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John Cole:

Well, good afternoon, and thank you for joining us.  I’m John Cole.  I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress.  It’s the part of the Library that promotes books and reading, not only through programs such as the one we’re about to enjoy, but also through a network of state centers for the book in all 50 states, and through reading promotion partners, which are nonprofit organizations that share our interest in stimulating public interest in books and reading and literacy and in libraries.  Today’s program is cosponsored with the Manuscript Division, where our speaker did a lot of her research, which we will hear a little bit about.  But mostly, of course, we’re here to learn about the book and about the discoveries which she has made.  

A couple of preliminary announcements -- really, we will hear from our speaker for about 40 or 45 minutes, and then we’ll have a chance for questions and answers, and the program is followed by a book signing.  I hope you saw the books as you came in.  We hope that there will be questions and answers, but I must say that we are filming this program for later enjoyment on the Library’s Web site and on the Center for the Book’s Web site, and if you elect to ask questions of Elizabeth, we take that as your permission to film both your image and your words for our later Web site broadcast.  Finally, I do want to remind people, because of the Web site and the broadcasting, that we’d like you to turn off all electronic beepers for the program ahead of us.

Elizabeth Brown Pryor, as you know, has written a major biography before -- it’s a definitive book about the American Red Cross.  

It will be interesting to learn how she came about tackling Robert E. Lee, and to learn more about the discoveries which she’s made in her research.  One of the things that I learned from looking at the book is something that’s in the press release, and that is the way that she approached the topic is very interesting. She has newly discovered documents which in fact are reproduced in the book, and then her book consists of short -- I call them “essays” -- you know, about aspects of Lee’s life that amplify the documents themselves.  So for librarians and historians, it’s a real treasure house, and an interesting approach to biography.  “She uses --” as I said, in the press release -- “the newly discovered family letters as departures for surprising historical excursions, telling Lee’s [his] life story through an innovative blend of analysis, historiography and rich period details.”  

Elizabeth has, as I said, published a biography of Clara Barton, “Professional Angel” [“Clara Barton: Professional Angel”] which is considered the authoritative work on the founder of the American Red Cross.  She has combined careers as an award-winning historian and a senior diplomat in the American Foreign Service, most recently as senior advisor to the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe of the U.S. Congress.  I am pleased at this time to present Elizabeth Pryor to talk about her new book about Robert E. Lee.  Elizabeth?

[applause]

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Good afternoon, and thank you very much, Mr. Cole, for such a very nice introduction.  And of course, I want to thank the Library of Congress, the Center for the Book, and the Manuscript Division for sponsoring this talk today.  You know, there is no place on Earth I’d rather be than the Library of Congress, and I’ve spent an awful lot of time here in the last few years.  It’s wonderful, especially for people who love books.  It’s an absolute heaven for those people.  And I got wonderful help in every reading room that I used here, and I used just about every one, I think.  

But I must especially single out the Manuscript Division, and I see some of my heroes are here from the reading room.  As many of you are aware, it has a remarkable collection, and it also has a very knowledgeable staff.  They ferreted out many manuscripts for me, and they create also a very congenial atmosphere to do research in.  And I was underfoot a lot, so I should, I should  know firsthand.  And as many researchers can tell you, that’s not always the case, so I appreciate very much their skill and their professionalism, but also the hospitality that you have when you’re there as a researcher.  And actually, I can truthfully say every aspect of my research here was an extreme pleasure, except possibly for the very, very hard chairs in the main reading room.

[Laughter]

Now, this is the best kind of audience to have, because it’s a knowledgeable audience --well-informed readers, bibliophiles -- and I want to leave as much time as possible for questions, so I’m not going to speak at you too much this afternoon.  What I thought I would do, though, is talk a little bit about how I came to write the book, and the new papers that I discovered, and then speak for a few minutes about one of the questions that these new papers raise for us, having to do with Robert E. Lee, and that has to do with how he made his decision to join the South in 1861.

You know, if you search through the wonderful catalogs here at the Library [of Congress] you will find about 500 entries on Robert E. Lee, and you’ll find thousands and thousands more about the antebellum period or the Civil War.  So it was not immediately apparent that the world needed another book about Robert E. Lee.  What motivated me was the chance that I had just before I went to graduate school to read a number of -- actually, a whole cache of his private letters, which at that time were not available to the general public, and had never been published.  And I was doing research up at Arlington House, which is the national memorial to Robert E. Lee at the time.  So the Lee family had let me use those letters for the restoration of the house, but they still wanted to keep them as a private collection.  And I have to say, I was absolutely riveted by what I found in the letters. 

I hadn’t had any real preconception with Lee.  I knew the basic outlines of his life, what I call the exoskeleton, but I was neither in awe of him, nor did I have an idea of him as a symbol of oppression or treachery of some sort.  I think like his friend, Mary Boykin Chesnut, I thought him a little bit too cold, quiet and grand to be of very much interest.  But as I said, I was absolutely riveted by these letters, which showed a person who was far more complex and contradictory than we normally assume.  

First of all, he is a marvelous letter writer -- expressive, witty, lusty, vulnerable, very charming.  And since we’re here in one of the world’s great institutions for preserving and celebrating the written word, maybe I should say a few words about him as a letter writer.  You know, Lee never wrote a memoir, as did Grant, which would have placed him in literary ranks, and he was not an inspiring orator that would make his words somehow resound alongside his deeds.  He didn’t religiously keep a journal.  The one eloquent document that has been associated with Lee, which is “General Orders No. 9,” in which he says goodbye to his troops at Appomattox, was actually written by an aide.  And yet, what I found was that he was one of the most prolific and one of the most powerful writers that I’ve come across.

