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" Union line, however, was in e cornfield on the farm of William B. Taylor.

“Ih June 1864 the Union armies attacked Petersburg, Failihg to
cepture it, they then Taid siege io e By.June 18 General Burnside's
IX Corps'had "gained an advanced stition',_. i withinIIBO yards of _
the enemy's main lTine and confronting . .-; Ef]iottfs salient . . . ."I

This area, jUst'Southeasf of the cify, had been open farmiand
'before the war,2 and the Confederate line here was on the farm of
w11iiam H. Griffith, as was the advanced Union picket 1ine.3 The main _

- ", , _ : 2

.E1110tt's Salient, on a ridge known as Cemetery H111,‘was a strong

point on the Cbhfederate Tine. It was called a reeentrant sa1feht,

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

1nter1or 11ne, ca11ed a trench cava11er, had been built across the

gorge of the salient enc]os1ng a trwangu1ar space . . 5 In front

was a deep ditch with abat1s and’ cheVaux-de-fr1se an& a line of rifle

p1ts A covered way gave entrance to it from the rear The sa11ent

- housed Peagram s battery of four guns and support1ng troops from-

E117ott’s bmgade,_6 -

Opposite the salient in the Union line fhe'48th Penhsy]vanie_
Vo?unteer.Regiment,.commanded by Lt. Co]; Pleasants, was stationed.
Many of the men in this regimentehad been.coal mihers and they now

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

"4t 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 our exterior
tine of works runs."’ After advancing about 50 feet Pleasants reported:
"From thfs_point I had to excavate a stratum of marl, the consistency
of putty, which caused our progress to be very_slow; To avoid this, [
started an inclined plane, and, in about one hundred féet, raised thirteen
and one-half feet perpendicular. On the 17th Jﬁly, the main gallepy was
completed, being five hundred and ten and eight-tenths feet in 1ength.“8

The next step in Pleasants' plan was td.burrow out into Tateral
tunnels at the end of the long shaft which now extended-under the
Confederate line. Accordingly, on July 18 work began on two brancheé
extending to the right and left, paralleling the fortifications above,
and about 20 feet below them. Pleasants stated that he "started the
right 1ateréT gaTTery,:but; és the,eﬁemy coqu:be pIafh]y heard working
over us in the Fort;: I caused this'gaTjer& to be excavated a little
beyond and tq the rear of their works, and gave it é curved line of
direction. The left gallery being thirty-seveh feet Tong . . . the

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

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

kégs of powder, each containing twenty-five bouhds¥—four tons," was

placed in."eight magaiihes éonnected by wooden'tubes;“half filled with .
powdér."g o _ _ B

Early in the morning -of July 30 the chérge.wés set off. The earth
erupted with a térrifying roar. "It was a mégnificént spectacie,” é

Union officer reported, "and as the mass of earth went into the air,
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and some with on1y.their”feet and legs protruding from the earth.”

carrying with it men, guns, carriages, and Iimbers;'and spread out
1ike an immense cloud as it reached its'a1titude, so close were the
Union lines that the mass appeared as if it would descend immediateﬁy

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

~explosion "covered up the abatis and chevaux-de-frise in front of the -

enemy’s woar*ks.'_']0

When the charging Union troops reached the point of explosion,
they saw "an enormous hole in the ground . . .-fi]]ed'with‘dust, gfeat
blocks of clay, guns, brokeh'tarriages, prbjecting timbers, and men
buried in various ways—%some up to_their.necks;_other to their waists,

11

The explosion killed, wdunded, or buried about 278_Confederates

" and comp]eteTy destroyed two guns of the battery. The Qaping'Union-

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

brigades and fegiments soon became inextricably mixed in the confusion.
When some did try to go forward out of the crater, they found that due
to the "precipitous walls" they "could find no footing except by facing

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

aga1nst the s1de of the crater."12

These de?ays proved fata] In a short time the Cohfederates
recovered from their shock and counterattacked Soon "shot, she11.éhd
musxet balls came from every point of the compass and the mortar shells
rained down from above" on the troops in and around the crater, Is

"It was a s1cken1ng 51ght " a Un1on officer reca?led "men were dead




The fort was blown into two compartments.

