate Dead (1993)

					Whence did I come by this readiness to give way, though with a murmur, this weak yielding, though after rebellion and a protest?…This wavering, this dissonance…has done me infinite harm in my life, and has not even left me with the faint comfort of recognizing that my mistake was involuntary, unconscious….I saw the absurdity of the movement and its impotence, the indifference of the people, the ferocity of the reaction, and the pettiness of the revolutionaries….How many misfortunes, how many blows I should have been spared in my life, if at all the crises in it I had had the strength to listen to myself….The reason for my quick compliance was false shame, though sometimes it was the better influences of love, friendship and indulgence; but did all this overcome my power of reasoning?

					—Alexander Herzen, “M. Bakunin and the Cause of Poland” (1862)

					My experience of men has neither disposed me to think worse of them or indisposed me to serve them; nor in spite of failures, which I lament, of errors which I now see and acknowledge; or of the present aspect of affairs; do I despair of the future. The truth is this: The march of Providence is so slow, and our desires so impatient; the work of progress is so immense and our means of aiding it so feeble; the life of humanity is so long, that of the individual so brief, that we often see only the ebb of the advancing wave and are thus discouraged. It is history that teaches us to hope.

					—Robert E. Lee to Charles Marshall, in Marshall’s Address to the Lee Monument Association (October 27, 1887)

					With the best of the young men dead, the country ruined,

					And the sourness of Military District no. 1,

					The War was an after-image, a dominant lightning

					To dazzle the stunned eyes of a generation.

					But Lee in his college office in Lexington,

					The man beyond criticism, spoke reconciliation.

					Slavery at least was gone. Over yet one more century

					As the wounds heal up, the flaws start slowly to fade.

					—Robert Conquest, “The Idea of Virginia,” Collected Poems (2020)
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				Prologue: The Mystery of Robert E. Lee

				This book began in 2014, in what now seems like almost another world, with a single question: How do you write the biography of someone who commits treason? The question is complicated, because (as Paul Murray Kendall wrote in The Art of Biography) the usual task of the biographer “is to perpetuate a man as he was in the days he lived—a spring task of bringing to life again, constantly threatened by unseasonable freezes.” What my question suggests is that there may be some lives that we hesitate to perpetuate, and among the reasons for that hesitation must surely be treason.

				In the case of Robert Edward Lee, this turns out to be an even more serious hesitation. Being a Yankee from Yankeeland, it has always seemed to me that the treason Lee committed was aggravated by the nature of the cause for which he committed it—the protection of legalized human slavery—and that rankles me to the sole of my abolitionist boots. I was, literally, catechized at my grandmother’s knee in the righteousness of the Union war (she had caught the enthusiasm herself as a girl in Philadelphia’s George Clymer School, when white-haired veterans of the Union Army would make their annual Decoration Day visit to explain the real meaning of the war and excoriate the Confederate traitors), and it would take no great struggle for me to capture Lee in a squinting and cynical view. Yet no one who met Robert Edward Lee—no matter what the circumstances of the meeting—ever seemed to fail to be impressed by the man. His dignity, his manners, his composure, all seemed to create a peculiar sense of awe in the minds of observers. From his earliest days as a cadet at West Point, through twenty-five years as an officer in the U.S. Army’s Corps of Engineers and six more as a senior cavalry officer, and then as the supreme commander of the armies of the Confederacy, Lee was the model of gentility and propriety. John Brown Gordon, who served under Lee through the Civil War until the end at Appomattox, thought Lee was the pattern of “modest demeanor” and “manly decorum.” Abraham Lincoln remarked that a photograph of Lee showed that Lee’s “is a good face; it is the face of a noble, noble, brave man.” Not even Ulysses Grant could escape the sense of being upstaged by Lee at Appomattox. “He was a man of much dignity, with an impassible face,” Grant wrote in his Memoirs, “dressed in a full uniform which was entirely new” and “wearing a sword of considerable value,” while Grant was self-conscious of “my rough travelling suit, the uniform of a private with the straps of a lieutenant-general” sewn on. “I must have contrasted strangely,” Grant admitted, “with a man so handsomely dressed, six feet high and of faultless form.”[1]

				These impressions appear so consistent, and over so many years, that it has been easy to conclude that dignity, manners, and composure simply were the man, that there was (as Douglas Southall Freeman insisted at the end of his four-volume biography of Lee) “no mystery” at all to Robert E. Lee. Or, as Burton Hendrick wrote (in The Lees of Virginia), that “Lee’s character” was ruled by a “great simplicity,” or that (in the words of an even-more-worshipful biographer, Clifford Dowdey) Lee “could rest totally…in very simple things.” Even those close to Lee (like his staffer Armistead Lindsay Long) were convinced that “his character was perfectly simple; there were in it no folds or sinuosities.”[2]

				However, this picture of straightforward, well-nigh angelic serenity sits uneasily beside moments when cracks and inconsistencies in that fabled serenity appeared. For instance: Lee worried constantly and insistently about money, even though he had married into one of the most prominent families in the District of Columbia—that of George Washington Parke Custis and his wife, Mary Fitzhugh Custis, who owned the palatial estate they called Arlington, perched Palatine-like on the Potomac bluffs overlooking the capital city and staffed with a small army of slaves. In fact, according to the will he filed before going off to fight in the Mexican War, Lee had actually inherited a decent sum from his mother, Ann Carter Lee, and had invested it with enough success to have acquired a portfolio worth $38,750 (almost $1.2 million in 2020).[3] It made no difference. When he left for Texas in 1855 to become lieutenant colonel of the 2nd Cavalry, he still insisted on managing the family’s money affairs, even though the rest of the family was living sixteen hundred miles away at Arlington.

				Other kinds of cracks opened under pressure. Trained as an engineer, and the director of a series of demanding coastal engineering projects (from controlling the silting up of the St. Louis waterfront to the construction of Fort Carroll in Baltimore harbor), Lee was at his happiest with a draftsman’s notebook in hand. But when matters spilled out of the kind of control that T squares and equations can impose, Lee grew impatient, contemptuous, and, on one significant occasion, violent. When his father-in-law died in 1857, Lee was named executor of the Custis estate, which, to his surprise, required him to superintend the emancipation, within five years, of all the Custis slaves at Arlington and two other Custis-owned properties.