And not only are the letters exciting from a literary point of view, they’re very revealing, and they showed a personality quite a bit richer and deeper, but also more problematic than we’ve thought -- quite a bit unlike that simple Christian gentleman that was so often portrayed.  In fact, I came to believe that we do Lee a great injustice when we trivialize him in that way.  So it became something of a treasure hunt for me to find material that flushed out this rather remote, one-dimensional figure.  And I found to my amazement that despite all the interest there had been in Lee, there were a lot of overlooked -- and in some cases I think willfully ignored -- documents.  So I found a lot.  I found hundreds and hundreds of documents that had not been used, or had been underused.  

And then last year, the Lee family very graciously agreed to use a new trove of papers that had recently been discovered in the bank vaults of the Burke & Herbert Trust Company [Burke & Herbert Bank & Trust Company] in Alexandria, Virginia , quite literally trunks in the attic.  This is a phenomenal group of papers, about 4,000 documents.  A manuscript dealer told me recently that even without Lee’s famous signature on many of those letters, the collection would comprise one of the most important and richest sets of 19th century family papers he had ever seen.  About 10 days ago the Virginia Historical Society announced that those papers are going to be made available to other scholars, but I was the first person to get to use them outside of the Lee family, and of course I was very much privileged to be able to do this -- something akin to being able to sift through a trunk of historic jewels.

So I had all of these letters, I had a wonderful set of characters, I had one of the most gripping stories in American history, but also one of the most overwritten stories in American history.  So, what to do with the letters?  And I decided to use them, as Mr. Cole explained, as departure points for what I call “historical excursions,” snapshots if you will, of unexplored corners of Lee’s world.  So each chapter, as he said, starts with an unpublished letter, and then I let those letters take us where they lead.  I talk about him as an engineer.  I talk quite a lot about slavery, because I found a lot of new material on that.  I discuss the concept of leadership -- what constituted Lee’s own style of leadership -- who and what influenced his military style, as well.  And I also discuss the historical documents themselves, how we use them, and how the nature of historical documents has changed over time.  One reviewer called the book “a kind of dialogue between the author and her subjects, and between our century and theirs,” and I liked that description.  That was what I was trying to get at.

So the book is a bit different from a standard cradle-to-grave chronological biography, and nor is it a step-by-step walk through every Civil War battle.  Nearly half the book is about the war, or about the war’s aftermath, but I haven’t attempted to refight every skirmish.  Those books have already been written, and written pretty well.  And so what interested me was more the larger questions of the war: the relationships Lee had with his men and with Richmond, the way he made decisions and how those decisions affected him, and of course, in some cases how they still affect us today.

Now, here are the author’s tips on reading the book.  It’s a big book, but it’s not as intimidating as it looks.  About the last third of the book is what we call end matter, so it’s bibliography and acknowledgements and index and a lot of notes.  Now, I’m not going to tell you not to read the footnotes, because the author knows that the juicy stuff is in the footnotes, but you certainly could read through the narrative of the book without the notes, and you would get the gist of the story without reading them.  I would say you should take a look at the preface, because people sometimes don’t do that.  But in this case it really sets the framework for the book, and it also tells the story of how we came about having this remarkable collection of letters.  

I read about 10,000 manuscript pages of Lee letters for the book.  How these letters survived through this cataclysmic war in which Arlington was plundered and the letters were scattered all over the place -- some of them were found in haystacks, some of them were found in icehouses.  And that’s a wonderful story in itself, so that’s in the preface, and so I do recommend that.  The chapters are essays, and so you can pick it up and put it down , they’re meant to stand alone.  If you read all of them you’ll get the whole story of his life, but if you’re only interested in the Mexican War or his lifelong flirtations with women, you can pick up those chapters and read them separately.  

You’d think all these new documents would answer lots of questions, maybe all our questions, and in some cases they do.  It was long assumed, for instance, that Robert E. Lee went to West Point because his family was down on its luck, and it was the only way that his mother could afford to give him an education.  But one of the new things that we’ve now established is that Lee talked his mother into going to West Point. And, that he almost immediately questioned his career choice.  “How I wish I’d taken my poor mother’s advice and never entered the Army,” he writes as early as 1830, which is the year after he graduates from West Point.  So the new papers clear up some old mysteries.  

But in other cases they raise fresh questions, or indicate that we need to take another look at our standard assumptions about Robert E. Lee, and maybe think about him a little bit more rigorously than we have.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the story of how Lee made his decision, or maybe I should say “decisions” to side with the South.  I say “decisions” because he actually made three separate choices in April 1861: the decision not to take command of the Union forces, his decision to resign from the U.S. Army, and another decision to take up command of Virginia’s forces.  All of these were distinct and separate --one didn’t necessarily lead to another.  

The decision I want to speak of today is Lee’s resignation from the U.S. Army.  It’s usually presented in a very simplified form, a kind of principled decision by a one-dimensional man.  “It was the answer he was born to make,” one historian called it.  “It wasn’t like he had any other choice,” another one says.  “A no-brainer,” says a third.  We’re naming no names, here.  But I think this kind of trivialization does injustice, in fact, to the truly wrenching predicament that Lee found himself in.

I don’t think it’s overstated to say that this is really a Shakespearean moment in American history, when the terrible divisions of the country and the moral dilemmas that were faced by many families became embodied in this one person.  Lee’s wife called it the severest struggle of his life, and we have many accounts of how he spent days pacing and praying as he wrestled with his competing loyalties.  After the war, Lee himself said that the moment was so terrible that he sat on his resignation letter for a day, he couldn’t bring himself to send it over to Washington.  So this image of a strong man in despair as he looks at a set of irreconcilable choices is so dramatic precisely because the decision was not inevitable.  In fact, Lee had many options, options that others in his situation took, and that he soberly considered.  So let’s look at the factors that went into his deliberations, and some of the emotional conflicts that Lee had to face.

First of all, we have to look at the backdrop of Lee’s experience.  He spent 34 years in the United States Army.  West Point had purposefully instilled a profound dedication to national service, encouraging cadets to rise above provincial allegiance and become a source of leadership for the entire nation.  And because they were posted all over the United States, these officers also had an opportunity to know the country in a way that most Americans did not in the 19th century.  Lee’s career sent him surveying the Northwest Territory, redirecting the currents of the Mississippi River, fighting Indians on the Texas frontier, and constructing fortifications up and down the East coast.  

