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One of the most enigmatic military leaders of the American
Revolutionwastheerraticand talented General Charles Lee. Bornin
Cheshire, England, Leebegan hismilitary career at the age of fourteen for
theBritishand hisbrashand oftenabrasive attitude earned him many
enemies that prevented advancement to thelevel he felt he deserved. He left
England toserveas Chief of Staff under King Stanislaus Augustusuntil 1762
when hereturned to England and was finally promoted to lieutenant colonel
on halfpay.! By the timehereturned to England, hehad already developed
strong anti-imperialist feelings towards King George Illand the destruction
of Britishliberty. Uponhis arrival in America, he became a prolific
pamphleteer for the burgeoning Independence cause. Lee quickly became one
of the strongest voices for liberty and resigned hisroyal commission to accept
appointment as second major general in the Continentalarmy in June of
17752

Lee’s timein the Continental army was filled with controversy,
some of which wasnot revealed untilafter his death. Appointed by Congress
tocommand the Americanarmy in the southern military district, he repelled
a British assault on Fort Moultrie and eventually joined General Washington
in 1776.3 The interactionsbetween W ashington and Lee blossomed intoa
rivalry between the men thatled to Lee’s demise. In December, Lee was
taken captiveby the Britishandheld for thenextsixteenmonths.4 It was
during thistime that Lee wrotelettersto General How e of the British army
onhow towin a swiftand decisive victory over therevolutionaries. These
letters werenot discovered until after Lee’s death.
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After his eventualreleasein a prisoner exchange, Lee resumed his
commandof the Continental Army and the conflict with Washington finally
boiled over on thebattlefield after the battle of Monmouth inJune of 1778.
Having doubtsabout facing the Britishin the open field, Leeretreated his
forces against orders. Washington accused Lee of disobeying ordersand sent
him to therear after taking command and stopping the advancing British
army. After thebattle, Lee demanded a court martial trial inorder to clear
his name. Washington obliged and brought Lee up on charges of
disobedience, making anunnecessary retreat, and disrespect to a superior
officer. Congress approved a sentence of a one year suspension fromservice
in the army, although only the charge of disrespectheld any merit. He spent
theremainder of his life attempting toclear hisname of the charges.

Despitebeing a strong advocate of the patriot cause his ensuing
conviction for treason tarnished the contributionshe made. Over the past
few centuries, historianshave questioned his allegiance tothe colonialarmy
and the outcome of his trial for treason. Even though popularbeliefat the
time wasthatthe conviction was motivated by political reasons, later
historiansuncovered evidence of an even greater betrayal. It is because of
this betrayalrather thanhis convictionthatkeeps Leein the role of traitor to
most historians. Should General Lee be considered asa patriot or a traitor?
Morerecent historianshave taken a more clinical view of Lee’s shortcomings
and considerhisactionsasa resultoflarger psychological conditions. While
early historians condemned Lee as a traitor, later studieshave broughtinto
question his convictionand seek to give him creditas a father of the
Revolution.

In 1860, almost100 yearsafter Lee’s death, Geor ge Henry Moore
was thefirst topublish a planby Lee tohand the British Empire a swift and
complete victory. UntilMoore published Mr. Lee’s Plan--March 29,1777 The
Treason of Charles Lee, Major General, Second in Command in the American Army
of the Revolution, the consensus had been that Lee was convicted of treason
because of his confrontation with Washington on the battlefieldat
Monmouth. For the first time the “Lee Plan,” conceived during his capture,
was considered as the primary source for his treason. Moore asserts that
“withhis owncapturehhehad lostall hope for success of the Americans.”s
This loss of hope, contends Moore, prompted Lee to create a plan for British
victoryin order toregain favor with the British forcesand therefore “eagerly
purchasesafety by treachery.”” Moore believes Howe heeded Lee’s advice