				Lee could not hurry to execute this emancipation because the will also mandated that a $10,000 legacy be paid to each of Lee’s four daughters. Because the properties had been for years run haphazardly by old Custis, Lee would need to turn them into engines of efficiency to pay the required legacies. That, he did with an engineer’s sense of precision. But the Custis slaves did not share his interest in making Arlington and the other places profitable; they believed that the Custis will had, in fact, emancipated them at once, and in 1858 three of them—two men and a woman—acted on that belief and fled to Westminster, Maryland, where they were apprehended and returned to Arlington.

				Lee had all three whipped; by one account, he took the whip in his own hands and flayed them himself. Afterward, he was so appalled at his own rage that he could not admit the full extent of what he had done, even to his son Custis. What exacerbated his guilt was the fact that Lee actually owned only one slave family himself, inherited from his mother, and regarded slavery as “a moral and political evil,” which, however, he was content to leave in the hands of God to resolve. He funded the expatriation of slaves from Arlington who agreed to resettle in the American Colonization Society’s West African outpost of Liberia and in 1862 completed the emancipation of the Custis slaves (which he was obligated to do by his father-in-law’s will) and then freed his own (which he was not).

				

				—

				Robert E. Lee’s anxieties, his impatience, and his inconsistencies have, since the publication of Thomas L. Connelly’s melodramatic recasting of Lee’s historical reputation in The Marble Man: Robert E. Lee and His Image in American Society (1977), been seized upon as a triumphant contradiction of the Lee who so impressed his contemporaries, civilian and military.[4] But casting Lee in contradiction—as either saint or sinner, as either simple or pathological—is, in the end, less profitable than seeing his anxieties as a counterpoint to his dignity, his impatience and his temper as the match to his composure.

				To begin to understand the mystery of Robert E. Lee is to begin with three large-scale factors, lodged deep in the man’s personality, all three rooted in the early trauma inflicted by one of the more remarkably dysfunctional families of the early republic. Through the Revolution, the Lees of Virginia had been one of the first of American families, presiding over large properties on the Northern Neck of Virginia. The four Lee siblings who straddled the Revolutionary years—Richard Henry, Francis Lightfoot, Arthur, and William—were described by John Adams as “that band of brothers, intrepid and unchangeable…[who] stood in the gap in defense of their country, from the first glimmering of the Revolution…through all its rising light, to its perfect day.”[5]

				But something in the succeeding generation of Lees snapped, and nowhere was the snap louder than in the case of Henry Lee, Robert’s father. A graduate of Princeton in the same student body as James Madison, Henry Lee served George Washington so effectively as a cavalry leader that he won the nickname Light Horse Harry. And in the glow of the Revolution, Light Horse Harry captured not only the hand of his cousin Matilda (and her family’s estate, Stratford Hall) but the governorship of Virginia. After that, Light Horse Harry disintegrated. His ardent Federalism antagonized Virginia’s Jeffersonians; his harebrained investment schemes bankrupted him.

				After Matilda’s death, he attempted to recoup his fortune by marrying a Virginia Carter, Ann Hill Carter. But he burned through her cash, too, and after he spent a stint in debtors’ prison, the sadder but wiser Ann Carter Lee demanded that her family—which now numbered three sons (including Robert) and two daughters—move to more manageable quarters in Alexandria. But Light Horse Harry could not shake his penchant for disaster. After being beaten within an inch of his life in an Anti-Federalist riot in Baltimore in 1812, he decamped the following year for the safety of the West Indies. Robert never saw his father again. He was six years old.

				Light Horse Harry only returned to America, fatally ill, in 1818, barely making landfall in Georgia before dying and leaving Robert to grow up, in practical terms, fatherless. “There is,” wrote the literary critic Leon Edel, “no hurt among all the human hurts deeper and less understandable than the loss of a parent when one is not yet an adolescent,” and Robert E. Lee offers us a textbook case in the truth of that saying.[6] Until he achieved fame in his own right in 1862, people invariably referred to Robert as the son of the famed Light Horse Harry. But he never did, except in his application letter to West Point, when he needed the glamour of Light Horse Harry’s name to secure an at-large appointment. He did not visit his father’s grave until the winter of 1861–62, even though his first posting out of West Point, at Cockspur Island, was only a few miles away. He was, instead, his mother’s son, becoming the de facto head of household in Alexandria. He would, in other words, fulfill the role his father had abandoned; he would sacrifice himself in order to perfect the imperfections Light Horse Harry had visited on the Lees.

				The pursuit of redemptive perfection lies behind much of the “marble model” that met so many people’s eyes, and it was Lee’s determination to not be Light Horse Harry that fired his impatience and, in later years, his ferocious outbursts of temper at his own and others’ imperfections. That did not mean that Robert would enjoy the shackles and demands of perfection, and it came as a shock to Ann Carter Lee when in 1824 Robert announced his desire to leave her home in Alexandria and attend West Point. She would have been more disturbed still if she could have sensed how much Robert, for all his uncomplaining self-sacrifice, longed to be free and unencumbered of her as much as of his father.

				The problem with the longing for independence is that it does not guarantee security, and security was precisely the most damaging subtraction Light Horse Harry made in Robert’s life. So, as much as Robert Lee longed to be his own man, he was also aware that the independent man could very well be the impoverished, lonely, neglected man, and he did not want that either. One of the major attractions of a career in the U.S. Army was its guarantee of lifetime employment security; for the tiny cadre of officers who commanded the pre–Civil War Army, there was no retirement system, and once in many stayed in, and at paid rank, until their last breath. The Army was not generous, and promotion was agonizingly slow, but it was one of the few professions in the pre–Civil War republic that was secure. When his older brother Charles Carter Lee tried to persuade him to leave the Army and develop the land in Hardy, Patrick, and Shenandoah Counties they had inherited from their father, Robert declined. (And it was just as well that he did, because Carter Lee’s development schemes came to fully as little as their father’s.)