Can anybody guess what state Lee spent the most time in between the time he was 18 and the outbreak of the Civil War -- in other words, his adult life before the Civil War?  Nobody wants to guess?  No.  Pardon?

Male Speaker:

In the North, I’m guessing?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yeah, it’s in the North.  It’s in the North.  It’s the state of New York.  He spent four years as a cadet at West Point, he spent four and a half years in charge of Fort Hamilton in New York Harbor, and another two and a half years as the superintendent of West Point.  

So this experience caused Lee, in 1856, to make this declaration, that “My country is the whole country.  Its limits contain no North, no South, no East, no West, but embrace the broad Union in all its might and strength, present and future.  On that subject my resolution is taken, and my mind is fixed.”  And then, with underlined emphasis, he concludes, “I know no other country, no other government, than the United States and its Constitution.”  So, how do we get from there to April 1861?

Lee was in Texas during most of the time that the nation’s political divisions were worsening, and he wrote from there that the talk among all of his colleagues was how they would personally respond to the crisis.  The dilemma was a terrible one for officers who had to face divided loyalties.  And the stories from this time really throb with anguish.  Albert Sidney Johnston, for example -- Jefferson Davis’s favorite general -- was assigned to San Francisco in 1861, and his hope was that he could stay there in San Francisco and just kind of be far removed from the war.  But the authorities in Washington mistrusted his   Southern connections, and they actually recalled him, and he resigned at that point.  And he came overland -- which is almost unheard of in those day -- overland across the entire United States, as he says, “Weeping and in despair as I came.”  

Joseph Johnston -- and this I found in a document in the Manuscript Room here -- Joseph Johnston had to be escorted in a state of collapse from the rooms of the Secretary of War when he handed in his resignation.  Another officer who chose to join the South, Lewis Armistead -- it was reported that he grabs his great friend and colleague, Winfield Scott Hancock, by the shoulders and says to Hancock, “Hancock, goodbye. You can’t know what this has cost me.”  And those of you who know about Gettysburg know that Armistead was cut down by Hancock’s men during Pickett’s Charge. 

Those men chose to fight for the Confederacy, as did Lee, but not every   Southern Army officer made that decision.  In all, about two-fifths, 40 percent, of the officers from Virginia stayed with the United States Army after their state seceded, enduring varying degrees of censure for their position.  Winfield Scott, the general-in-chief of the Army and Robert E. Lee’s mentor, was a Virginian.  He felt his path lay with the Union.  When he was approached by Virginia state officials he dismissed, as an insult, any suggestion that he would renege on his solemn oath of loyalty to the United States.  So did another Virginian, George Thomas, with whom Lee had spent his Christmases in Texas.  Both Thomas and Scott would suffer considerable social ostracism for their choices.  Thomas’s relatives, in fact, never communicated with him again, except to ask him to change his name.

Others opted not to fight on any side.  Dennis Hart Mahan, who was a famed West Point instructor and another proud Virginian, chose not to uphold a cause he believed unworthy, and he stayed at West Point throughout the war.  North Carolinian Albert Mordecai resigned his commission and refused an offer to lead either the Confederate Ordnance [Department] service or the Engineer Department.  He spent the war years teaching mathematics in Philadelphia.  This is not to say that these men made the right decision and Lee made the wrong one, but it’s hard to say that there was anything inevitable about the way that these decisions were made.

And Lee’s case is particularly complex.  While he was in Texas he had firsthand experience in the secession movement there, which he disapproved of.  One eyewitness account recalls him weeping at the news when Texas finally actually seceded.  And as the Texans moved toward disunion, Lee was actually put in charge of the forces there, and was pressed to give up United States assets to the secessionists.  He flatly refused to do that, and said on several occasions -- this is a quote -- “They could not get the arms from me without fighting for them.”  

In one of the many ironies of history, had the secessionists forced the issue, as they later did at Fort Sumter, the Civil War might well have begun there in Texas, and defending the Union property against the rebels would have been Col. Robert E. Lee.

Lee was greatly troubled about all of this.  He wrote many letters from Texas during the winter of 1860 and ‘61.  They’re anguished letters that show him to be at odds with himself, full of phrases such as, “I shall never bear arms against the United States, but it may be necessary for me to carry a musket in defense of my native state, Virginia, in which case I shall not prove recreant to my duty.”  At least one historian has called that statement actually delusional.  Among other things, Lee’s stature in the United States Army was such that it’s hard to imagine him being a foot soldier carrying a musket.  

Here’s another moment of really supreme confliction, “While I wish to do what is right, I am unwilling to do what is wrong, either at the bidding of the South or the North.”  So this is painful and convoluted thinking.  Lee says he’s against secession , he calls it “anarchy, nothing but revolution,” which is interesting, because after the war he tries very hard, and rather bitterly, to justify his decision on the basis of constitutional principles.  But in 1861 he is very clear that he did not believe this was a constitutional right.  

He also says he’s against slavery, though he backs every proslavery position of the day, from the belief that the abolitionists were destroying the country -- he called them “irresponsible and unaccountable” -- to support for the Crittenden Compromise, which you’ll remember would have guaranteed the permanent existence of American slavery.  It actually had a clause that said slavery could never be abolished.  About this, he says, “This deserves the support of every patriot.”  He also nearly parrots the classic proslavery argument that blacks were better off in slavery than in Africa, that slavery was a greater burden to the whites than the blacks, and those of you who’ve read the proslavery pamphlets and propaganda of the 1850s and ’60s, or letters of men such as George Fitzhugh or James Henry Hammond, will recognize how absolutely exactly Lee hews to the proslavery line of thinking.

