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General William H.F. Payne and the Black Horse Cavalry 

William Payne was born in 1830 in Clifton, Virginia In 1846 he attended the Virginia Military Academy for one year and was 
declared an honorary graduate. He studied law at the University of Virginia and began his law practice in Warrenton in 185!. He 
also served as Fauquier Commonwealth Attorney. He wasmarried in 1852 to Mary Elizabeth Winston Payne. They had 10 
children. 

In 1858 he suggested the formation ofa local militia, in anticipation of the dissolution of the Union. Shortly after, the Black Horse 
Cavalry was formed with John Scott as captain. The unit was called to duty when Abolitionist John Brown tried to capture the 
l liiiPC':; 1:'';;7)- arsenal in 18 <;9. A detachment of the Black Horse was chosen to escort John Brown to his execution. Whe n the 
unit returned to Warrenton there was a Black Horse Ball Celebration at the Warren Green Ilotcl, 

John Payne enlisted as a private in the Black Horse Cavalry in April, 186 I even though he was entitled to a higher rank. In 1861 
he was elected Black Horse captain when the previous captain transferred to another unit. At th e battle of First Manassas , the 
Black Horse was held in reserve until the last day when the troop participated in one of the war' s most famous cavalry charges 
taking them to within 6 miles of Washington. The troop received many honors for this victory. 

In September 1861 the Black Horse was merged into the 4tb Regiment of the Virginia Cavalry where it participated in almost 
every major battle fought in Virginia. In the Spring of 1862, while repulsing an attack, the Colonel of the 4 th Regiment was 
seriously wounded and Major Payne took command. Soon after Payne also was wounded (shot in ills jaw) and taken prisoner. 
His wife was told that he had been killed but she continued to look until she found him at a hospital near Old Point. She convinced 
the surgeon that he could never fight again and received permission to return him to ills Warrenton home where she nursed him 
back to health. After recovering he was promoted to Lt. Colonel in 1862, 

After the Second Battle of Manassas, Payne feared that Warrenton, with thousands of Confederate wounded in its hospitals, would 
be captured by Union forc es . The 2nd North Carolina Cavalry was assigned to hold Warrenton with Col. Payne in command. They 
were success ful in holding Warrenton until other Confederate forces arrived. 

In February, 1863 he was -named Commander ofthe zr -v irglilia Cavalry ~ played a major rolf' at the Battle of Bran dy Station . 
After riding into Pennsylvania under Jeb Stuart, the Black Horse was reportedly "cut to pieces" near the town of Hanover " by a 
much larger Union force. In June of 1863 Payne was again wounded and captured.. He was imprisoned at Johnston' s Island but 
later was exchanged and rejoined the 4th Virginia. At that timehe was promoted to Colonel of the Brigade. The Brigade played 
major roles in battles including the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House and Cold Harbor. Many of the original Black Horse 
had been killed, wounded or captured as the war progressed, and they encountered food and supply scarcities. 

On November 1864, William Payne was promoted to Brigadier General. His outnumbered forces attacked Union troops near 
Cumberland, Maryland, capturing many Union troops, horses and supplies. During General U.S. Grant's final campaign General 
Payne was again wounded and sent to a hospital near Richmond. The remnants of the Black Horse fought on. Just before the final 
surrender by Robert E. Lee the troops evaded capture and escaped back to the Warrenton area. General Payne also escaped back 
to Warrenton but was captured and sent to Washington. He was accused of having played a role in the Lincoln assassination, but 
later cleared. He was the last of the Black Horse to be paroled , Of the original Black Horse, 35 died in service, 4 I were wounded, 
and 67 captured. 

After the war Payne resumed ills law practice and became general counsel for the Southern Railway Co. He died in 1904 in 
Washington, D.C. and is buried in Warrenton Cemetery. 

General Payne 's officer's tunic is On display at tlro·Old Jail Museum .in Warrenton, Virginia. 
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