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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Presents Robert E. Lee
New Film Re-Examines the Legacy of the Man Who Led the Confederacy

Premieres Monday, January 3, 2011

9:00 p.m. – 10:30 p.m. ET on PBS

Encore Broadcast of “U.S. Grant” on January 10, 2011

He is celebrated by handsome equestrian statues in countless cities and towns across the American South, and by no less than five postage stamps issued by the government he fought against during the four bloodiest years in American history.  Nearly a century and a half after his death, Robert E. Lee, the leading Confederate general of the American Civil War, remains a source of fascination and, for some, veneration. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Robert E. Lee examines the life and reputation of the general whose military successes made him the scourge of the Union and the hero of the Confederacy, and who was elevated to almost god-like status by admirers after his death.  Premiering on PBS at 9:00 p.m. on Monday, January 3, 2011 — the Sesquicentennial Anniversary Year of the Civil War — Robert E. Lee is produced by Mark Zwonitzer.  An encore broadcast of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE U.S. Grant, directed by Adriana Bosch, is scheduled on Monday, January 10, 2011 at 9:00 p.m. ET.

From the time he was a young man, Robert Edward Lee carried himself as if the command of men was his destiny. Born into Virginia aristocracy, his extended clan included a president, a chief justice, and signers of the Declaration of Independence. His father was a celebrated Revolutionary War hero who won a medal of honor from the Continental Congress.  R.E. Lee graduated from West Point at the top of his class — with near-perfect scores in artillery, infantry and cavalry and without a single demerit.  While many found much to admire, others called him the “marble man,” a studied perfectionist who strove to be a paragon and prided himself on duty, self-denial and discipline.

Trained for the art of war, Lee didn’t go to battle until he was 40 years old.  Once in the field in the Mexican War, he rose to prominence through his courage and acts of bravery under Commanding General Winfield Scott, who called Lee the best soldier in the American army, proclaiming that in the event of a war the first thing the U.S. government should do is take out a life insurance policy on Robert E. Lee.

But when the opportunity of a lifetime arrived in 1861 — the President of the United States wanted him to lead an army in the service of his country — he declined.  For to command the Union Army would mean taking up arms against his beloved Virginia, a state he idealized but where he actually spent little of his adult life.   And to whom did he have to confess his divided loyalties?  None other than the man he most revered, his former commanding officer, General Winfield Scott. 

Embraced by fervent Southern partisans as the savior of the South, Lee had no actual experience commanding large bodies of troops.  In the beginning of the war he floundered, was removed from active duty, then re-appointed as the head of the Army of Northern Virginia out of desperation when another general was shot from his horse.

[image: image1.png]One of a handful of Civil War generals with the imagination to conceive a grand military strategy, he had the focus to plan a large campaign to the smallest detail and the energy to drive it.  Yet he was the bloodiest general in United States history, with 20,000 casualties in the battle of Seven Days.  He inspired the unquestioned loyalty of the men who fought beneath him, but drove his soldiers beyond the logistical capacity they could muster.  It was this fervent belief in the abilities of his men to fight and win against all odds that wore down his army. Eventually the better-equipped and larger Union Army defeated them.

Following the war, Lee faced the hard and un-idealized truth: his soaring ambition, his superhuman physical stamina and his unbending resolve had been devastating to those closest to him.  Virginia had been driven to its knees, his family estate lost and his sons financially beleaguered.  His daughters, homebound and unhappy, never married, partly because a generation of Southern males had died in their father’s army.

In October of 1870, just five and a half years after his surrender, Lee suffered a massive stroke and died a few days later, at home in Virginia, surrounded by his family.

Southern partisans deified their now-fallen commander, placing his memory at the head of a grand and noble Lost Cause. For the next quarter century, admirers of the Confederate cause funded and erected monuments to Robert E. Lee by the scores. And for a full century after his death, the memory of General Lee was rigorously burnished. The glory that eluded Lee in life attached itself to him in death, turning him, quite literally, into a marble man. 

About the Participants

Peter S. Carmichael is the Robert C. Fluhrer Professor of Civil War Studies and Director of the Civil War Institute at Gettysburg College. He is the author of many books, including Audacity Personified:  The Generalship of Robert E. Lee.
Michael Fellman is a Professor of History and Liberal Studies at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver and author of several books on the Civil War.

Gary W. Gallagher is the John L. Nau III Professor in the History of the American Civil War at the University of Virginia’s Corcoran Department of History and author of numerous books on the Civil War.

Joseph T.  Glatthaar is a historian and author of General Lee’s Army: From Victory to Collapse, and others.

Lesley J. Gordon is Professor of History at the University of Akron and author of multiple books on the Civil War.

Winston Groom is an author of both fiction (Forrest Gump) and non-fiction works, such as Shrouds of Glory, the Civil War narrative of John Bell Hood, a Southern general convinced that his efforts could turn the tide of the war. 

Ervin L. Jordan, Jr. is Associate Professor and Research Archivist, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University of Virginia. He is author of Charlottesville and the University of Virginia in the Civil War and, with Herbert Thomas, Nineteenth Century Virginia Infantry.
Elizabeth Brown Pryor is an American diplomat and historian who received the Lincoln Prize for Reading the Man: A Portrait of Robert E. Lee through his Private Letters.
Emory M. Thomas is Regents Professor of History Emeritus at the University of Georgia, a long-time member of the history department faculty and the author of eight books, including Robert E. Lee: A Biography (1995). 
About the Filmmakers

MARK ZWONITZER (Producer) has created award-winning programming for PBS for nearly fifteen years. His most recent work for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE was as a writer for WE SHALL REMAIN, the groundbreaking miniseries that established Native American history as an essential part of American history.  Zwonitzer’s previous films for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE include the Emmy Award-nominated film Walt Whitman Mount Rushmore, Joe diMaggio: The Hero’s Life, Transcontinental Railroad, The Massie Affair, and Jesse James. He has received the duPont-Columbia Award, the Peabody Award, the Writers Guild Award, and the Japan Foundation’s President’s Prize.  His book, Will You Miss Me When I’m Gone: The Carter Family & Their Legacy in American Music, was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award, a New York Times Notable Book of the Year, and an American Library Association’s Booklist Editor’s Choice.
MARK SAMELS (Executive Producer) was named to lead PBS’s flagship history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE in 2003 after serving as senior producer since 1997.  Produced by WGBH/Boston, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is television’s most-watched and longest running history series, and the recipient of every major industry award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmy, Writers Guild and duPont-Columbia Journalism Award. Numerous films for the series have been recognized at major film festivals, including Sundance, and eight have been nominated for Academy Awards®.  Prior to joining WGBH, Samels worked as an independent documentary filmmaker, an executive producer for several U.S. public television stations and as a producer for the first co-production between Japanese and American television.  A native of Wisconsin, he is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
Television’s most-watched history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been hailed as “peerless” (Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune), and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including twenty-seven Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards, and fourteen George Foster Peabody Awards, one most recently for Two Days in October.

Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is provided by Liberty Mutual.  Major funding is provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation.  Robert E. Lee has been made possible in part by a major grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities: because democracy demands wisdom.  Additional funding is provided by the Arthur Vining Davis Foundations, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and by Public Television viewers.
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