The one place Lee is consistent is in his determination to follow Virginia’s lead.  He never wavers from this.  What he does hope, however, is that Virginia will remain in the Union, allowing him to keep all his loyalties intact: to the U.S. Army, to the country as a whole, to his family, to his state.  That, in essence, would have resolved his personal conflict for him.  “I’m particularly anxious that Virginia should keep right,” he told his daughter, Agnes, in January 1861.  “I would wish she might be able to save the Union.”  And he’s greatly distressed when Virginia does secede, and there are a number of firsthand accounts of Lee’s somber demeanor after Virginia votes for secession, and how it was in contrast to the general jubilant mood of the public.

His first reaction was to sit out the conflict.  After being offered command of the Union troops he marched, really marched into the offices -- from all the accounts we have -- of Winfield Scott and proposed that he could not lead forces against the South, and that he should wait out the war at Arlington.  And in what must have been another terrible moment for him, Scott, who was one of the people he most admired in the world, said to him, “Lee, your attitude is equivocal.  I’ve no place in my army for uncommitted men.  If you’re going to resign, you’d better do it soon.”  And we know that Lee went off that night and had dinner with his brother, Smith Lee, and that he spent most of that dinner with his head in his hands.  So, an easy decision?  A no-brainer?  I don’t think so.

Another important factor is, of course, the question of Lee’s loyalty to his family.  And there is an interesting twist in Lee’s thinking about this, about what he perceives to have been his father’s beliefs.  You’ll recall that “Light Horse Harry” Lee [Henry Lee III] was a Revolutionary War hero, but he abandoned his family when Robert was a young child, and Lee didn’t really know his father.  And during the war, his brother Smith Lee remarks that “Light Horse Harry” was used as a pressure point to get him to join the Southern cause.  Lee also says he was educated at home to follow his state.  One of his colleagues in Texas recalled the strongly pro-federalist stance of “Light Horse Harry” Lee, and also of his older sons who had actually written pamphlets about the importance of a strong central government, and remembered asking Robert, “From whence was this education?”  And Lee couldn’t really answer him, and simply said that he couldn’t help feeling as he did.

He may have genuinely believed that his father followed Virginia’s lead in all things, but this too was a mirage.  In fact, “Light Horse Harry” had led the army that had defeated the first local challenge to federal authority during the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794.  He had also eloquently defended a Constitution that began with the words, “We the people,” rather than, “We the states,” which was what Patrick Henry wanted.  In one letter, “Light Horse Harry” Lee did call Virginia his country, and declares that he would like to follow her lead, but he also plainly stated that the nation’s happiness depended -- and this is a quote -- “entirely on maintaining our Union, and that in point of right, no state can withdraw itself from that Union.”  It’s not clear that Robert E. Lee knew this, and in fact there are some poignant letters after the war in which he asks his brother Carter Lee whether he’d gotten it right about “Light Horse Harry’s” attitudes, as if to still try to reconcile his own actions.

Another issue that often comes into play when we look at Robert Lee’s decision is the notion of honor.  Lee, in fact, only uses that fact a few times in all the long letters that he writes about this dilemma of the nation’s crisis.  He uses it once in a letter to his cousin Markie Williams, and twice to one of his sons.  And in those letters he says he will try to make his decisions consistent with honor, but he never really defines what that means to him.  And the concept of honor is a really tricky one because honor was in the eyes of the beholder in 1861.  For example, Lee was legally and honor-bound to the Army and to the Union, having sworn to maintain loyalty to the United States.  Here’s the oath he took: “above all allegiance, sovereignty, or fealty I may owe to any state, county, or country whatsoever.”  He took that oath for the last time when Lincoln promoted him just three weeks before he resigned.  He took similar oaths, in fact, every time -- he had taken this consistently every time he received a new commission. 

An example of these competing ideas of honor is that one of the concerns which caused Lee to resign so quickly was the worry that he might be ordered by the Army to take aggressive action against the South, because in military circles it was considered dishonorable to resign because of unwelcome orders.  Lee acted on this definition of honor at the very time he was dishonoring vows of some 30 years.  The idea of what constituted honor wasn’t even consistent in his own family.  Here’s what one of his first cousins said about the decision Lee made: “I feel no exalted respect for a man who takes part in a movement in which he see ‘nothing but anarchy and ruin,’ and then that very utterance scarce past Robert Lee’s lips when he starts off with delegates to treat with traitors.”  Mary Lee says he spent two days consulting scripture: “I wish he’d consulted his commission as well as the Bible.”

One concern that seems to have motivated Lee, which may have been related to his notions of honor, was the bullying of the North about which he had been complaining since the 1830s.  Lee disliked abolitionists, and he feared an increasingly powerful Northern majority, but it was the horror of lost self-esteem, the rage of not being able to defend oneself in the face of what he saw as mounting humiliations that really got to him.  Secession became the most honorable option to Southerners because it showed independence and the spirit of self-preservation.  Many of those who chose to fight for the South gave this as the reason for their fierce determination.  In fact, throughout the war the reaction against any kind of subjugation was a strong motivating force.  Now, in some cases we might more rightly call this pride, that poor second cousin of honor, but Southerners did not see it this way.  So it was difficult to conclude that there was one right path to honor in 1861.

Lee developed an official explanation for his action that he would repeat nearly verbatim until the end of his days.  As he often did in times of distress, he crafted his response like the simple formulas dear to his engineer’s heart: symmetrical, unvarying, seemingly watertight.  Yet even his formulaic language gives an impression quite the opposite from banal inevitability.  The repetition speaks to his distress, and suggests he felt he must hew to his line and avoid its contradictions.

