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For additional information, visit the Web site for
Petersburg National Battlefield

or view National Park Service publication "Campaign for Petersburg":

Historical Handbook Number Thirteen
1951

This publication is one of a series of handbooks describing
the historical and archeological areas in the National Park
System administered by the National Park Service of the
United States Department of the Interior. It is printed by the
Government Printing Office and may be purchased from the
Superintendent of Documents, Washington 25, D.C. Price
25 cents

The National Park System, of which
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Petersburg National Military Park is a
unit, is dedicated to conserving the
scenic, scientific, and historic heritage
of the United States for the benefit and
enjoyment of its people.

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE
INTERIOR

Stewart L. Udall, Secretary

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
Conrad L. Wirth, Director
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May 4. Butler and the Army of the James capture City Point, Virginia.
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May 8—19. Battle of Spotsylvania Court House.
May 23. Battle of North Anna River.
May 29. Battle of Totopotomoy Creek.
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June 9. Raid by Union cavalry on Petersburg lines.
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June 15—18. Opening Battle of Petersburg.
June 22—23. Union attack on Weldon Railroad repulsed.
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Manzanar National Historic Site in California

The Park History Program, begun in 1931,
preserves and protects our nation’s cultural and
natural resources by conducting research on
national parks, national historic landmarks, park
planning and special history studies, oral histories,
and interpretive and management plans. Our staff
helps evaluate proposed new parks, and we
support cultural resources personnel in parks,
regional offices, and Washington in all matters
relating to the history and mission of the Park
Service. 

Located in Washington and led by the chief
historian, the program offers a window into the
historical richness of the National Park System and
the opportunities it presents for understanding who

we are, where we have been, and how we as a society, might approach the future. For questions about any
of the program areas below, please contact us.

Park History Program Areas:

For the National Park Service oral history has long been an invaluable way to document the history of
individual parks and the people and events the parks commemorate. Interviews also safeguard the
collective memory and expertise of the people who have shaped the Park Service over the years. 
 
As the Deputy Federal Preservation Office for
the National Park Service, we manage park
National Register documentation and assist
parks and regional offices with Register and
National Historic Landmark preparation.

The Maritime Heritage program documents
and protects National Park Service and
nationally significant maritime resources. It
also administers the National Maritime
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Historic grave markers on the Chilkoot Trail, 
Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park, Alaska. 

Heritage Grant Program that provides
matching funds for maritime preservation,
restoration and education.

The National Park Service recognizes the
value added to its conservation mission by a
comprehensive understanding of the agency’s
history. The origins and development of our
parks and programs tell their own story about
how Americans have identified, managed, and
interpreted special places across the country. 
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http://www.doi.gov/
http://www.nps.gov/faqs.htm
http://www.nps.gov/aboutus/website-policies.htm
http://www.nps.gov/contacts.htm
http://www.youtube.com/nationalparkservice
http://itunes.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewArtistLegacy?cc=us&id=216751324
http://www.facebook.com/nationalparkservice
http://twitter.com/natlparkservice
javascript:void(0);
http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/hisnps_NEW.htm
http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/hisnps_NEW.htm
https://www.facebook.com/NationalParkServiceHistory
https://www.facebook.com/NationalParkServiceHistory


National Park Service: Discover History and Historic Preservation in the National Park Service

http://www.cr.nps.gov/[8/20/2013 11:04:09 AM]

 

Discover History and Historic
Preservation in the National Park
Service

Stories of America’s diverse places and people are
everywhere. Our stories are found across the landscapes of
our nation, in more than 400 national parks, in National
Heritage Areas, along historic trails and waterways, and in
every neighborhood.

The National Park Service invites you to discover American
history in all its diversity, from ancient archeological places to
the homes of poets and Presidents to the sobering stories of
Civil War soldiers and civilians to the legacy of a courageous
woman who refused to give up her seat on a bus. Our history
is part of who we were, who we are, and whowe will be.

Our national Heritage Initiatives are helping us to tell the
stories of all Americans and recognizing the special places
associated with our diverse past. Learn more about American
history by exploring American Latino heritage and Asian
American Pacific Islander heritage. 

We invite you to explore historic preservation and the tools we
use to help preserve and protect the places where history
happened. Explore our cultural resource programs to find
preservation assistance resources, grant information,
internship and volunteer opportunities, and much more.
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For additional information, visit the Web site for
Petersburg National Battlefield

or view National Park Service publication "Campaign for Petersburg":

Historical Handbook Number Thirteen
1951

This publication is one of a series of handbooks describing
the historical and archeological areas in the National Park
System administered by the National Park Service of the
United States Department of the Interior. It is printed by the
Government Printing Office and may be purchased from the
Superintendent of Documents, Washington 25, D.C. Price
25 cents
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Petersburg National Military Park is a
unit, is dedicated to conserving the
scenic, scientific, and historic heritage
of the United States for the benefit and
enjoyment of its people.