5 Ibid.
¢ Ibid., 91.
7 Ibid.



by leaving Burgoyne deserted as he moved against Philadelphiaand that the
plan was“conceived in aswicked a spirit of treason as ever existed.”s

John Richard Alden confronts Moore’s work in 1951, by calling it
“permeated by strong prejudice againstitssubject.” Alden addsthatit is
“filled with distortions of facts, baseless charges, and unsupported
insinuations.”’? Alden contends that Lee was “remarkable personality and
should not be denied a place among the leaders of the American Revolution
generation.” Through letters written by Lee, Alden insiststhathe wasone
of thefirst to pledge allegiance to an independent American republic. Alden
presentsevidence thatas early as September 1775, Lee w as pushing for
independence for America. A proposal sent to John Adams requested ports
be opened to European commerce and a plan sent to Benjamin Franklin for
reasoning to wage the war provide ammunition for the staunch support of
Lee.

Theodore Thayerin the 1976 book The Making of a Scapegoat:
Washingtonand Lee at Monmouth addresses the plan, brought tolightby
Moore, by concluding that “if it had any bearing on Howe’s going south
instead of staying to helpBurgoyne, it rendered Americaa greatservice.”12
Thayer instead focuses on theidea that Lee’s conviction of treasonwas
motivated by political reasons. After the confrontation on the battlefield,
Washingtondid notbring Lee up on chargesuntil Lee demanded
reparations for Washington's “cruel injustice” towardshim.* This leads
Thayer totheidea that Washington wasnot critical of Lee’s actions at
Monmouth butrather used asa scapegoatin order to maintain the positive
public view of Washington. Thayer comes to the concdusionthatLee’s
actions saved thearmy from defeat by strategically retreating, and should be
considered asan important figure in the American Revolution.

Counter to Thayer’sassertion, Dominick Mazzagetti presents the
evidence that Leehad all but abandoned the cause of the Revolution during
his timein captivity in his2013 book Charles Lee: Self before Country.
Mazzagetti portrays Lee’s difficult formative years as contributing to his
arrogantand ambitious nature, whose only real allegiance was to himself.
His assertion is underscored by theidea that Lee only took command at
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Monmouth inorder tokeep Lafayette from grabbing all the glory in the
event of a victory. During Lee’s captivity, Mazzagetti contends, that
Congress’s refusal to granthim an audience left Lee feeling “marginalized
and frustrated.” Mazzagettiuses this slight to Lee’s ego as the catalyst for
his betrayaland the reasoning for Lee to send his planto Howe. Mazzagetti
comes tohis conclusion of Lee’s treacherous actionsby comparing his
attributes against those of Washington.

Not long after,in 2014, Phillip Papas came to the defense of Leein
his book Renegade Revolutionary: The Life of General Charles Lee. The most
contemporary of Lee’s autobiographies takesinto account the fact the Lee
could have possibly suffered from “bipolar disorder and manic
depression.”1s Thisassertionby Papasleadshim to the conclusion that
because of these afflictions Lee’s ideals and beliefs during his captivity had
faltered. Despite Lee’s philosophicaldeparture fromtheidea of an
independentrepublic, Papas contends that hisplanwasa way for himto
express his desire to end the war with theleastamount of bloodshed on both
sides.Papas’s work reinforces Thayer and Alden’s contention that Lee was
instrumental in beginning the Revolutionary War.

Until recently thelegacy of Charles Leehasbeen largely forgottenin
the chronidlesthe Revolutionary War. His inability tohandle defeat and
marginalizationled to his eventual conviction of treason that sealed hisfate
in history. Without knowing Lee’s true intentions with the development of
his “Plan,” the truenature of his actionscanneverbe fully revealed. Lee was
condemned asa cow ard for actions thathe felt best served the fight for
independence. Despite the revelation of his lettersto Howe, his contribution
shouldn’t beignored. There canbeno denying hismilitary acumenwas
instrumental in many victories over the British Forces. His contribution
through patriotism before the war place him as one of the founders of the
fight for independence.
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