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In June 1864 the Union armies attacked Petersburg. Failing to 

capture it~ they then laid siege to it. By June 18 General Burnside's 

IX Corps had "gained an advanced position .• within 130 yards of 

the enemy's main line and confronting Elliott's Salient •.• ,,1 

This area, just southeast of the city, had been open farmland 

before the war,2 and the Confederate 1 ine here was on the farm of 

William H. Griffith, as was the advanced Union picket line. 3 The main 

Union line, however, was in a cornfield on the farm of William B. Taylor. 4 

Ell i ott's Sal i ent, on a ri dge known as Cemetery Hill, was a strong 

point on the Confederate line. It was called a re-entrant salient, 

rather than a projecting one, as it curved inward so enfilading fire 

could come from either side to the front in case of attack. "A high 

interior line, called a trench cavalier, had been built across the 

gorge of the salient enclosing a triangular space . . . ,,5 In front 

was a deep ditch with abatis and chevaux~de-frise and a line of rifle 

pits. A covered way 'gave entrance to it from the rear. The salient 

housed Peagram's battery of four guns and supporting troops from 

Elliott's brigade. 6 

Opposite the salient in the Union line the 48th Pennsylvania 

Volunteer Regiment, commanded by Lt. Col. Pleasants, was stationed. 

Many of the men in this regiment had been coal miners and they now 

conceived the idea of running a mine shaft under the salient and blowing 

'it'up. Work was begun June 25 behind the advanced Union picket line. 
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" The excavation was commenced in the side of the hill where o!Jr exterior 

line of works runs." l After advancing about 50 feet Pleasants report ed: 

"From this point I had to excavate a stratum of marl, the consistency 

of putty, whi ch caused our progress to be very slow. To avoi d thi s, I 

started an inclined plane, and,in about one hundred feet, raised thirteen 
. 

and one-half feet perpendicular. On the 17th July, the main galler-,Y was 

compl eted, being fi ve hundred and ten and ei ght-tenths feet in 1 ength. ,,8 

The next step in Pleasants' plan was to burrow out into lateral 

tunnels at the end of the long shaft which now extended under the 

Confederate line. Accordingly, on July 18 work began on two branches 

extending to the right and left, paralleling the fortifiGations above, 

and about 20 feet below them. P·leasants stated that he "started the 

right lateral gallery, but, as the enemy could be plainly heard working 

over us in the Fort~ I caused this · gallery to be excavated a little 

beyond and to the rear of their works, and gave it a curved line of 

direction. The left gallery being thirty-seven feet long . . the 

right gallery being thirty-eight feet long .•.• " This was completed 

by July 23 and then the charge, consisting of "three hundred and twenty 

kegs of powder, each containing twenty-five pounds--four tons ," was 

placed in "eight magazines connected by wooden tubes, half filled with 

. powder. "g 

Early in the morning ·of July 30 the charge was set off. The earth 

erupted with a terrifying roar. "It was a magnificent spectacle," a 

Union officer reported, "and as t he mass of earth went into- the air, 
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carrying with it men, guns, carri ages, and 1 imbers, and spread out 

like an immense cloud as it reached its altitude, so close were the 

Uni on 1 i nes that the mass appeared as if it woul d descend immedi ately 

upon the troops waiting to make the charge." The fall-out from the 

explosion "covered up the abatis and chevaux-de-frisein front of the 

enemy's works." 1 0 

When the charging Union troops reached the point of explosion, 

they saw "an enormous hole in the ground •.. filled with dust, great 

blocks of clay, guns, broken carriages, projecting timbers, and men 

buried in various ways--some up to their necks, other to their waists, 

and some with only their feet and legs protruding from the.earth. ,,11 

The explosi on ki ned, wounded, or buried about 278 Confederates 

. and completely destroyed two guns of the battery. The gaping Union 

soldiers milled in and around the crater, but none moved forward; 

brigades and regiments soon became inextricably mixed in the confusion. 