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE
INTERIOR

Stewart L. Udall, Secretary

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
Conrad L. Wirth, Director
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Apr. 2. General Union attacks on Confederate lines outside Petersburg.
Apr. 3. Union troops enter Richmond and Petersburg.
Apr. 9. Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia surrender at Appomattox
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Lt. Col. Henry Pleasants, Commanding
Officer of the 48th Pennsylvania Infantry

PETERSBURG
National Battlefield

The Battle of the Crater, July 30, 1864

At several places east of the city the opposing lines were extremely close
together. One of these locations was in front of Elliott's Salient, a
Confederate strong point near Cemetery Hill and old Blandford Church.
Here the Confederate position and the Union picket line were less than
400 feet apart. Because of the proximity of the Union line, Elliott's Salient
was well fortified. Behind earthen embankments was a battery of four
guns, and two veteran South Carolina infantry regiments were stationed
on either side. Behind these were other defensive works; before them the
ground sloped gently downward toward the Union advance line.

This forward Union line was built on
the crest of a ravine which had been
crossed on June 18. Through this
ravine, and between the sentry line and
the main line, lay the roadbed of the
Norfolk and Petersburg Railroad. The
front in this sector was manned by
Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside's IX Corps.
Among the many units which
composed this corps was the 48th
Regiment, Pennsylvania Veteran
Volunteer Infantry. A large proportion
of this regiment had been coal miners,
and it seemed to have occurred to one
or more of them that Elliott's Salient
would provide an excellent place to
use their civilian occupation. Lt. Col.
Henry Pleasants, the commanding
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Regiment which dug the Union tunnel
under the Confederate line.

From Battles and Leaders of the Civil
War.

officer of the 48th and a mining
engineer by profession, overheard one
of the enlisted men mutter, "We could
blow that damned fort out of existence
if we could run a mine shaft under it." From this and similar remarks
came the germ of the idea for the Union mine. This is what the 48th
Regiment proposed to do: dig a long gallery from the bottom of the ravine
behind their picket line to a point beneath the Confederate battery at
Elliott's Salient, blow up the position by means of powder placed in the
end of the tunnel, and, finally, send a strong body of troops through the
gap created in the enemy's line by the explosion. They saw as the reward
for their effort the capitulation of Petersburg and, perhaps, the end of the
war.

After obtaining the permission of Burnside and Grant, Pleasants and his
men commenced digging their mine shaft on June 25. The lack of proper
equipment made it necessary constantly to improvise tools and apparatus
with which to excavate. Mining picks were created from straightened
army picks. Cracker boxes were converted into hand barrows in which the
dirt was removed from the end of the tunnel. A sawmill changed a bridge
into timber necessary for shoring up the mine. Pleasants estimated both
direction and depth of the tunnel by means of a theodolite (old-fashioned
even in 1864) sent him from Washington. The outmoded instrument
served its purpose well, however; the mine shaft hit exactly beneath the
salient at which it was aimed.

One of the most remarkable features of the gallery was the method devised
to supply the diggers at the end with fresh air. The longer the tunnel grew,
the more serious became the problem of ventilation. It had been
considered impossible to dig a tunnel for any considerable distance
without spacing shafts at regular intervals in order to replace the polluted
air with a fresh supply. This problem had been solved by the application
of the simple physical principle that warm air tends to rise. Behind the
Union picket line and to the right of the mine gallery, although connected
with it, the miners dug a ventilating chimney. Between the chimney and
the mine entrance they erected an airtight canvas door. Through that door
and along the floor of the gallery there was laid a square wooden pipe. A
fire was then built at the bottom of the ventilating shaft. As the fire
warmed the air it went up the chimney. The draft thus created drew the
bad air from the end of the tunnel where the men were digging. As this
went out, fresh air was drawn in through the wooden pipe to replace it.

Work on the tunnel had been continuously pushed from the start on June
25. By July 17 the diggers were nearly 511 feet from the entrance and
directly beneath the battery in Elliott's Salient. The Confederates had
become suspicious by this time, for the faint sounds of digging could be
heard issuing from the earth. Their apprehension took the form of
countermines behind their own lines. Several of these were dug in an
effort to locate the Union gallery. Two were very close, being sunk on
either side of where the Pennsylvanians were at work. Although digging in
the countermines continued throughout the month of July, Confederate
fears seemed to quiet down during the same period. There were many
reasons for this. One was the failure of their tunnels to strike any Union
construction. Another major reason, undoubtedly, was a belief held by
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many that it was impossible to ventilate a shaft of any length over 400 feet
without constructing air shafts along it.