				Matrimony was yet another path to security, and by marrying Mary Anna Randolph Custis, the sole surviving child of George Washington Parke Custis, he won himself a permanent home at Arlington for the next thirty years. The difficulty was that the security represented by the Custis marriage and Arlington did not sit very easily beside Lee’s yearning for independence. His Custis in-laws made no secret of their desire that Robert leave the Army and take up permanent residence at Arlington, where he would become, in effect, the Custises’ majordomo. But Lee had no desire to abandon the Army merely to become a glorified overseer for the Custises. Despite his very real affection for his mother-in-law, Mary Fitzhugh Custis, Lee regarded his father-in-law as a well-intentioned incompetent whose mismanagement of Arlington and two other Custis properties on the Pamunkey River was almost legendary. It is a measure of how ambivalent a symbol Arlington was for Lee that seven months into the Civil War, when Arlington had been lost to Union occupation, Lee dismissed the estate’s loss and turned his attention to the possibility of acquiring another property—nothing less than his onetime boyhood home, Stratford Hall. He might have found security in attaching himself to the Custises, but he yearned for the independence of being a Lee, and nothing symbolized that more than Stratford. And perhaps it was no coincidence that two months later Robert E. Lee finally paid his father’s grave on Cumberland Island a long-delayed visit.

				

				—

				Robert E. Lee was not a profound thinker: his compulsive letter writing betrays little evidence of reading beyond the demands of his profession. But he was a clear thinker, and much of that thinking oscillated within the poles he had set up for himself of perfection, independence, and security. That was particularly true as the Confederacy’s most successful and influential soldier. Although Lee spent almost all of his prewar career in the U.S. Army constructing fortifications, dredging harbors, and managing civilian laborers, and only commanded troops under fire for the first time when he took charge of the company of Marines that captured John Brown in 1859, Lee saw more clearly than any other Confederate leader that the South could not survive a long-drawn bout with the North. Southern armies must move across the Potomac and there persuade Northerners, either by battle or by simple occupation, to agree to peace and Southern independence. He would attempt this twice, in 1862 and 1863, and was ready for a third attempt in 1864 when Grant’s Overland Campaign struck that option away.

				This strategy, which some admirers characterized as “audacity,” was for Lee merely logic. Lee’s modern critics have railed against what they decry as his obsession with Virginia at the expense of the rest of the Confederacy. But Lee understood that in the pursuit of both independence and security the Confederacy could lose Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, even Georgia, and still win; losing Virginia meant losing almost all the resources that kept the Confederacy going. And he dreaded nothing more than being forced into a siege of Richmond, because Richmond was itself the key to Virginia. With Richmond would go Virginia and then the Confederacy—which, in 1865, is exactly what happened. Lee had foreseen it all and understood the war’s denouement as a failure to meet the standard of perfect commitment that independence and security required.[7]

				Yet this was not the final chapter for Robert E. Lee. In the summer of 1865, he was made the unlikely offer of the presidency of Washington College, in faraway Lexington, Virginia. Almost as unlikely, he accepted, and in the final five years of his life he managed to achieve the resolution of the impulses to perfection, independence, and security he had spent a lifetime seeking. The trustees of the college were congratulated on acquiring a figurehead, but Lee made them the figureheads and turned the nearly bankrupt college into a major Southern institution, nearly outstripping even the University of Virginia. And in this college, he would finally find the independence to run matters as he saw fit, the security he sought for himself and his family, and perfection in what he could demand of his students.

				Perhaps, in retrospect, we can say that Robert Lee should have shrugged off the shadow of Light Horse Harry; perhaps he should have left the Army and built a real estate empire in western Virginia; perhaps he should have become the handsome but aloof family overseer of Arlington and let the Civil War and the taint of treason wash past him. But he did not, and the forces that had made him what he was in the past governed the extraordinary skill with which he managed Confederate military affairs. They did not, however, make him a happy man. That only came at the end, in Lexington. But it was, for him, a perfect end.
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			The Garden Spot of Virginia

			Leave the sprawl of the national metropolis behind and drive south into Virginia on the crowded superhighway that leads to Fredericksburg. Turn east, though, at Fredericksburg and follow the old King’s Highway, where the land stretches to the tree lines on either side, fragrant with hay and wheat and corn. There are few houses at the roadside, only occasional farm stands hawking fresh produce, and small horse farms with white fences reaching up to the road’s edge. Old names appear on gray historical wayside markers—Lamb’s Creek, King’s Charter—and the ground has the feel of a flatness that should roll away forever to the left or right.

			This, of course, is a deception. As it moves east, the highway is actually bisecting a long, narrow peninsula, the Northern Neck of Virginia, a formidable, tall plateau with cliffs that fall down sharply either to the swan-shaped estuary of the Potomac River on the left or to the Rappahannock River on the right. In the War of 1812, British warships boldly stalked along the Potomac shore of the Northern Neck, landing parties of marines and sailors to burn farms and plantations; fifty years later, the Rappahannock shore was the line that for two years separated Union occupation from tenacious Confederate defense. After twenty miles, the four-lane passes out of King George County and enters Westmoreland County, and narrows to a two-lane road where spindly pine trees with enormous high crowns crowd down to the verge. The horse farms become more numerous, but the houses more weather-beaten and isolated. Fifteen miles farther, a marker points toward the Potomac and the birthplace of George Washington, and finally, five miles more, the trees suddenly fall back on either side, and a sharp turn at a pristine white clapboard Anglican church brings you, after a mile, to a gatehouse set amid “cedars, oaks and forest poplars.”

			Slip past the gatehouse, under the dark, thick shade of hickory, tulip, and holly trees, and suddenly, emerging in the opening distance, is Stratford Hall, what Myron Magnet was moved to call “a fanfare in brick,” a proclamation of the superiority of design and intelligence over a building material not always noted for spectacular architectural statement. Wood had long been the principal building resource for the Neck. Brick moved Stratford far in advance of its peers. And such brick: hot-fired Flemish bond to give it sheen, laid in checkerboard style on the basement story, light-colored headers and stretchers alternating with the darker bricks. “There is, we presume, no structure like it in our country,” gushed a national newspaper in 1848. Three centuries ago, this was built to be the home of Thomas Lee, and it was in a very real sense Lee’s bid to be considered the greatest of the Lees of Virginia, and the Lees the greatest family of the Neck’s Potomac shoreline.