So here is his official line.  He wrote this at Arlington, 20 of April 1861, the same day that he resigned from the United States Army.  And I saw the copy for the first time, of this letter, here in the Manuscript Division.  It says, “My dear cousin Roger, I only received today your letter of the 17.  Sympathizing with you and the troubles that are pressing so heavily upon our beloved country, and entirely agreeing with you in your notions of allegiance.  I have been unable to make up my mind to raise my hand against my native state, my relations, my children, and my home.  I have therefore resigned my commission in the Army, and never desire again to draw my sword, save in defense of my native state.  I consider it useless to go into the reasons that influenced me.  I can give no advice.  I merely tell you what I have done that you may do better.  Wishing you every happiness and prosperity, I remain faithfully your kinsman, Robert E. Lee.”

Lee had hoped to avoid pitting himself against his family, but that desire would also remain unfulfilled.  Cousin Roger Jones, whom he declined to give advice to in the letter I just read, finally decided to fight for the Union.  Samuel Philips Lee, his first cousin, never wavered from his Northern loyalties, giving distinguished service in the United States Navy until the end of the war.  His younger brother, John Fitzgerald Lee, retained his position as judge advocate of the Union Army.  Cousin John Upshur also resisted his family’s tremendous pressure in order to defend the Union.  A young relative of Mary Lee, Lawrence Williams, served as aide-de-camp to Gen. George McClellan.  Philip Fendall, a cousin who had supported Lee’s mother after the disappearance of “Light Horse Harry,” also remained with the Union, and two of his sons were in blue uniform.  Lee’s sister, Ann Lee Marshall, was also not in agreement with her brother.  Her son fought with Gen. John Pope against his uncle.  No one in that family every spoke to Lee again.  With great reluctance, Smith Lee became a Confederate naval officer, where he served without enthusiasm, and as late as September 1863 still pitched into “those responsible for getting us into this snarl,” saying both the Lees and his in-laws, the prominent Mason family, had pressured him with ideas that Virginia came first.  He grumbled, “South Carolina be hanged.  How I did want to stay in the old navy.”  His wife tried to reverse their son Fitz Lee’s pro-South decision -- Fitz Lee was a great cavalry general of the Confederates -- and herself remained in the nation’s capital until she was, quote, “dragged away from Washington kicking.”  Robert E. Lee’s three sons did join the Confederate forces, but only after their father had declared his intentions.  There’s a strong chance that had Lee’s decision been different, they would have followed his lead.  

Now, if Lee had stayed with the Union, he still would have faced confrontation within his border state family, for about an equal number of his cousins fought for the Confederacy.  But his assertion that he was acting in simple solidarity with a likeminded group of relatives was something that, first of all, he knew was not true when he wrote his sentence, but also would not be borne out in the end.

None of this is to say that Robert E. Lee made the wrong decision, he made the decision he had to make.  But I find it difficult to characterize his decision as “the only path available to him,” as “foreordained” or a “no-brainer.”  And I think to characterize it this way does a disservice to him in what was clearly a painful moment.  

I can’t imagine that there is a person in this room who would want to live through the disappointment and the dilemmas that Lee faced between April 18 and April 22, 1861.  Part of the enduring fascination with Robert E. Lee is this intense personal struggle, emblematic of the nation’s torment.  His decision came to represent more than a divided country or a divided regional fidelity. It went beyond a divisive vote on secession or a shattered family.  It strikes a timeless chord because it evokes that lowest of all miseries -- the nightmare of a divided soul.  So, I’m going to stop there and see what you have to ask me, and take your questions.  

[applause]

Thank you.  Sir?

Male Speaker:

Hi.  Did you find anything in his letters about his sort of identification with a Southern nation, or Southern nationalism?  Because it seems to me that most of his successes are achieved in Virginia, but he never does as well once he leaves his state, and he calls his army “the Army of Northern Virginia.”  So I’m just wondering if you came across that in his letters.

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

You know, he certainly came to believe that he was fighting for a cause larger than simply the defense of Virginia.

Male Speaker:

Excuse me, can you sort of summarize the question?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Oh, okay.  He was asking about Lee’s loyalty to the Confederacy as a whole versus Virginia, and Lee does spend a lot of time clearly stating that his interest is in defending Virginia.  Where you see his interest in a larger cause or identification with the Southern cause as a whole, I think, is in letters to officials in Richmond, where he’s clearly trying to be part of a larger, visionary mission.  But he doesn’t, he’s very reluctant to use his army anywhere but in Virginia.  He does take his army north into Maryland and Pennsylvania two years in a row, but even -- but he describes that as defending Virginia. His concept of what the defense of Virginia is expands in those years.  

But he does not want to take them to Vicksburg, which was what Jefferson Davis wanted him to do in 1863, when he talked Davis into going north to Pennsylvania.  And he does not like to let parts of his army go to North Carolina, on several occasions he resists that.  And he himself clearly resists going any place outside of Virginia, and on several occasions when the war in the West is going very badly he is approached, or actually asked to go to the West and take over command of the armies there.  And he always rather delicately gets out of it. Doesn’t seem to ruffle any feathers, but also just doesn’t do it.  

So I think his number one loyalty was to Virginia, but I would not say that he -- you know, was at the expense of in some way feeling loyalty to a larger Confederacy.  And I would also say one of the things I did find, a lot of the new papers I found were -- I call them bookends of his life -- either letters when he is a young person, or letters after the war.  And they’re very revealing, the letters after the war.  And it’s interesting.  He seems to almost, after the defeat, to identify more with the South as an entire geographic region rather than Virginia alone.  Sir?

Male Speaker:

Could you talk about the Lee family’s stewardship of the papers, and their enduring relationship, apparently, with them down to the present day?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yeah.  It’s an interesting thing, and there are some gaps in our knowledge.  Obviously they were great collectors of letters, or we wouldn’t have 10,000 manuscript pages.  So those -- the attics up at Arlington were pretty filled with letters. Not just the Lee family’s, but George Washington’s letters were up there because the family was related to the Mount Vernon household.  And we know that they were there up until the war.  We know some of the letters, when Mrs. Lee had to flee from Arlington, were taken away at the time, particularly the Washington letters, to try to be preserved.  And they didn’t make it through the war.  She buried those letters, Washington’s private correspondence, and they rotted.  When they went after the war and dug them up they rotted, and she talks about weeping as she burns the fragments of those letters.  

