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Light-Horse Harry: The 
Legacy of Henry Lee III 

 
Posthumous portrait by James Herring, (c. 1838),  
after an original 18th century painting 

Henry Lee III (1756–1818), better known as “Light-Horse 
Harry,” remains one of the more dynamic figures of 
early American history—a man whose life bridged the 
Revolutionary War and the formative years of the 
United States. 

Born at Leesylvania Plantation in colonial Virginia, Lee 
came from a deeply rooted and influential family. 
Educated at the College of New Jersey (now Princeton 
University), he initially pursued law, but the outbreak of 
the American Revolution in 1775 quickly redirected his 
path toward military service. 

Lee rose to prominence as a cavalry officer in the 
Continental Army. His leadership of “Lee’s Legion,” a 
highly mobile force combining cavalry and infantry, 
earned him widespread respect. These troops 
specialized in rapid strikes, reconnaissance, and 
disruption of British operations—tactics that resemble 
what we now call guerrilla warfare. Lee’s daring raid at 
Paulus Hook in 1779 was a standout success, earning 
him a rare gold medal from Congress and solidifying 
his reputation for bold, effective command. It was 
during this period that he earned the nickname “Light-
Horse Harry” for his exceptional horsemanship and 
battlefield agility. 

After the war, Lee transitioned into political life. He 
served as a delegate to the Congress of the 
Confederation, supported the ratification of the U.S. 
Constitution, and later became the ninth Governor of 

Virginia (1791–1794). His public service extended to the 
national stage as well, including a term in the U.S. 
House of Representatives. Lee also played a role in 
domestic affairs when President George Washington 
called upon him to help suppress the Whiskey 
Rebellion in 1794—a mission that ended without 
bloodshed. 

Lee is perhaps most famously remembered for the 
words he delivered at Washington’s funeral in 1799, 
describing the first president as “first in war, first in 
peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” The 
phrase endures as one of the most iconic tributes in 
American history. 

Despite his early successes, Lee’s later years were 
marked by hardship. Financial struggles led to 
bankruptcy and even a brief imprisonment for debt. In 
1812, while defending a newspaper editor from a 
violent mob in Baltimore, Lee suffered severe injuries 
that permanently affected his health. Seeking recovery, 
he traveled to the West Indies, but never fully regained 
his strength. 

He died in 1818 in Georgia, far from his Virginia home. 
Decades later, his remains were reinterred at 
Washington & Lee University, linking his legacy to 
future generations—including his son, Robert E. Lee, 
who would become a prominent figure in American 
history. 

Henry Lee III’s life reflects both the promise and the 
turbulence of a young nation. Soldier, statesman, and 
survivor, “Light-Horse Harry” left behind a legacy 
defined by courage, service, and resilience. 


