Robert E Lee Military Career

Robert E. Lee's military career is a pivotal chapter in American history, marked by his leadership
during the Civil War and his complex legacy as a Confederate general. Born on January 19, 1807, in
Stratford Hall, Virginia, Lee was the son of a Revolutionary War officer, Henry "Light-Horse Harry"
Lee III. This background laid the groundwork for his future military pursuits. Over the course of his
career, Lee would become a symbol of the South, embodying both the valor and the tragedy of the
Confederate cause.



Early Military Education and Career

Robert E. Lee's military career began with his education at the United States Military Academy at
West Point, where he graduated second in his class in 1829. His early career was characterized by
significant engineering projects and various postings:

e Engineer Corps: After graduating, Lee served in the Corps of Engineers, where he was
involved in the construction of coastal defenses and other fortifications.

e Mexican-American War: Lee's reputation grew during the Mexican-American War
(1846-1848), where he distinguished himself under General Winfield Scott, earning a brevet
promotion to colonel.

¢ Post-War Assignments: After the war, Lee held several important positions, including
surveying the Rio Grande and serving as superintendent of West Point.

Lee's early military experiences shaped his strategic thinking and leadership style, which would
later define his command during the Civil War.

The Civil War Begins

As tensions escalated between the North and South leading up to the Civil War, Lee's loyalties were
tested. Although he was personally opposed to secession, he felt a strong allegiance to his home
state of Virginia. When Virginia seceded from the Union in April 1861, Lee resigned his commission
in the U.S. Army and accepted a position in the Confederate Army.

Initial Commands

Lee's first major role in the Confederacy was as a commander of the Army of Northern Virginia. His
early actions included:

1. First Battle of Bull Run (July 1861): Lee was not in command but served as an advisor to
General Joseph E. Johnston, who led Confederate forces to a significant victory.

2. Peninsular Campaign (March-July 1862): Lee took command of the army after General
Johnston's injury. His aggressive tactics led to the Seven Days Battles, repelling Union forces
under General George B. McClellan.

Lee's tactical acumen began to shine, and he quickly gained a reputation for his bold and innovative
strategies.



The Turning Tide of War

Lee's most notable campaigns occurred between 1862 and 1863, as he sought to defend the South
from Union invasions and potentially secure a negotiated peace.

The Battle of Second Bull Run

In August 1862, Lee achieved a significant victory at the Second Battle of Bull Run, decisively
defeating Union forces led by General John Pope. This victory boosted Confederate morale and
established Lee as a formidable commander.

The Maryland Campaign

The following month, Lee launched the Maryland Campaign, culminating in the Battle of Antietam
on September 17, 1862, which remains the bloodiest single-day battle in American history. While the
battle was technically a draw, it halted Lee's invasion of the North and led President Abraham
Lincoln to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, which transformed the war's purpose into a fight
against slavery.

The Battle of Fredericksburg

In December 1862, Lee's army faced Union forces under General Ambrose Burnside at
Fredericksburg. Lee's defensive positions on the heights overlooking the town allowed his troops to
inflict heavy casualties on the attacking forces, resulting in a significant Confederate victory.

Chancellorsville and Gettysburg

Lee's most famous victory came in May 1863 at the Battle of Chancellorsville, where he divided his
forces and launched a daring flanking maneuver against Union General Joseph Hooker. This victory,
however, came at a high cost, as Lee's beloved general, Thomas "Stonewall" Jackson, was mortally
wounded by friendly fire.

The Gettysburg Campaign

In July 1863, Lee sought to capitalize on his success by invading the North again, leading to the
pivotal Battle of Gettysburg. Over three days, from July 1 to July 3, the Confederate forces faced a
well-entrenched Union army led by General George Meade. The battle ended in a devastating defeat
for Lee, marking a turning point in the war. The failure at Gettysburg, combined with the loss of
Vicksburg, severely weakened the Confederate cause.



Later Years of the War

Following Gettysburg, Lee's fortunes began to wane. The war dragged on, and the Union's superior
resources began to tell. Despite this, Lee continued to lead his troops with determination.