But we also know that family letters from all kinds of members of the family were in those attics, and the soldiers who occupied Arlington in several cases talk about going up to this garret and seeing chickens roosting among these trunks of letters, and seeing letters from the period when Lee was in the Mexican War and so on.  And then suddenly the letters disappeared.  In Lee’s lifetime, he believed all of his private letters were gone, that they had all disappeared, and so did Mrs. Lee.  So up until 1873 it was considered that they had just been a sort of casualty of war.  And then there’s a gap in our knowledge.  We don’t know how this magnificent body of documents came to be reassembled and in the possession of the Lee family.  We know some of them were sent back, bit by bit.  A soldier said, you know, “I stole this from Arlington, and it’s really your letter,” and they sent it back rather sheepishly.  We know that some had been hidden in a haystack out in Clark County, Va., and those were given back to the Lee family.  

And there is a fascinating story, which again I found in the Meigs papers in the Manuscript Room here.  Meigs, who was no friend of the Lees -- he’s the guy who turns their house into a cemetery -- but his daughter marries a first cousin of the Lees. And one day, after the war, he says, “Let’s go riding up to Arlington on horseback.” And they take a ride up there and he says, “Oh, I used to come here when I was a kid.” And he goes into the house, and he says, “Well, there’s a secret panel here.  I’m going to push a button.”  And according to this letter that somebody wrote, he pushed the button, and it was full of their private letters.  Now it’s kind of hard to reconcile that.  We don’t have any other documents that corroborate it, but it’s hard to reconcile it also with the structure of Arlington, because there’s nothing that really seems to fit with what he’s describing.  But they’re restoring the house right now, so they’re going to look and see if they can find this secret compartment. 

But then at some point in the late 19th -- in 1884, Lee’s eldest son still doesn’t have any family papers.  But at some point these letters get returned to the Lee family. So they had to have been someplace, and they were probably, most of them, together, because it’s simply too large a collection to piecemeal -- come back in bits and pieces.  And they did, and the family did preserve them.  Some of them they kept in their own possession, some of them they’ve given to various institutions.  For many, many years, and when I first saw them, they were restricted, and most people weren’t allowed to look at them.  

And then these trunks that were just found in the Burke & Herbert Bank & Trust Company were put there by Lee’s eldest daughter before she died in 1918.  I think the thought is that they were put there about 1917.  And there they stayed.  They had never been touched, and for those of you who are archivists -- I mean, it was a very lucky thing, because the trunks were kept closed, they were in a dry vault, and you know, sort of very fortuitously not in a place that humidity or any kind of critters or anything could get, could get at them.  And so they are in remarkable condition, those papers, and it’s a fabulous collection.  There are 17th century documents in those trunks.  

One of the most touching things that I just found  it last week -- we’re still going through them – there’s this little piece of tissue paper in the bottom of one of the trunks.  After the war Confederate soldiers were allowed to keep their uniforms, but they had to cut the insignia off of it.  So while they were on parole they couldn’t wear anything with Confederate insignia.  And so everybody did that, and Lee did that, and for a lot of them it was the only clothes that they had, and that was the case for Robert E. Lee at the end of the war.  So he wore his uniform coat for a long time, but he had had to cut the stars off and the insignia off.  And there, wrapped up in tissue paper in the bottom of this trunk were the stars, his general stars.  Fabulous.  Very, very powerful to see this.  So that’s an imperfect description, but our knowledge is imperfect.  We don’t really know, we don’t really know how the family got the letters back, and there is no family story.  The family can’t say, “Oh yeah, grandma told me that this was what happened.”  Sir.

Male Speaker:

Was there any discussion of his U.S. citizenship?  Because for years it was believed that he wrote his letter [inaudible].  No action and it was ever pursued and then it just turned up in, I think, the 1960s.  I always suspected some clerk deliberately placed it in hiding.

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yeah, it’s a more convoluted story than that.  Lee got his citizenship back in 1868 under a blanket amnesty given by Andrew Johnson.  And Lee was specifically included in it because there was a little discussion by the Radical Republicans in the Congress about whether he should be included, and he was included.  And he knew he was included.  So in 1868 he got all of his rights back except the right to hold public office.  No one who had previously sworn loyalty oaths to the United States and then turned around and gone against them was allowed to hold public office.  But all other rights, including voting rights, he got back. 

What happened to that letter -- he did write a letter, he did take the amnesty oath, but he sent the wrong paperwork in.  That was the first thing that happened.  So whether that was part of the hiccup, or whether there was a political motivation also for not acting on it, we don’t know.  It’s sort of immaterial, because he got it back in 1868.  But then in 1974, you have this curious thing where President Gerald Ford returns his citizenship to him as if he had not had it.  And apparently somebody at the National Archives had found  this application with the amnesty oath that you had to take, and it was -- you know, it looked like it hadn’t been acted on, and so the assumption was that it hadn’t been acted on.  

And there was a great hue and cry, and a lot of admirers of Robert E. Lee who were members of Congress made some impassioned speeches, and so Gerald Ford signs this into law, which was unnecessary.  But I -- and I’ve always wondered, having been, you know, a government wage-slave for many years, whether this was just bad staff work.  You know?  [laughter] I mean, you’d think if the president is going to make a big public display, that he -- you know, his staff would make sure that he wasn’t doing something that’s a little bit silly.

Male Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yeah.  Or, whether there is a political statement there.  Somebody else has proposed that 1974 was quite a divisive time in this country, both because of the Vietnam War and because of Watergate and so on, and that this was -- and sort of, you know, sort of the Age of Aquarius, which had also divided the country sectionally -- and that this was a gesture of reconciliation, somehow, that President Ford wanted to make.  I don’t know.  But he got his citizenship back in 1868.  Other questions?  Yes, sir [sic].