			
				From thy south shore, great stream of swans,

				Came the great Lees and Washingtons.[1]

			

			But Stratford, like the Neck itself, is full of appearances that hard realities often belie. It was not Thomas Lee’s fortune that built Stratford so much as that of his wife, Hannah Ludwell. And the ninety-foot-long house is actually only a one-story affair, built over a spacious basement, its enormous row of sixteen-over-sixteen windows all around the house creating an illusion of grandeur and height, resembling in layout a very squat and exaggerated capital H. But the central hall is a magnificent showpiece, twenty-nine feet square with a seventeen-foot tray ceiling. Eight enormous chimneys, vaulting upward in two quadrangles like towers, shoulder the task of proclaiming the glory of the Lees, while fine brick “dependencies” stand watch at each corner, flanked by two formal gardens and a six-bay stable.[2]
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			Thomas Lee died in 1750, only ten years after the house’s completion. It would remain in the hands of succeeding Lees for three brief, and increasingly incapable, generations, until 1822. What would make Stratford worth remembering, and in time worth preserving with the most startlingly meticulous care as an American shrine, was that on January 19, 1807, it became the birthplace of the one member of the family every Virginian would recognize more readily than any Virginia leader after Washington, an individual revered so steadfastly across the Old South that one artist, Clyde Broadway, could portray him as the third person in every Southerner’s historical version of a holy trinity—Robert Edward Lee.[3]

			

			—

			There is no way to pinpoint the arrival of the original Lee in Virginia apart from placing it generally in 1640. Richard Lee was probably the younger son of a family of Shropshire gentry who, with no fortune before him in England, turned his hand to finding one in the New World. This was not the most fortuitous moment for a gentleman’s son to swagger off to Virginia. The Virginia colony had been founded as a monopoly corporation, only to founder on the shoals of bad planning, decimating diseases, an Indian massacre, and an overall mortality rate approaching 65 percent of all its immigrants. King James I then assumed direct royal control of the colony and proceeded to appoint governors whom the Virginia settlers preferred to resist and occasionally overthrow.[4]

			Richard Lee “was a man of good stature, comely visage, and enterprising genius, a sound head, vigorous spirit and generous nature,” and he would need all of those assets to survive in Virginia. “Ignorance, ingenuity, & covetousness” were the governing rules of Virginia life, and it seemed “the intencions of the people in Virginia” amounted to nothing beyond getting “a little wealth…and to return to Englande.” Not until the arrival of Sir William Berkeley in 1642 did a governor with a sufficiently hard hand force the fifteen thousand or so colonists into line. That lasted only until 1652, when civil war in England toppled King James’s successor, Charles I, and brought a well-armed fleet up the James River to send Berkeley into retirement. Not for long, though. The restoration of the monarchy in England in 1660 brought Berkeley back to his governorship and Virginia back to the service of the new king, Charles II, its “most potent mighty & undoubted king.”[5]

			Through it all, Berkeley had no more loyal follower than Richard Lee, nor one more faithfully rewarded. By 1649, he had become Berkeley’s secretary of state and in 1651 joined the governor’s council. Political position gave him an advantage in acquiring wealth, which in Virginia meant land. So, even while the civil war in England was turning politics on both sides of the English Atlantic topsy-turvy, Lee shrewdly settled on the western tip of the Northern Neck, where he patented an estate on Dividing Creek and built the house that became known as Cobbs Hall. By the time he died in 1664, he had acquired sixteen thousand Virginia acres, more than half of them on the Northern Neck.[6]

			There was, unhappily for Richard Lee, no opportunity in the midst of the English Civil War to confirm any of these dealings in England. In the years when Charles II had been forced to eke out a penurious life in French-supported exile, his only hope of fanning the embers of loyalty in his band of followers was the lavish pledges he made in the form of proprietary land grants in America. There was, however, no one at the right hand of the youthful exile to correct him when he awarded the entirety of the Northern Neck to seven of his most devoted followers.[7]

			When, to the general surprise of Europe, Charles II was actually invited by a disheartened Parliament to reclaim his throne, the king’s proprietors found that entrepreneurs like Richard Lee had already claimed title to much of the Neck and were understandably resistant to conceding it. Nor could Lee in particular be dispossessed on the easy ground that he had been untrue to the monarchy. A series of unpleasant negotiations ensued between 1669 and 1680 that finally confirmed the Northern Neck as a proprietorship in the hands of Lord Thomas Culpeper, but with maddeningly generous exceptions for those who already claimed property there. When Culpeper died in 1689, the proprietorship passed into the hands of Culpeper’s relative by marriage Lord Thomas Fairfax, whereupon the haggling over who owned what on the Neck resumed, to the point where Fairfax heartily wished “we had neaver medeled with them.”[8]

			The Lee family’s solution to this threat was to go to work for the Fairfax family. The first instinct of Richard Lee’s heirs had been to fight for his original titles. But Richard’s grandson Thomas Lee thought better of this. In 1713, when the Fairfax family grew dissatisfied with the revenues being passed to them through the hands of their existing agent, Robert “King” Carter, they turned to Thomas Lee, who served them, to the mutual satisfaction of both Lees and Fairfaxes, until 1747.[9]

			As his reward, Thomas Lee built a comfortable gentleman’s country seat (and land office) on Machodoc Creek, which he named Mount Pleasant. When it burned down in January 1728, Lee replaced it with a still grander project on 1,400 acres along the Potomac that he named Stratford, purportedly in honor of an earlier Lee family estate in old Shropshire. He had expanded Stratford to 4,800 acres by 1750, and at its zenith it would embrace 6,600 acres, with a wharf for receiving and hauling cargoes, a warehouse, and a gristmill. Imposing family portraits would begin to line the paneled walls of Stratford’s central hall, bands of musicians would trumpet the beginning of balls from the quadruple chimneys, and Stratford’s master would preside “in great state.”[10]

			There was, in fact, a good deal for the Lees to trumpet. Richard the Emigrant’s second son—also named Richard, but known as “the Scholar” for his bookish inclinations—married into the Corbin family, and the Corbins had a large role in steering the Fairfax agency into Thomas Lee’s hands. Thomas himself did well in the marriage mart, marrying Hannah Ludwell in 1722 (whose grandfather Philip had also been a loyal supporter of Governor Berkeley and even married Berkeley’s widow). So did his brother Henry, who developed a parallel establishment to Thomas’s Stratford property farther up the Neck at Freestone Point, which he named Leesylvania (and where he made the acquaintance of the young George Washington, the manager of his brother Augustine’s estate at Mount Vernon). But the apex of the Lee dynasty lay in the formidable array of sons born to Thomas and Hannah at Stratford—Philip Ludwell Lee (who inherited Stratford), Thomas Ludwell Lee, Richard Henry Lee (who was allowed to carve out a plantation of his own, Chantilly, from the Stratford property), Francis Lightfoot Lee (who parlayed his family connections into Virginia politics and married into one of the Neck’s other great families, the Tayloes of Mount Airy, on the Rappahannock side), and Arthur Lee and William Lee, who were both packed off to England for an education and life in finance and law.[11]