The Overland Campaign

In 1864, Lee faced Union General Ulysses S. Grant in a series of brutal confrontations known as the
Overland Campaign. The battles of Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, and Cold Harbor
highlighted the relentless nature of the conflict. Although Lee's tactics often resulted in heavy
casualties, his ability to hold off Grant's advance for months is considered a testament to his
leadership.

The Siege of Petersburg

Lee's army eventually found itself besieged at Petersburg, Virginia, in the summer of 1864. The
prolonged siege drained Confederate resources and morale. As the situation grew dire, Lee's forces
were stretched thin, and the end of the Confederacy seemed inevitable.

Appomattox and Aftermath

The final chapter of Lee's military career unfolded in April 1865. As Grant's forces pressed harder,
Lee was forced to abandon Petersburg and retreat toward Appomattox Court House. On April 9,
1865, Lee met with Grant to discuss terms of surrender, effectively marking the end of the Civil War
for the Army of Northern Virginia.

Post-War Life

After the war, Robert E. Lee faced a country in turmoil and a personal life filled with challenges. He
became president of Washington College (now Washington and Lee University) in Lexington,
Virginia, where he worked to promote reconciliation and education.

Legacy of Robert E. Lee

Robert E. Lee's military career is a subject of ongoing debate. To some, he is a hero who fought
valiantly for his beliefs; to others, he represents a defense of a system built on slavery. His legacy is
further complicated by the reverberations of the Civil War in modern America, where discussions
about Confederate symbols and monuments continue.



Conclusion

The military career of Robert E. Lee is a complex tapestry woven with valor, strategy, and tragedy.
While he remains a controversial figure, understanding his role in the Civil War provides crucial
insights into the conflict and its lasting impact on American society. As historians continue to
analyze his strategies and decisions, Lee's legacy will undoubtedly evoke both admiration and
criticism for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was Robert E. Lee's role in the Mexican-American War?

Robert E. Lee served as a captain and an engineer during the Mexican-American War, where he
earned recognition for his bravery and leadership, particularly during the Battle of Cerro Gordo.

How did Robert E. Lee's military career begin?

Robert E. Lee began his military career after graduating from the United States Military Academy at
West Point in 1829, where he ranked second in his class.

What was Lee's position in the Confederate Army during the
Civil War?

Robert E. Lee held the position of General and was appointed as the commander of the Army of
Northern Virginia, the main Confederate army in the Eastern Theater.

What key battles did Robert E. Lee command during the Civil
War?

Robert E. Lee commanded several significant battles during the Civil War, including the Battle of
Gettysburg, the Battle of Antietam, and the Battle of Fredericksburg.

How did Robert E. Lee's tactics influence military strategy?

Lee was known for his bold and aggressive tactics, often utilizing flanking maneuvers and rapid
movement, which influenced military strategy in both the Confederate and later military doctrine.

What was the outcome of Lee's surrender at Appomattox Court
House?

Robert E. Lee surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia to Union General Ulysses S. Grant on April
9, 1865, marking a significant turning point that effectively ended the Civil War.

What was Lee's stance on military service after the Civil War?

After the Civil War, Robert E. Lee advocated for reconciliation and healing between the North and
South, but he did not return to military service, choosing instead to lead Washington College in



Lexington, Virginia.

How is Robert E. Lee perceived in modern discussions about
the Civil War?

Robert E. Lee's legacy is controversial; some view him as a skilled military leader while others
criticize him for his role in fighting to preserve slavery and the Confederacy.

What personal beliefs did Robert E. Lee hold regarding
slavery?

Robert E. Lee's views on slavery were complex; while he inherited slaves and fought to protect the
Confederacy, he expressed personal discomfort with the institution and later freed his family's slaves
after the war.

What was Lee's relationship with Ulysses S. Grant during the
Civil War?
Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant had a complex relationship marked by mutual respect; they were

former acquaintances from the Mexican-American War, and their final meeting at Appomattox Court
House was characterized by a spirit of reconciliation.
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