When some did try to go forward out of the crater, they found that due 
, 

to the "preci pitous wall s" they "coul d fi nd no footi ng except by faci ng 

inward, digging their heels into the earth, and throwing their backs 

against the side of the crater.,,12 

These del ays proved fatal. In a short time the Confederates 

recovered from their shock and counterattacked. Soon "shot, shell and 

musket balls came from every point of the compass and the mortar shells 

rai ned down from above" on the troops in and arolJnd the .crater .13 

"It was a sickening sight," a Union officer recalled, "men were dead 
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and dying all around; blood was streaming down the sides of the crater 

to the bottom, where it gathered in pools for a time before being 

absorbed by the hard red c1ay.,,14 Some Union soldiers tried to run 

thE! .gaunt1et from the crater back to thei r own 1 ine, but few made it. 

Then, "By direction of officers in the crater the men began a deep 

trench toward our lines. Another, by direction of General Burnside, 

had been started from our lines to meet it."lS Neither was completed, 

hOl~ever, before the Confederates recaptured the position. 

General Burnside reported that the crater had a crest around it 

12 feet high with "sides of loose pulverized sand piled up precipitately 

from which projected huge blocks of clay.,,16 Confederate General 

Alexander reported that "This fonned a high embankment, as it were, all 

around the crater, with one enormous clod, the size of a small cabin, 

perched about the mi ddle of the . rim,whi ch remained a 1 andmark for 

weeks. • • • The parapets were partially destroyed and largely buried 

by the falling earth. ,,17 Another Confederate officer reported that 

"The fort was blown into two compartments."lS 

The Confederates quickly began to repair the damage. "After dark 

tools were brought, with which we reconstructed the wrecked fort. In 

doing this, we buried the dead down in the. fort by covering them with 

the earth. ,,19 Another offi cer reported that "In the gray li ght of 

morning I went into the crater and there I saw the burying parties in 

this place sti11 at work. H20 

There \~as no agreement, apparently, on the size of the crater. 

4 
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Pleasants claimed that "Thesize of the crater formed by the explosion 

was at least 200 feet long, 50 feet wide, and 25 feet deep. ,,21 

Burnside stated it was 150 feet long, 60 feet wide, and 30 feet deep.22 

. Confederate General B. R. Johnson reported "The crater measures 135 feet 

in length, 97 feet in breadth, and 30 feet deep.,,23 Another officer 

declared the explosion left "a hole in the ground about 30 feet deep, 

60 feet wIde, and 170 feet 1 ong. ,,24 ·· In 1962 the park staff meas ured 

the crater and reported it to be 120 feet in length, 80 feet wide, and 

18 feet deep.25 

No further major action occurred at the crater, and the following 

Apri 1 the two armies mov.ed ofLtoAppomattox and the .end of the war. 

Later most of the bodies buried in and around the crater were exhumed 

and reburied in the nearby national cemetery. As the years passed 

many Of the physical signs of the siege gradually disappeared, either 

from farming or heavy vegetati ve growth. Mr, Griffj th resumed the 

cultivation of his fields but he did not disturb the crater or the 

tunnel area,and within a year after- the end of the war tourists began 

to come from all over the country to see the battlefield and particularly 

the crater area. Indeed,as early as the summer of .1865, a northern 

reporter visited the area and wrote that he "found in the midst of weedy 

fields, the famous 'crater'. It was a huge, irregu1a1", oblong pit, 

perhaps a hundred feet in length and twenty indepth." He also 

observed the tunnel and tunne.l entrance. "There was a deep ravine in 

front, up in the side of which the mine had been worked. The mouth was 
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still visible, half hidden by rank weeds. In spots the surface 

earth had caved, leaving chasms opening into the mine along its 

course • •• . And all around were graves. ,,26· 

By the following year (1866) visitors became so numerous that 

a local hotel published A Guide to the Fortifications and Battlefields 

Around Petersburg, and Mr. Griffith began to charge 25¢ to see the 

Crater. A visitor in 1867 reported: "Several hundred yards across 

the field, on the brow of .the hill, yawned the Crater, looking black 

and uninviting. . • . About a year since, being in needy circumstances, 

Mr. Griffith, encouraged by the number of visitors, conceived the idea 

of preserving the Crater intact, as the war had left it . and with 

that view he enclosed it, and added some conveniences and attractions. 