			These advantages were fully matched by the Lees’ energies. Richard Henry Lee and Francis Lightfoot Lee both served in the Continental Congress at the outbreak of the American Revolution and are the only brothers to appear as signers of the Declaration of Independence. Arthur Lee would turn into an outstanding diplomat in Spain and France (Samuel Johnson would regard him suspiciously in London for being “not only a patriot but an American”), and William Lee would represent American interests in the German states and Austria. Above all, it was Richard Henry Lee, “a tall, spare man” (as John Adams described him) who hid the left hand he had maimed in a shooting accident in a black silk glove, who would offer the climactic resolution in the Continental Congress in 1776: “That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Lee’s resolution, in turn, would become the core around which Thomas Jefferson would write the Declaration of Independence.[12]

			

			—

			The Northern Neck sparkled under the smile of the Lees, and not the Lees only. The Princeton College graduate Philip Vickers Fithian described it as a “most delightful Country; in a civil, polite neighbourhood.” If Virginia was considered “the garden of America,” the Northern Neck was “the garden spot of Virginia…possessing a very fertile soil, easily renovated by the marl which everywhere underlies it.” The Neck was home to nearly 6,900 taxpayers by the 1780s. The majority were landless tenants, while the average landholdings of all but 1 percent of the rest amounted to little more than 300 acres. But the Lees, at Stratford, at Leesylvania, and at Dividing Creek, were securely in the top bracket of the Neck’s wealth. They shared that pinnacle with several other Virginia dynasties on the Neck—the Tayloes at Mount Airy and Landon Carter at Sabine Hall, both of whose properties faced the Rappahannock, and Robert Carter’s Nomini Hall, and the Turbervilles at Hickory Hill, the nearer neighbors of Stratford and of Richard Henry Lee’s Chantilly.[13]

			Much of the Lee wealth on the Neck was tied up in slaves, because none of the Lees had ever actually delved for their own bread on the land they engrossed with such unrelenting energy. The Lees, Tayloes, and Carters never owned fewer than 50 slaves each across the decades of the eighteenth century, while Robert Carter owned 345 slaves, John Tayloe 173, and George Turberville 68. Thomas Lee had, at varying times, owned between 60 and 100 slaves at Stratford, and as late as 1782, 83 slaves worked for Thomas Lee’s successors there.[14]

			But these grandees were not necessarily prospering on their land. Although Virginians had made early fortunes in the seventeenth century through tobacco, the demand for the “Indian weed” declined throughout the eighteenth century, as had the nutrients in the soil of the Neck that supported it. Few people in England, complained Richard Henry Lee in the 1760s, understood “how much labour is required on a Virginean estate & how poor the produce.” Increasingly, the great plantations turned to growing wheat, fodder, and pork for export to the West Indies, where they could be fed to the slave and animal populations of the sugar islands whose vastly wealthier owners declined to waste arable sugar lands on growing food. Even more annoying, the West Indies trade was managed not by the planters themselves but by Scots and the factors whom they posted to the Neck, as ships from Glasgow, London, Bristol, and Whitehaven called at plantation landings along the Potomac and Rappahannock and bore off the Neck’s produce to feed other mouths. As they did, the white population of the Neck began to uproot, first for the Piedmont and the Shenandoah Valley, then still later for Kentucky and Tennessee.[15]

			However humbling the realization that they were becoming little more than a cog in the imperial sugar system, the nabobs of the Neck insisted nonetheless in living in the grand style of English gentry. They built grandiloquent houses, of which Stratford was only one example. (John Tayloe’s Mount Airy, which was built at approximately the same time as Stratford, featured marble floors, mahogany paneling, and a French cut-glass chandelier.) At Stratford, opposing sets of wide doors off the central hall looked out either to the large oval driveway that bore visitors to its outdoor stairs or toward the Potomac, where the green haze of Maryland could be glimpsed in the distance. And they did not mind lording it over tradesmen, merchants, and lesser farmers. Philip Ludwell Lee “stalked” into George Fisher’s English Coffee House in Williamsburg with “an arrogant, hauty carriage” and made it clear to Fisher not only that he regarded himself as “a Person of no mean Rank or Dignity” but that he expected Fisher to “resign the lease I had taken” of the coffeehouse “to him…and that if I did not, I should surely repent it.”[16]

			They raised their sons to prize honor, style, manners, pride, and reputation, seasoning their drinking, wenching, gambling, swearing, and horse racing with an elegant hauteur. Debt was a way of life, but it was cast in the glow of arrogance and entitlement rather than humility. “I can hardly remember a time when I did not owe sums larger than my credit might seem to be worth,” admitted the Anglican parson Jonathan Boucher, who briefly served a parish on the Neck. “All I have to offer in vindication of it is, that…determined always to raise myself in the world, I had not patience to wait for the slow savings of a humble station; and I fancied I could get into a higher, only by being taken notice of by people of condition; which was not to be done without my making a certain appearance.” And they continued to import slaves—more than 6,000 between 1727 and 1769—so that John Tayloe III’s slave force at Mount Airy increased to 370 by 1792. And no wonder, because slave owning fed their sense of superiority. “Such amazing property…blows up the owners to an imagination…that they are exalted as much above other Men in worth & precedency.”[17]

			But the Northern Neck’s landed elite were spitting into a rising wind. In the 1760s, the deluge of Protestant religious revival known as the Great Awakening, which had engulfed large parts of Europe, England, and New England, now spread its thunderous clouds over Virginia and the Neck, and with subversive force. From its founding, Virginia had countenanced only the legally established Church of England, and the church’s liturgical formality discouraged “the unreasonable exercise…of indiscreet Acts of publick Devotion” and “the inventing and using new religious Ceremonies, other than are prescribed or in use in the Place where we live” as “one sign of Hypocrisy.” But by the 1760s, evangelical Protestantism, especially in the form of Baptist exhorters and missionaries, was invading the Neck, establishing in 1778 the Neck’s first Baptist congregation at Morattico Hall in Richmond County. Just how dire a challenge the Awakening could be to the squirearchy of the Neck could be heard in the denunciations by the Awakeners of the Anglican establishment as “arbitrary and tyrannical” and in the behavior of new converts who, “prostrate on the floor,” passed through the fires of grace with a topsy-turvy inversion of the great planters’ behavior in “screams, cries, groans, songs, shouts, and hozannas, notes of grief and notes of joy.” They now had a manner of their own, and a divine authority to throw back at the flustered parsons.