Female Speaker:

Do you actually know who he wrote the most letters to?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Oh, he wrote the most letters to his wife.  Yeah.  But he wrote a lot of letters to his children.  He had seven children, he adored these children.  And they are wonderful letters.  The letters to his children are just funny, you know, and have a very whimsical quality to them, and very dear, very sentimental letters also.  It was a sentimental time period.  And he never gets too sticky about it, but he writes very lyrical, very beautiful prose.  Some of the language in his letters really soars.  

And he wrote a lot of letters to his West Point roommates, which were some of the ones that I found that had not been used before.  And those are very different.  Those are very merry, bawdy, irreverent, young man’s letters.  He’s got his boss that he can’t stand, and you know, those are fun letters, because when you contrast them with this image of a rather remote person -- you know, a rather restrained person the way that Robert E. Lee has traditionally been portrayed, it’s a lot of fun to see that more human, more spontaneous side of him.  Yes?

Male Speaker:

Did you find anything that would shed light on his post-war relationships with some of his contemporaries like Longstreet or Pickett -- more contentious, or portrayed as contentious?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

I think -- well, I don’t think the one with Longstreet is contentious.  He’s very correct about how he addressed Longstreet.  Pickett -- I think there was a lot of tension, as far as I could tell.  But there is no correspondence with Pickett other than to ask him -- you know, Lee considered writing a memoir, and he was trying to put together a lot of facts and figures about battlefield maneuvers, and particularly because he was trying very hard to justify defeat on the basis of the North’s superior numbers and resources.  

He’s very, very interested in numbers.  There are a lot of little scraps of paper  -- notes to himself, you know, where he is just like writing down numbers everywhere.  And so he writes to Pickett and asks him some questions like that, but I think there was no good feeling there from Pickett’s point of view.  I mean, you know that famous quotation: “That old man had my division destroyed.”  And he was very angry about it.  And then Pickett did not acquit himself the way Lee thought he should have at the Battle of Five Forks, and so at the end of the war, Lee -- I mean, the very last days of the war Lee wants to send Pickett packing.  

What was very revealing, that I found -- there is a lot of revealing stuff in these new letters about Lee’s feelings after the war.  He’s always been portrayed as extremely dignified, and almost transcending any unhappiness, bitterness, from the war.  And he did conduct himself with tremendous dignity.  But it is very clear that he was very, very unhappy.  It must have been an awfully painful period for him, because these -- he writes a lot of unfinished essays and unfinished notes on war and on government, and these little unfinished descriptions of battlefield scenes that are not quite exactly accurate, that are very skewed, and with tremendous hostility toward the North.  His language is tremendously hostile in these notes.  

He doesn’t publish them, and he doesn’t send some of the letters.  The only letters I know that he sends that have those qualities to them are some letters that he sends to a nephew who lives in Paris.  Maybe he thought sending it out of the country, you know, would be okay.  But they are very revealing of how hard this must have been for him, how much he must have had trouble letting go of this terrible experience of the war, and also that although he was a very good role model in trying to get the South to rise, to move beyond the war, not harbor hostility and so on, that he himself, you know, was feeling many of the same, many of these more negative feelings.  Yes?

Male Speaker:

Did you get the sense from his letters at all that he had believed in some sort of predestination of events?  In other words, that his religious beliefs are so strong that the outcome of events were already predetermined, and all he did was act as the agent of God or some larger force, or -- did you sense that?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Well, you know, that was the popular evangelical beliefs of the day, was that God was a historical actor, that God was going to make things happen the way God wanted them to happen, and that to a certain extent you could woo God onto your side, but not really.  It was going to happen the way he wanted it.  And both sides believed that.  I mean, you remember in Lincoln’s he second inaugural address he said “both sides pray to the same God, both sides are evoking him on their side.”  And Lee was absolutely convinced that God was on the side of the South, as was the whole South.  

One of the reasons the South didn’t pull together in a hundred percent fashion was because they thought God was going to do it, you know?  And Lee does invoke God in many occasions, almost every time that even little things go right. That Burnsides fords the Rappahannock in the wrong place and he says, “You see, the great and merciful God,” you know, “is on our side again.”  He changes in 1864, when “the great and merciful God” doesn’t appear to be so much on their side.  He starts telling his officers -- instead of telling them just to “trust to a merciful providence,” he tells them to “trust to your own good judgment, and a merciful providence.”

[laughter]

So it reminds me of a friend of mine.  When I was doing some diplomatic work in the Middle East, he told me a wonderful Islamic phrase: “Trust in God, but tie up your camel first.”  

[laughter]

And I think that’s sort of where Lee is in 1864.  And then, when the war does not come out on their side -- first of all, many people in the South are simply astonished.  They were so convinced that theirs was the righteous cause that they are simply astonished and rather mortified, and really don’t know how to deal with this philosophically.  And Lee is one who does have to wrestle with that, because if God was the determinant force, and God was on the other side, God made the other side win.  Does this mean you were fighting against God?  I mean, were you at odds with God?  Which is a terrible question to have to wrestle with.  

Now, the South got around it, finally, in a very tidy way, because they decided -- here was what their line was: “God chastises those he loves best.”

[laughter]

So, therefore God was still on their side, but they were going to have to be burnished in the fire, or something.  And so it was one of the ways -- you know, you have to be sympathetic of what an unbelievable cataclysmic event this war was in the South, both economically, socially, and every other way.  And they were extraordinarily troubled by many things, but you have to be sympathetic in their looking for some way to try to make a positive explanation out of it.  

But Lee’s religious views change over time.  I have a whole chapter about that.  In the 1850s he does become this rather strict evangelical follower, almost as, again, one of his formulaic codes  , sort of like no matter what “X,” the unknown factor is, God in his merciful, you know, providence will order all things for the best.  And he repeats this so many times, you know, it’s almost like a mantra.  But as a young man he is quite irreverent, quite skeptical, quite uninterested in any religious beliefs.  And after the war he drops all of this language.  He still goes to church, he’s a member of the vestry, he upholds certain religious principles and the institutions of the church, but he drops completely this idea of merciful providence, God, and his personal faith in God.  It’s a clear change in his letters at that time.  Yes?