Walks were laid out, and steps planted by which the mouth of the crater 

is reached. ,,27 

A year later (1868) another visitor wrote that "There is still a 

vast ho 11 ow in the earth. though the look of the place has changed • . 

in consequence of the falling in of the sides. Human bones were still 

lying about, and shreds of uniform and cartridge-pouches and bayonet 

scabbards, some of them scorched and curled up as with fire.,,28 

Mr. Griffith and his heirs continued to preserve the Crater and 

tunnel area and continued farm operations until the heirs sold the land 

in 1918. The new owner continued the same practices for the next eight 

years. Then in 1926 the property was conveyed to the Crater Battlefield 

6 
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Association, which continued to preserve and maintain the Crater, 

while constructing a golf course on the surrounding grounds. The 

Crater and tunnel area were fenced in to separate them from the 

golf course. A section of the tunnel was opened by the Association 

for public viewing about 1928, but it had collapsed by 1930. In 1934 

the Association went bankrupt and the golf course was closed. Then 

in 1936 the area was purchased- by the United States. 29 

Thus it can be seen that the Crater has remained basically as it 

was a short time after the war, with the exception of the slight changes 

due to natural elements and the feet and actions of visitors. There is 

no evidence of any major man-made alterations or additions. Undisturbed 

as it was, trees quickly grew in the area, probably adding an element 

of protecti on from the elements. Arti st sketches made in 1886 cl early 

show tree growth in and around the Crater and along the tunnel path. 30 

Photographs over the past fifty years show that tree growth continued, 

with no major changes in the Crater (attached). 

There is no evidence that any archeological work was ever undertaken 

in the Crater. However, in 1937 when it was proposed to restore the 

tunnel, Park Service engineers did a plan and profile of the tunnel and 

the Crater (copy attached).31 An archeological dig on part of the tunnel 

was conducted in 1937- in an attempt to verify the tunnel entrance. 

Another survey and dig was made in 1958 and again in 1962. 32 The 

conclusions reached from these explorations were that the tunnel entrance 

was approximately where it had been marked by a small stone marker 
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THE ORA1'ER, AS SEEN FROM TIUJ UNION SIDE. l!ROl\I, A SKETOI~ MADE Nl' Tim TIME. 

In October,l8ST, MnJor .Tames C.Coit, of Cheraw, South . on the oay of the explosion. 'I'his battery [Wril!;llt.'~l. wllf're r 
Carolina, wrote as follows with ' regard to this picturc, WIlS <lllringthe engagement,. was just ncrosR til" rlIV ill e '0 om 
and tbe~ 'nfc<lerate battery, under his command, bear" lef~,the crater and jnst in rear of 0111' infantry lilil'. "1),,,,1 - 'lilli- ,.-. ___________ , ___ _ 



• • 

Battles "a rid Leaders 



552 THE. BATTLE DFTHE'·PETERSBURG'CRATER. 

• 

• 
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THE BATTLE OF THE ~ETERSBURG CRATER. 
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I. PROFILE 0],' THE GROUND BETWEEN 'rIIE CHATER AND THE MOUTH 01' TIlE l\lINE. 

• picks furnished mo, but had to take common army picks and have them straightened for lil'" 

mining picks ... :',The only officers of high rank, so far as I learned) tha,t favored the cni,'i 
prise were Genen1rnurnside, the corps commander, and Geneml Pottm', the division cornm<lIHl('I'. '. 

On tho 23d of July Colonel Pleasants had the whole mine ready for till' 

placing of tho powder. With proper tools and instruments it could hnvn 1>("'11 

done in one-third or one-fourth of the time. The. greatest delay ,Y(1S Oi'(';1 
, . ., '" 
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