			Nor would it stop there, because a convert willing to dismiss the local Anglican parson as a spiritual impostor might not hesitate at denouncing the squire, or the governor, as a political despot, to be resisted with the same zeal. If “the Anabaptists” could suppress “pleasure in the Country” in the name of “ardent Pray’r; strong and constant faith, & an entire Banishment of Gaming, Dancing, & Sabbath-Day Diversions,” then the entire social system of the Neck was in danger. That included slavery, especially after Robert Carter of Nomini Hall announced his conversion, testifying “that Jesus Christ is the Son of god; that through him mankind can be saved only,” and proceeded in 1791 to begin emancipating his slaves as an act of religious devotion.[18]

			And then, on the heels of Awakening, came revolt. As much as the phalanx of Thomas Lee’s sons provided invaluable leadership to the American Revolution at home and abroad, the Revolution also brought disruption to the Neck, and not just from British marauders prowling along the wide Potomac estuary. “I could have wished that ambition had not so visibly seized so much ignorance all over the Colony as it seems to have done,” complained Landon Carter of Sabine Hall to George Washington in 1776. Virginians like Washington and the Lees might talk with glittering eyes of independence from Britain. But the only independence Carter was hearing was “a form of Government that, by being independent of the rich men, every man would then be able to do as he pleased.” In the old days, “such rascals would have been turned out; but now it is not to be supposed that a dog will eat a dog.”[19]

			Not even the Lees could expect the old deference, no matter how important their contributions to the Revolutionary cause. “Look around you,” Richard Henry Lee raged. “The inundation of money appears to have overflowed virtue, and I fear will bury the liberty of America in the same grave….Do you anywhere see wisdom and integrity and industry prevail either in council or execution?”[20] The answer he expected was no; the answer given by yet another Revolutionary Lee was—at least for a while—the exact opposite.

			

			—

			“I have the melancholy news to inform you,” wrote Henry Lee of Leesylvania to his cousin William Lee, one of the sons of Thomas Lee, “of yr Brother Col. Phil’s death, who died at Stratford of a nervous Pleurisy on the 21st of last month and had left Mrs. Lee his widow Very Big with Child.”[21]

			This was indeed bad news for William Lee, though not necessarily for his cousin Henry. The late Philip Ludwell Lee was the oldest son of the redoubtable Thomas and became master of Stratford upon his father’s death in 1750, where it “became a very grand place.” His death at age forty-eight in 1775 had taken him enough by surprise that he left no will, leaving Stratford to be haphazardly managed by his widow and his two surviving daughters, Flora and Matilda.[22]

			That became the cue for Henry Lee III to sweep into Matilda’s life. Henry Lee was the great-great-grandson of Richard the Emigrant, and his grandfather Henry I was the younger brother of Stratford’s Thomas Lee and the owner of Leesylvania, a 3,500-acre estate perched on the Potomac shore far upriver above Stratford. Even so, the Lees of Leesylvania did not have the wherewithal of their Stratford cousins, and so when Henry Lee III was born in 1756, there was no likelihood of sending him to England for an education. Henry III would have to be content with a more domestic education—Princeton College, in New Jersey—rather than Oxford.

			A provincial education dampened nothing in Henry’s appetite for learning, which he manifested with surprising glee. “Your cousin Henry Lee is in College and will be one of the first fellows of this country,” reported William Shippen of Philadelphia, a cousin by marriage, to Richard Henry Lee. “He is more than strict in his morality; he has a fine genius and is too diligent.” A career in law would probably have beckoned to Henry had not the Revolution erupted after his graduation in 1773. He was at once caught up in the enthusiasm of the struggle, abandoning the study of law for a “commencement in the study of Mars,” and quickly vaulted into the saddle as a captain of dragoons.[23]

			He also quickly displayed a thirst for daredevil risk taking, being “intrusted with the command of outposts, the superintendence of scouts, and that kind of service which required the possession of coolness, address and enterprise.” He caught George Washington’s eye after being surprised, along with ten troopers, “by two hundred British light horse” at one of the outlying posts protecting the American encampment at Valley Forge in January 1778. Lee “assured the dragoons under his command” that if they stood with him and refused to surrender, “he should consider their future establishment in life as his peculiar care,” and animated by that promise, they successfully fought off the British ambush. Washington urged him to join the band of promising young officers—Alexander Hamilton, Henry Laurens, the Marquis de Lafayette—whom Washington was gathering around him as aides. Lee declined. Despite the “high sense of gratitude I feel for your Excellency’s approbation of my conduct,” Lee thirsted for action. “I am wedded to my sword,” and he frankly avowed that “my object in the present war, is military reputation.” Far from taking offense at this cheekiness, Washington replied that this only strengthened “my good opinion of you.” Instead, he allowed Lee to organize an “independent partisan corps” of cavalry and then an all-arms “legion” of infantry, cavalry, and artillery to strike at isolated British cantonments and forts. When Lee boldly raided the British fort at Paulus Hook in August 1779, he was rewarded by the Continental Congress with a gold medal and promotion to lieutenant colonel. He had become “Light Horse Harry.”[24]

			Lack of self-confidence was never Harry Lee’s flaw. “I feel an assurance of brilliant success,” he wrote, “and no human exertion will be wanting” under his command. But he also displayed signs of darker, more erratic impulses. The Paulus Hook adventure was bitterly criticized by other officers as a useless display of bravado. “Major Lee has performed a most gallant affair,” wrote a sympathetic general, Nathanael Greene, “but can you believe it, he has been persecuted with a bitterness by his Countrymen, that is almost disgraceful to mention.” When his troopers captured a deserter, a corporal, in July 1779, an infuriated Lee had the corporal’s head cut off and set up in camp to frighten other waverers. This time, even Washington rebuked Lee, for fear of “a bad effect both in the army and in the country.” Others resented Lee for preening as a superpatriot and dismissing other officers as half hearts who tolerated “an enemical disposition or even luke warmness, to the independence of America.” Finally, in 1780, Washington sent Lee south to the Carolinas, as much to get him out of the way of other officers who were “already extremely jealous of the superior advantages and privileges” Lee enjoyed as Washington’s pet as to assist Nathanael Greene in retrieving the disastrous situation that prevailed there in the wake of the American defeat at Camden.[25]

