Biography of E. Brooke Lee (Linda Machado)
Comptroller 1920-1922 

Edward Brooke Lee was a successful politician, real estate developer, and gentleman farmer.  He served Maryland state and local government in several capacities including one term as state Comptroller from 1920-1922. Lee was a powerful figure in the development of Montgomery County. Sometimes referred to as the architect of Montgomery County, the Washington Post declared in its obituary of Mr. Lee, “For more than three decades there was no way to do anything in Montgomery County without going through E. Brooke Lee. He dominated Montgomery County politics from 1919 until the 1950s, shaped what had been rolling farmland into what is now one of the nation’s most affluent suburbs.”
 Mr. Lee was part of a historic and powerful family. As a member of the Lee and Blair families, his lineage included many famous Americans. His great-grandfather, Richard Henry Lee, and a great-uncle were both signers the Declaration of Independence; his grandfather was a third cousin of Robert E. Lee; and his father was a senator. Additionally, Mr. Lee’s son, Blair Lee served in the Maryland House of Delegates (1955-1962); was Secretary of State for Maryland (1969-1971); was Lieutenant Governor (1971-1979); and was Acting Governor (1977-1979). During his lifetime, Mr. Lee played an important role in Maryland state government, and Montgomery County local government and was a vital figure in the development of Montgomery County through his political clout and real estate development activities. 


Lee was born in Blair House in Washington, D.C. on October 23, 1892. His great grandfather, Francis Preson Blair built Blair House, which lays adjacent to the White House, in 1840. As a child, Lee spent his winters at Blair House and summers at the family farm, Silver Spring, in Montgomery County.
 He attended Pomfert School in Connecticut from which he graduated in 1912. In 1913, Lee’s father, Blair Lee, won a seat to the United States Senate. Upon graduation from the Pomfert School in 1914, Lee enlisted in the United States Army, Maryland Infantry. That same year he married his first wife, Elizabeth Somerville Wilson. In 1916, he commenced his studies at Princeton but left after just a year in order to work in his father’s office. The elder Lee agreed on the condition that his son work on a law degree at night.  A bargain struck, Lee attended law school at night at George Washington University and earned a LL.B. degree in 1917.

When the United States entered World War I in 1917, Lee joined the Army 29th Infantry Division. During the course of the war, Lee earned many awards including the Distinguished Service Cross (the Army's second highest award) and the French Croix de Guerre. He earned the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.

When the war ended, Lee intended to return from Europe and commence a career, possibly in real estate development NOT in politics. As a youngster and adult, Lee experienced politics first hand through his work on his father’s campaigns. Blair Lee had spent a large portion of the Lee family fortune on various political campaigns and E. Brooke Lee felt he should work and earn the funds necessary to replenish the family coffers. On the boat back from the war, however, Lee learned that his father’s political supporters had something else in mind for his professional life. In an interview with the Montgomery County Historical Society’s Oral History Program, Lee recounted, “I had an interesting experience when the transport got into Norfolk Harbor or Newport News harbor. They threw the Baltimore Sun on board, and the Baltimore Sun edition that they threw on board said, ‘Senator Smith Favors Young Lee for Comptroller,’”
 The various factions of the state Democratic Party, according to Lee, believed that Lee’s candidacy for Comptroller and Albert Ritchie’s for governor would help unify the party factions – a necessity if the Democrats were to win against the Republicans who were gaining in strength. Initially opposed to the idea, Lee eventually consented after a meeting with the faction that supported his father for many years. 


On November 4, 1919 Lee was elected Comptroller. He served as Comptroller from 1920-22. It was Lee’s wish to remain with the National Guard while he served as Comptroller. This, however, was not to be. Lee described the political concerns which required that he relinquish his National Guard position: “…Attorney General Alexander Armstrong from Hagerstown ruled that a National Guard commission was a second office of profit and trust and unconstitutional, and Governor Ritchie wasn’t willing to take a chance on somebody attacking the State bond issue which I had to sign, and so I had to resign from the National Guard.”
 The years during which Lee was Comptroller were part of a pivotal era for the Comptroller’s office. 

During this time, the work and responsibilities of the Comptroller expanded significantly. As a member of the Reorganization Committee in 1921, he recommended that the responsibility for reporting data and detailed budgetary information to the governor and General Assembly should be granted to the Comptroller’s office. Additionally, he recommended that the Comptroller’s office should be authorized as an officer of review to determine the actual needs of various state institutions. This included the power to recommend that amounts could be withheld either in part or in whole and the funds reverted to the State Treasury. Commenting upon his work as Comptroller, Lee described the work of the reorganization committee as, “a very important piece of work.”
 At the end of his two-year term, Lee decided to not run for re-election to the Comptroller’s office. He wished to start the career in real estate development that he delayed for two years after being drafted into a bid for the Comptroller’s office. 


Upon his exit from the Comptroller’s office in 1922, Lee was actively involved in building and land development in Silver Spring. During the same year he served as Secretary and Treasurer of the Silver Spring Building Supply Company. Additionally, he founded the North Washington Realty Company during the 1920s. 

Although he decided not to pursue another term as Comptroller, Lee did not disappear from politics or the Ritchie administration entirely. In 1923, Governor Ritchie appointed Lee to the office of Maryland Secretary of State. Lee assented to the appointment because the position was one that would dominate his time and he could, at the same time, pursue a more lucrative career in Montgomery County real estate. Lee remained both a campaigner and supporter of Governor Ritchie 

Throughout the rest of his career, Lee remained a visible and powerful presence in Maryland state politics and local Montgomery County politics and business. Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, Lee held a variety of political positions and offices. In 1926 he won election to the state House of Delegates. Later that same year he was elected House Speaker. He remained Speaker until 1930. He was Chairman of the Maryland Democratic Central Committee during the mid 1920s. In 1924 and 1932, Lee was a member of the National Democratic Platform Committee. From 1942 to 1948 he served on the Maryland Park and Planning Commission. Additionally, Lee played a major role in the creation of public school, public safety and liquor distribution in Montgomery County and was a member of the chambers of commerce of both the Silver Spring and Montgomery County. 

During his later years, as his involvement in politics waned, Lee embarked on a different professional path. On his farm in Damascus, Maryland, he launched a successful career as a breeder of Polled Hereford beef cattle. He became of the United State’s top breeders and was inducted into the Polled Hereford Hall of Fame.

1981 Lee retired as president and CEO of Lee Development Group. E. Brooke Lee died of pneumonia on September 21, 1984 in Damascus, Maryland. 
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