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

uld

absorbed by the hard red clay. Some Union soldiers tried to run

the gauntlet from the crater back to their own line, but few made it.

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

trench toward our lines. Andther, by diréction of General Burnside,
had been started from our Tines to meet it."15 Neither was compieted,
however, before the Confederates recaptured the pcsition.. |

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 c:'lay.“]6 Confederate General
Alexander reported that "This formed a high embankment, as it were, all

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

- perched about the middle of the fim,,which remained a landmark for

weeks . + . . The parapets were partially destroyed and largely buried
by the falling earth."V  Another Confederate officer reported that

ll]8 .

~ 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 cdvering them with

the earth.“19 Another officer reported that "In the gray light of

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

this place still at work.”20

There was no agreement, apparent}y, on the siie of the crater,
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Pleasants claimed that "The size 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 Tong, 60 feet wide, and 30 feet deep.22

s Confederate Genera]-B._R; Johnson reported "The crater measures 135 feet

in length, 97 feet in breadth, and 30 feet deep."23 Another offieer
declared the exp10510n Teft "a hole in fhe grohnd about 30 feet deep,
60 feet w1de and 170 feet long. "24 . In 1962 the park staff measured
the crater and reported it to be 120 feet in ]ength, 80 feet wide, and
18 feet deep.25

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

April the two armies moved off to Appomattox and the end of the war.

Later most of the bodfeshburied in and around the crater were exhumed

and reburied in.the nearby'nationaT cemetery.' As the years passed
many of the physica]lsigns of the siege gradualiy disappeared, either
from farming or heavy vegetat1ve growth. Mr:;Griffith‘fesumed the |
cultivation of his fields but he did not d1sturb the crater or the
tunne1'area, and within a year after.the end of the war tourists began

to come from all over the country to see the batt]ef1e]d and particularly

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

reporter visited the area and wrote tnat he "found in the midst o. weedy

fields, the famous ‘crater'. It was a huge, irhegular, oblong pit,
perhaps a hundred feet in length and twenty in depth." He also
observed the tunnel and tunnel 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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- ecourse , . . . And all around were graves.

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

. "t : .

still visible, half hidden by rank weeds. In spots the surface

earth had caved, IeaVing'chasms opening into the mfne along'its 7--;
' n26 - '

By the fo]lowing'year (1866) v1s1tors became so numerous that

a3 loca] hotel pub11shed A Guide. to the rort1f1cat1ons 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, Tooking black

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

Mr. Griffith, eneouraged'by the number of'visitors,-conceived.the idea

- of pFESEPVTHQ the Crater 1ntact as the war had 1eft 1t . . . and with

that view he enc]osed 1t and added some conveniences and attract1ons

Walks were laid out, and steps planted by_wh1ch the mouth of the crater

"1is reached w2

A year later (1868) another v1s1tor wrote that "There is st111 a |

vast hollow. in the earth though the Took of the place has changed —_—

f:1n consequence of the fa1]1ng in of the s1des Human bones were st111

lying about, and shreds of uniform and cartr1dge pouches and bayonet
28

M. Gr1ff1th and h1s heirs contlnued to preserve the Crater and

' tunne] area: and cont1nued farm operat1ons unt11 the heirs 501d the land
in 19]8. The new owner continued the same pract1ces for the next e1ght

years., Then in 1926 the property was conveyed to_the Crater Battief1e1d
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- in 1936 the area was purchased by the United States.

| Assoc1at1on wh1ch cont1nued to preserve and ma1nta1n the Crater,
: while construct1ng a goif course on the surround1ng grounds : The

'Crater and tunne1 area were fenced in to separate them from the

golf course. _A sect10n of the tunnel was opened_by.the Assoc1at1on
for public viewing about 1928, but it had collapsed by 1930. In 1934
the Association went bankrupt and'the golf.course was closed. Then

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_a1teration5'or additions. Undisturbed

- as it was, trees_quickTy‘grew\in the_area,;prohah1y adding an element

of protection from the elements. 'Artist sketches made in 1886 clearly
shon tree growth in'and'aroundvthe”Crater and aTong the tunnel path. 30

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

7 with no magor changes in the Crater (attached)

There 1s no evidence that any archeo1og1ca1 work was ever undertaken

~in the Crater. However, in 1937 when it was pr0posed to restore the

tunnel, Park Serv1ce eng1neers did a p1an and prof11e of the tunnel and

the Crater (copy attached) 3. An archeo10g1ca1 dig on part of the tunnei

| was conducted in 1937 1in an attempt a8 ver1fy the tunne1 entrance

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

conclusions reached from these exp.orat1ons were that the tunnel entrance

was approximateiy where it had been marked by a sma11 stone marker




" placed by Union veterans in 1909,33 and that is where the Park Service

has reconstructed the entrance.