Male Speaker:

What was the writing process like for you?  Did you have certain suggestions as to where the final work would end up, or did you discover, you know, through your readings, that certain things you expected, you know, turned out to be different?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Well, some of both.  I had a sort of basic structure, you know, in mind, and I knew -- because I didn’t start writing until I had read virtually all the papers, so -- except the ones in the trunks that we found while I was writing.  But -- so I sort of knew what I wanted to do.  But you know, the process of writing, which is a fascinating, mysterious thing, like all creative processes -- it does sort of evolve as you do it.  And no, the book is quite different from what I thought it was going to be when I first started out.  It’s a lot longer, for one thing.  I was really only going to take a few specific topics and talk about them, I was not going to try to tell the whole story of his life.  That was really -- my publisher wanted me to then, finally, make it something that people could read almost as a biography.

But a lot of it was very mysterious.  You know, you really -- you wake up in the middle of the night and you think, “Where did this thought come from?”  And I got so I was very, very good about forcing myself to get up and write it down whenever it was, you know?  I used to get a lot of ideas when I’d swim.  This is unfortunate, because it’s actually very hard to write while you’re swimming.  But I would make myself -- you know, I would always keep a pencil and paper there, and I would make myself, you know, get out of the pool and write it down, because you think “It’ll come back, I’ll remember” -- doesn’t happen.  If you don’t write it down, then it doesn’t stick with you the same way.  Yes.

Female Speaker:

You mentioned that he had developed kind of a line of thinking that -- and an explanation that he couldn’t raise his hand against Virginia.  Did you ever find that he ever privately admitted or came to grips with actually being a traitor?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yeah.  He says publicly, certainly, that he would make exactly -- after the war --that he would make exactly the same decision again.  And he never really wavers from that.  But these scraps of paper -- I’m going to call them -- because these unfinished letters and notes to himself, almost like bedside notes, you know, clearly show him wrestling with it.  He tries to work it out by saying, “Well, George Washington changed his mind.  George Washington, you know, was a loyal British soldier, and he turned around, and -- he tries to work it out in his mind by saying, “When times change,” you know, “you have to be able to move with the times.”  Or, “Our definition of the Constitution was not,” you know, “the way that we thought -- the document that we were loyal to is not what turned out to be the interpretation that was being used by the majority.”  

And he is jumping through fiery hoops on this, and one of the documents I use at the beginning of a chapter is one of these things.  It’s all crossed out, and arrows, and “move this paragraph here.”  And reading the words that he crosses out and changes tells you a lot about the way that he’s thinking.  It’s -- unfortunately it’s not as powerful a document in the transcription as it is when you see it on the paper, and you see all this stuff crossed out.  

But you can see he’s really wrestling with it.  You can see he’s really wrestling with it, and you know he gets some very, very bitter criticism, especially at the time that he makes the decision, in 1861, where he is compared to Benedict Arnold and so on.  And Lincoln is one of the people who really is disgusted by him.  Lincoln specifically mentions Lee in his decision to revoke habeas corpus.  He said, “We can’t have people like this around  , we can’t trust --” Yes?

Male Speaker:

I was just curious what you found the nature and tone of Lee’s correspondence with Jefferson Davis or his other Confederate notables, and whether or not he corresponded much during the war with Union generals or others?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Well, with Union generals there are a lot of notes about exchanging prisoners and, you know, the sort of business side, but I don’t see -- you know, there were no other ones.  And after the war he didn’t write to Union generals either.  His correspondence with Jefferson Davis is very, very careful, and very obsequious, which is what Jefferson Davis wanted.  Jefferson Davis didn’t get along with most of his generals.  In fact, didn’t get along with any of them except for Albert S. Johnston, who died very early in the war.  And Lee is very careful not to ruffle any feathers, but to the point that he also doesn’t get anything done.  

I mean, he constantly writes in this very delicate fashion about the fact that his army is starving, but never does he go there and, you know, pound on the table and say, you know, “Really, we cannot fight under these conditions.”  And the same thing on desertion, in which Lee is all over the map.  He changes his mind many times during the war about how he thinks this tremendous problem of desertion -- it’s probably the largest rate of desertion of any army in history, that he had from his troops.  How is he going to deal with this?  But he never really forcefully portrays it.  

So they’re very careful letters, they’re very detailed.  That’s what Jefferson Davis wanted.  They’re kind of works of art.  And his aide, Charles Marshal, says he labored over these letters to Davis.  And it’s an interesting question, I mean, to which we really don’t have an answer, which would -- he certainly retained his authority, and he retained his relationship with Davis, his access to Davis.  He was able to use that relationship to get his own way sometimes, like going to Gettysburg instead of going to Vicksburg.  And he was able to keep the prestige of his army, and keep his army intact.  Davis never really siphoned off bits and pieces of it.  But he didn’t get some of the other support that he needed, and he never -- he was not willing to bellow, you know, for it either.  So they’re very carefully worded, unspontaneous letters.  You can see that they have been artfully constructed. 

John Cole:

I think we’re going to need to move to the book signing, but I’d like to thank Elizabeth for --

[applause]

-- sharing her wonderful knowledge with us, not only of Lee, but of the Civil War, and of the approach that she’s taken.  She has been very forthcoming, I think, in her opinions, very articulate, and also I did enjoy learning a little bit about the behind the book, and the story of the book.  And my final question is, in those trunks -- is that the material that went to the Virginia Historical Society?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

Yes.  That was just announced.

John Cole:

None of it came here, right?

Elizabeth Brown Pryor:

No, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.

John Cole:

All right.  That’s all right.  We’re going to have the -- there’s more out there, but I’d like to thank you again with a round of applause, and we’ll have the book signing outside.  Thanks.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