			Lee served Greene brilliantly in the Carolinas campaign and endeared himself as much to Greene as he had to Washington. Much of the fighting there was really a war of detachments, and Lee excelled in it. Light Horse Harry became “the eye” of the southern army, and Greene extolled him as the officer to whom “I am more indebted…than to any other for the advantages gained over the enemy in the operations of the last campaign.” At the critical battle at Guilford Court House, one North Carolina militiaman remembered seeing “Lee of the horse, just as the general engagement was coming on,” riding “along the lines of the American Infantry…in a great rage for battle.” Yet, even here, Lee showed no signs of curbing his impulsiveness or his gift for antagonizing his peers. He “seldom failed to disgust the state and militia officers, whenever he was called upon to serve with them.” When, in conjunction with Francis Marion’s South Carolina partisans, Lee’s Legion captured Fort Motte on the Congaree River, Marion had to restrain Light Horse Harry from hanging captured Tory militiamen who had been accused of atrocities. Lee shot back with the customary Lee hauteur, blaming the Georgia and South Carolina militia for setting the moral bar so low. “They exceed the Goths & Vandals in the schemes of plunder & iniquity,” Lee countered in June 1781, and all “under the pretense of supporting the virtuous cause of America.”[26]

			The surrender of the British army at Yorktown in October 1781 did not bring all of the Revolution’s fighting to an end, but it did mean the end of the warfare Lee loved the best—“where the mind was always on the stretch”—and in February 1782 he resigned his commission. Nathanael Greene pleaded with him to stay. You are “one of the first Officers in the world,” Greene argued. “No man in the progress of the Campaign had equal merit with you.” But Light Horse Harry’s resentment over the “ill-natured insinuations” of his fellow officers rankled far beyond any repair even Greene could provide. Besides, he had other conquests in view. Sometime in the spring of 1782, Harry Lee, “attended by his military servant,” rode through “the grove of maples” that shielded Stratford from the roadside view and was “welcomed with joy” by his nineteen-year-old cousin, Matilda Lee, the “Queen of Stratford.” She married him in April. As Greene had said of Lee, “For rapid marches, you exceed Lord Cornwallis and everybody else.”[27]

			

			—

			No one had ever doubted that Harry Lee could be as charming as he was headstrong, and he now proceeded to turn his charms to political advantage. Two of the Stratford Lees sat in the national Congress formed by the Articles of Confederation in the mid-1780s, and Harry Lee followed them in November 1785, taking on a full calendar of responsibilities. Like the Revolutionary militia, Light Horse Harry found the confederation’s state governments undisciplined and self-seeking, and the Confederation Congress a weak pleader for useful action. He helped author a report that criticized the lackadaisical attitude of the states in failing to dispatch enough delegates to Congress to ensure a quorum; he pressed for the organization of the Northwest Territory (including its prohibition of slavery), and he urged independent spending for “all such Stores, equipments, and supplies as may be requisite for the military service.” Finally, in August 1786, Lee was part of the Grand Committee that recommended “such Amendments to the Confederation, and such Resolutions as may be necessary to recommend to the several states for the purpose of obtaining from them such powers as will render the federal government adequate to the ends for which it was instituted.” A year later, the fruit of his efforts would blossom in the new federal Constitution written by a national convention in Philadelphia.[28]

			Harry Lee’s political service was not entirely an exercise of unsullied patriotism. Lee was eager to create a fortune for himself, and there seemed to be no shorter path to that fortune than speculation in land. Investments in “such hazardous & perishable Articles as Negroes, Stock, & Chattels” can “be swept off by innumerable distempers, & subject to many accidents and & misfortunes,” warned George Washington. But, added Lee’s old commander, “an enterprising Man with very little Money” could invest “at very low rates” in “the rich back Lands…in the New Settlements upon [the] Monongahela” and then sell them “in the course of 20 yrs” for stratospheric profits. The problem was obtaining even that “very little Money,” because foreign bankers and investors balked at lending money to Americans whose affairs were disordered by states that laid tariffs on one another’s goods and judges who cheerfully dissolved lenders’ obligations in favor of local debtors.[29]

			The new federal Constitution would, Lee was confident, override the impediments put in speculation’s path by state restrictions and state judges. So, when the Constitution was sent to the states for ratification, Lee won a seat in Virginia’s state ratification convention, and there led as daring a charge in debate as he ever had on horseback against the new Constitution’s principal critics—Patrick Henry, George Mason, and his own gout-stricken kinsman and neighbor, Richard Henry Lee. For nine days, the debate roared onward, until finally, by an 89-to-79 vote, the Virginia convention delivered what turned out to be the new Constitution’s key ratification vote. And as his reward, Light Horse Harry was elected to the Virginia legislature and, in 1791, as the state’s governor.[30]

			That would prove, unhappily, to be the summit of Lee’s political career, apart from one resultless term in the federal Congress in 1799 to 1801. The Anti-Federalist critics of the Constitution remained a powerful and unreconciled force in Virginia politics, and they soon coalesced around Thomas Jefferson, whom Lee had already antagonized by criticisms of Jefferson’s record as Virginia’s wartime governor. Lee made still more enemies in 1794, when he sprang to the summons of his old commander (and now president) George Washington to bring the Virginia militia northward to suppress the Whiskey Rebellion in western Pennsylvania. The Pennsylvania rebels had substantial sympathy in western Virginia for the resistance they showed to the imposition of a federal excise tax on whiskey, and Lee did himself no favors by loudly proclaiming his suspicion that Anti-Federalist Virginians were “banditti,” planning a general uprising against national authority. He earned a major general’s commission for his labors, and the Whiskey Rebellion collapsed. But in Virginia, his victory made Lee “an object of the most virulent enmity of a certain political junto,” and in December 1794 the Virginia legislature disapprovingly elected Robert Brooke, a Jeffersonian, to the governorship.[31]