@ : ()
NOTES

Robert M. Johnson &'C]arence.C. Buel, edé.,‘Battles and Leaders

- of the Civil War, New York, ]884—87, vol, 4., p. 545..

9.
10.
11,
12.

18,
14,
15,

16.
17.
18.

19,

Official Atlas of the Civil War, Thomas Yoseloff, New York, 1958,
Plate LXXVIII #5: and P]ate LXIV #1; Official Records, Serijes I,
vol. 40, part 1, p. 229, : - '

T. J. Hareison & C. B. Lanford ”Crdtef Area Historical Report,”
PNMP, 1962, p. 15.

‘Official Records, Ser}es I v01 40 part 1, p 229

E. P. Alexander, Mem01rs of a Confederate New York 1907 p. 569;
Official Records, Series I, vol. 40, part 1 p. 788.

‘Battles & Leaders, vol. 4, p. 551 Joseph Gould, The Story of the

Forty- E1ghth Ph11ade1ph1a, 1908, p. 170.

Gou]d, The Story of the. Forty-E1ghth p. 222.

Pleasanfs report and draw1ngs are in Off1c1a1 Records, Ser1es I
vol. 40, part 1, pp. 556 563,

Ibid.

Battles and Leaders, vo1,'4;'p. 551;_1]

*Ib1d

Quoted in Joseph P, Cullen, "The S1ege of Petersburg;" Civil War
Times ITlustrated Aug 1970 . o B ,

Gould, The Story of the’ Forty E1ghth p 253

Battles & Leaders, vo? 4, p. 562

Ibid., p. 567.

Hakrison & Lanford, "Crater Area Historica] Report,” p. 11.

Alexander, Mi]itary Memoer'of'é*COnfederate p. 569,

Gou]d The Story of the Forty- Eighth p 252 ;
Ibid., P 253. s




i

20. George S. Bernard, War Ta]ks of Confederate. Veterans, Petersburg,
-~ Virginia, 1892 p. 164,

| 21._ 0fficial Records, Ser1es“1, vol. 40,_pért.1,jp; 558.
22. Ibid., p. 72. R o
o3, Ibid., p. 788.
- 24. Battles & Leaders, vol. 4, p. 552,

h 25. Harrison & Lanford, ”Crater Area H1stor1ca1 Report "p. 20.

26. John T. Trowbr1dge, The Deso]ate South N. Y, ]956 p. 115.

27. Quoted in Lee A. Wa11ace Jr ) "A H1story of Petersburg NatTOna?
M111tary Park," p- 18, 1957, in PNMP f11es = _

28. Ibid.

-~ 29, -1bid., pp. 19, 55; The Prog_ess Index, Petersburg, V1rgln1a, B
April 30, 1937

- 30. Battles & Leaders, vol. 4, pp 545 546,
31.';"Pre}1m1nary Eng1neer1ng Report 3 1937, PAMP f11es

32, Harrison & Lanford, "Crater Area H1stor1ca1 Report," Append1x A.. .
. The Griffin archeological report of 1962 is produced a]most verbat1m
in th1s appendix. " R

33. Wallace, “A H1story of Petersburg Nationa1 M1]1tahy Park . p 21

SEN MEN NN N SN SN BN AN SN BN AN MW MW N e s mw am




) | | “Official Records, Series I, vol. 40, part 1

) i




L e s ]




'Ba£t1é3‘and‘Léaders

T

~ Ta T
: i ] ¢ 3 > . .




