
What you should know about 

F~1A~ie.r 1fistvrt; 
William "Extra Billy" Smith 

William Smith spent much of his life in Warrenton. Over an almost 90 year life span he was a lawyer, politician, military leader, 
and businessman. No matter what he did, he was always considered a ieader of men. 

William Smith was born on September 6, 1797, in King George County, Virginia at his family's home. He was the oldest of the 7 
children that survived adulthood. Growing up he took advantage of many educational opportunities that led to William being 
licensed to practice law in Culpeper, Virginia in 1821. His marriage to Elizabeth Bell in also in 1821 lasted 59 years and resulted in 
II children. 

In 1827 William started his first business, a mail coach service between Fairfax and Culpeper that was later expanded to serve from 
Washington, D.C. to Milledgeville, GA. His "Extra Billy" name came as a result ofthe extra fees he charged for various associated 
services. Although initially used by his enemies, the name later was widely used in a favorable way to refer to William. In 1835, he 
started a steamboat line between Richmond and Washington, D.C. and later others between Norfolk and Baltimore, and Pensacola, 
Florida and Galveston, Texas were added. 

His political career started in 1836 when he was elected to the Virginia Senate. He was a Democrat and considered pro-slavery. In 
the early 1840's, he moved his family to Warrenton, purchasing 200 acres off Culpeper Street and built a home called Monte Rosa 
(now known as Neptune Lodge). In 1841, William resigned from the Virginia Senate and won the Culpeper U.S. Congressional 
seat. He later lost reelection because of a geographical change in the district. In 1845 he was rewarded by his party and elected 
Governor by the Virginia General Assembly where he emphasized educational, public works (infrastructure), and government 
reform issues. After his term as governor, he had little money left and decided to go west in 1849 (Gold Rush days) to renew his 

~ fortune. 

In California, William practiced law in the San Francisco area and became active in real estate investment. While rebuilding his 
fortune, he again became involved in politics. He was elected president of the first California State Democratic Convention. He 
returned to Warrenton in 1852, establishing his law practice in the California Building at the corner of Hotel and Court Streets. He 
was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1861, however, with the increasingly worsening North/South situation, he soon 
left Washington to return to his beloved Virginia. 

William's military involvement actually started while he was Governor when he was asked by President Polk in 1846 to organize 3 
regiments of volunteers for possible use against Mexico. In 1847 these units were mustered into Federal service in the Mexican 
War. After secession from the Union, William applied to the Governor for a commission as a general. At 64 he was considered too 
old and had no military experience, but he was eventually granted a commission as a colonel. Although not a military tactician, he 
proved himself many times as a superb leader of men. He distinguisbed himself as a military leader in many battles including 
Fairfax Station, the First Battle of Manassas, Battle of Sharpsburg, and the Battle of Gettysburg. A classic story of William as a 
military leader was that ofthe "blue umbrella". The umbrella was initially used by him for shade from the SUllo Although warned by 
his men that it made him a target, he continued to use from time to time and it became somewhat a symbol of his leadership. He was 
wounded several times the most severe at Sharpsburg where thanks to his wife he was returned to Warrenton to recover. In 
Warrenton, Elizabeth was able to bring William back to health and protect him from capture. After eight months of recuperation he 
returned to his troops in Winchester. He was promoted to Brigadier General in 1863, was again elected Governor of Virginia, and 
soon after promoted to Major General. He was the confederate Governor at wars' end and was one of only 4 men to ever serve 
twice as Virginia's Governor. 

At end of the war, he attempted to be acknowledged as the Governor of Virginia, but failed. A $25,000 price was put upon his head 
and he became a fugitive. Eventually he was allowed to ride into Richmond and surrender. At age 67 he was not imprisoned but 
was paroled and finally allowed to return to Warrenton. He continued to fight for the rights of Virginians during the reconstruction 
period. In 1875, he was elected to represent Fauquier County in the Virginia House of Delegates. At age 79, William left the 
legislature to return to Warrenton. He passed away on May 18, 1887. He is buried in the Hollywood Cemetery in Richmond. 
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