			Lee met with severer disappointments in his dreams of landed wealth. He fully expected to inherit 10,000 acres from an elderly and childless Lee uncle, Richard the Squire, but the uncle remarried in 1786 at age sixty and uncooperatively fathered five children. Lee’s father, Henry II, left him the largest part of the Leesylvania property. But the house at Leesylvania went to Henry II’s widow and thereafter to the second oldest of his sons, Charles Lee, and in a significant reservation of judgment about his eldest son’s financial wisdom Henry II named Light Horse Harry’s four younger brothers as executors. Nor did Light Horse Harry do much better at Stratford. In 1782, the trustees of Colonel Phil’s estate finally arrived at a plan for equitably dividing the Stratford property by granting 1,800 acres to his widow, Elizabeth Steptoe Lee, and reserving the remaining two-thirds of Stratford for her two daughters, Matilda and Flora. Elizabeth obligingly removed herself and Flora from the scene by marrying Philip Fendall in 1780 and moving to Alexandria, which ought to have left Light Horse Harry free to become the master of the remainder of Stratford simply as Matilda’s husband. But the Revolution had wrought major changes in Virginia’s inheritance laws, and Matilda retained title to both the original parcel bought by Thomas Lee on the Potomac cliffs and the brick mansion he had built there.[32]

			That did nothing to dissuade Light Horse Harry from using whatever persuasions he could muster to induce Matilda to sign away piece after piece of Stratford as collateral for western land speculation. Like George Washington, Lee was convinced that the Potomac River was certain to become the great commercial superhighway of the continent, aided by a system of canals that would channel the Potomac’s waters deep into the Virginia interior and eventually allow them to be linked with the Ohio River and the broad stretches of the west beyond the Appalachians. Like Washington again, Lee became an investor in the Potowmack Navigation Company, and bought more than 200,000 acres in his own name along the Potomac route where he hoped to build the town of “Matildaville” and sell off town lots at fabulous profits. “Men who can afford to lay a little while out of their money,” Washington wrote to another protégé, the Marquis de Lafayette, “are laying the foundation of the greatest returns of any speculation I know of in the world.” Lee could not have agreed more enthusiastically. It was proof that “difficultys vanish as they are approached.”[33]

			But they did not vanish. Through the money he lavished on his own land purchases, then lent to others to invest themselves, Light Horse Harry Lee probably laid claim to more than a million acres, some in North Carolina, some in Georgia, but most in western Virginia. With John Marshall (the future chief justice) and his brothers, Harry invested in a 150,000-acre domain in northwest Virginia; with Benjamin Lincoln, the Revolutionary general, he bought into an enormous 250,000-acre development in the Ohio River valley. From them all, it is not likely that he ever realized one cent of return, much less retrieved any of the capital he threw away on them. Matildaville was never built; the canals to the Ohio were never completed; and his creditors had begun to wonder whether Harry Lee’s zeal had come unhooked from reason, or at least “propriety” and “honor.” As early as 1785, he was coming up short of cash and begging the indulgence of Richard Henry Lee on “matters of money.” By 1792, even Washington had grown alarmed at Lee’s recklessness. No one, said Lee’s former commander, had “a better head and more resource.” The trouble was that Lee also had “no economy.”[34]

			Matilda Lee saw what was coming earlier than most. She gave birth to five children, beginning with a short-lived son, Nathanael Greene Lee, in 1783, another short-lived son, Philip Ludwell in 1784, a daughter, Lucy, in 1786, and a third son, Henry IV, in 1787. Over those years, she reluctantly consented to selling portions of the Stratford property to fund her husband’s investment schemes, but in 1790, pregnant with her fifth child and seriously ill, Matilda drew the line and signed a trust, with two Lee cousins as executors, that passed what was left of Stratford into her two surviving children’s hands once they came of age—and beyond her husband’s control. Matilda gave birth, and then died on August 16, 1790, followed by the child, amid Harry’s wild lamentations. “The ways of Providence are as inscrutable as just,” Washington wrote to him on August 27, and so “it becomes the children of it to submit with resignation & fortitude to its decrees as far as the feelings of humanity will allow and your good sense will.”[35]

			Lee toyed for some time with abandoning both Stratford and Virginia and accepting a commission in the new French revolutionary armies. “Bred to arms,” he explained to Washington, “I have always since my domestic calamity wished for a return to my profession.” Washington talked him out of it, thereby paving the way for Lee to exchange “the rugged and dangerous field of Mars for the soft and pleasurable bed of Venus” by remarrying, this time to Ann Hill Carter, the great-great-granddaughter of Robert “King” Carter and the oldest child of the second marriage of Charles Carter, the master of Shirley Plantation, on the James River.[36]

			This was an odd alliance, dynastically speaking, because the Carters had been rivals of the Lees, both for the favors of the Fairfax family on the Northern Neck and over the ratification of the Constitution. Ann Carter was also seventeen years Henry Lee’s junior and her father’s carefully sheltered favorite. But in 1791, Lee was enjoying his high roll as governor of Virginia, and on June 18, 1793, Lee and Ann Carter were married in the drawing room at Shirley. This was not without serious reservations on the part of Charles Carter, whose will in 1804 prudently bestowed on the couple not Carter lands or money but a trust fund that was to remain securely in Ann’s name, “free from the claim, demand, hindrance or molestation of her husband, Genl. Henry Lee or his creditors.”[37]

			Ann soon learned how well-founded her father’s reservations about Harry Lee were. “In the short space of a fortnight,” recalled her cousin Maria Farley, “she awoke to a life of misery,” as every loose Carter penny she could beg from her family “was soon thrown away upon his debts contracted previous to marriage.” By 1797, Light Horse Harry’s fiscal house of cards was beginning to collapse inward, starting with the bankruptcy of the Philadelphia financier Robert Morris, his partner in the North American Land Company. He began selling “a great deal of property at half price to make up the heavy losses to which the failures of R. Morris…& others exposed me” while issuing promissory notes to satisfy other creditors. He persisted in the belief that “property like mine must be in great demand.” It wasn’t, and what’s worse, much of what he had bought in the exuberant hurry of the 1780s turned out to have multiple claims of ownership. By 1805, Lee’s creditors would take only cash, because “all titles of land held under Genl. Lee may be supposed as precarious.”[38]

			As his credit disappeared, so did his protectors. Nathanael Greene died in 1786 on his plantation on the Georgia coast, depriving Lee of one of his firmest friends from the Revolution. Nor could Washington, in these later days, always be counted upon. When the post of secretary of war fell vacant in 1795, there was some discussion inside Washington’s cabinet about Lee as the next secretary. But despite Lee’s “ample military talents,” the damning conclusion was that “this appointment would doubtless be extremely unpopular; it would be disapproved by the enemies of the government, without acquiring the confidence of
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