; -
IE v " FL’L_ ,;,_;,17
| o W,
| i I % Navea
i i P i awm "
1 B Jheeid - L e - o A, T
i B
R Nk
o
t “
i
1
. i
Pl
Lo
| !,
| :
|
\
i
¢ BN T i
L/ ) ';Js‘\{: A el
_ =V s gl
@ S e, R 0 e EXPLOSION OF THE MINE. FROM A BKETCH MADE AT THE THME: .

L e T e T R CIN THE OF™NIER,




. ‘Battles and Leaders }':-

..1\.1 A ' .\ll’q/




- THE BATTLE OF THE PETERSBURG CRATER

-

\Ji
\‘Ji
ST

]
-
. o

1
‘*‘Z,rw rz

N e,

.':'_’.-'..‘a .-._‘
!

b e e '&%‘
M?.IL'A Moy

“\;/m,‘ 1y
; 7\\} A f" oh
i .n{,m‘,,.,, Japu

B /};“,,m

THE CRATER, J'LS SEEN I"‘RO\[ TIIF UNIO\T SIDE. I“ROM A SKETCH MADE AT THE' TIME,

Adnns. o . Ca ',” - 4 Bt
iR }g, l_,,,, %’H— f “
\V,J.,; rd ,;,/e .

,_\‘ Y ) l l“} @ /////}5
,‘ //(\\‘1 i /ﬁ%’

In October, 1887, Major J‘ ames 0 C(ut of Cheraw, South .omn the day of the explosion. Tlus batt?x ¥ ['w :-;t:‘n:%i]l,l;.‘\‘ ]::;r' )g;”
Caroli Wr:)te as follows with regard to this pieturve, was during the engagoment, was just across th e
aggot;]rﬁz" \nfede;mte battery, under his command, bear- ~ lef” “{ the crater and just in rear of our infantry line,
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546 . THE BATTLE OF THE RETERSBURG CRATER.

' GRATER.

I. PROI'ILD OF THE GROUND BETWEEN THE CI{ATDR AND THE MOUIII OF TIHE MINE.

i pmkq furmshed me, but had to take common army 1)16kb and ha,ve ther straightened for
mining picks. . . .~The only officers of high rank, so far as I learned, that favored the cntor-
prlse were Geno Ll Bumszde, the corps commander, and Gener&l Potter, the dlvmmu commamh ",

“On tho 28d of July Colonel Pleasants had the whole mine e ready for
placmo" of the powder. With proper tools and instruments it could havo hoe:
done in one-third or ‘one- fourth of the tlme The.greatestdelay Was oeen
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Tunnel Entrance Dig 1937
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ON THE LEFT I8 THE BWALE WHERE MAUONE'S. TROOPS FORMED FOR Till

BIDE OF TIE C.RATER. LOO]{ING'. TOWARD THE UNION LINEE..

AND NEARLY HALF-WAY TO THE CEMETERY CREST.

CUATER,

T
COUNTERUCHARGE,

IN 1885, TAKEN FROM THE ROAD BACK OF
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Fyom the actions of ﬂnv =
time, as conld he seen by bis o
frout, he was not e\.mh cu"l
tions of the Union connpande
think that possibly the mine s '
feint and that the main attac
some other guarter. However,
of his troops in a hollow in i

and held them in that position.

 Meantime General Potter, \‘I

the Union line of intrenchmen

that something ought to he don ‘
sion and, dist;'act.-the'e’ne’my’sll
point, ordered Colonel Zenas

ing his First Brigade, to send tyg
to support General G‘rrlfﬁn, andf]
to make an attack on the right.

‘was arranged that the two ‘1'! ‘

the support of General Ga{’

Colonel Bliss
ful, and obtained possession o
yards of the line, and one of g
vanced to within 20 or 30 _\-'al

- the crater, turn to the right; a
 enemy’s lines. i

“whose fire was so severe on t

could make no further headw
port —its progress being im
timber, while an unceasing fi

poured into the men. They ﬂ'

) {h/e enemy’s traverses and intre
~At the time of ordering fo'r\’
-command General Potter wrot

eral Burnside, stating that i
from what he had seen, and f

had received from subordinate

many men were being forcedill
that the troops there were i
wags absolutely necessary that ¢

- made from some other poit_
to divert the enemy’s

attentic
straighten out our line, To thm
received an answer. Orders.