The next step in the Union plan was to burrow out into lateral galleries at
the end of the long shaft. Accordingly, on July 18 work was begun on
these branches which extended to the right and left, paralleling the
Confederate fortifications above. When completed, these added another 75
feet to the total length of the tunnel which now reached 586 feet into the
earth. It was about 20 feet from the floor of the tunnel to the enemy works
above. The average internal dimensions of the shaft were 5 feet high, with
a base 4 1/2 feet in width tapering to 2 feet at the top.

Digging was finally completed on July 23. Four days later the task of
charging the mine with black powder was accomplished. Three hundred
and twenty kegs of powder weighing, on the average, 25 pounds each
were arranged in the two lateral galleries in eight magazines. The total
charge was 4 tons, or 8,000 pounds. The powder was sandbagged to direct
the force of the explosion upward and two fuses were spliced together to
form a 98-foot line.

Meanwhile, preparations for the attack which was to follow the explosion
of the mine had been carried out. Burnside was convinced of the necessity
for a large-scale attack by the entire IX Corps. His request was acceded to
by Meade and Grant with but one important exception. It had been
Burnside's hope that a fresh and numerically strong (about 4,300) Negro
division should lead the charge after the explosion. Meade opposed this on
the grounds that if the attack failed the Union commanders could be
accused of wanting to get rid of the only Negro troops then with the Army
of the Potomac. Burnside was not informed of this decision until the day
before the battle, July 29, and he was forced to change his plans at the last
moment. Three white divisions were to make the initial charge along with
the colored troops. Burnside had the commanding generals of these three
divisions draw straws to see which would lead. Gen. James F. Ledlie of
the 1st Division won the draw.

Despite these eleventh-hour changes, a plan of battle had been evolved.
During the night of July 29—30 the bulk of the IX Corps had assembled
in the ravine behind the mine entrance. Troops from other Union corps
were sent to act as reinforcements. A total of 110 guns and 54 mortars was
alerted to begin their shelling of the Confederate line. A Union
demonstration before Richmond had forced Lee to withdraw troops from
Petersburg. Only about 18,000 soldiers were left to guard the city.
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The explosion of the Union mine was recorded by A.R. Waud, a contemporary artist.
From Battles and Leaders of the Civil War.

At 3:15 a. m., July 30, Pleasants lit the fuse of the mine and mounted the
parapet to see the results of his regiment's work. The explosion was
expected at 3:30 a. m. Minutes passed slowly by, and the men huddled
behind the lines grew more apprehensive. By 4:15 there could be no doubt
but that something had gone wrong. Two volunteers from the 48th
Regiment (Lt. Jacob Douty and Sgt. Harry Reese) crawled into the tunnel
and found that the fuse had burned out at the splice. They relighted it and
scrambled to safety. Finally, at about 4:45 a. m., the explosion took place.
The earth trembled as men, equipment, and debris were hurled high into
the air. At least 278 Confederate troops were killed or wounded in the
tremendous blast, and 2 of the 4 guns in the battery were destroyed
beyond repair. The measurements of the size of the crater torn by the
powder vary considerably, but it seems to have been at least 170 feet long,
60 to 80 feet wide, and 30 feet deep.

The awesome spectacle of the mine explosion caused a delay in the Union
charge following the explosion. Removal of obstructions between the lines
caused further delay. Soon, however, an advance was made to the crater
where many of the attacking force paused to seek shelter on its steep
slopes or to look at the havoc caused by the mine. The hard-pressed
Confederates tallied quickly and soon were pouring shells and bullets into
their opponents. Union reinforcements poured into the breach; but, instead
of going forward, they either joined their comrades in the crater or
branched out to the immediate right and left along the lines. By 8:30 that
morning a large part of the IX Corps had been poured into the captured
enemy salient. Over 15,000 troops now filled and surrounded the crater.
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Maj. Gen. William Mahone, Confederate
leader at the Battle of the Crater.

Courtesy, National Archives.

A contemporary sketch by Waud showing the Union charge to the Crater.
From Battles and Leaders of the Civil War.

By prompt action and determined effort the Confederates had stopped the
attack. The attention of three batteries was soon directed on the Blue-clad
men in the crater. Repeated volleys of artillery shot and shell raked the
huddled groups of increasingly demoralized men. In addition, mortars
were brought to within 50 yards of the crater and started to drop shells on
the soldiers with deadly effect.

Successful as these devices were in
halting the Union advance, Lee was
aware that an infantry charge would be
necessary to dislodge the enemy. By 6
a. m. an order had been sent to
General Mahone to move two brigades
of his division from the lines south of
Petersburg to the defense of the
threatened position. Then Lee joined
Beauregard in observing the battle
from the Gee house, 500 yards to the
rear of the scene of strife.

In spite of the Confederate resistance,
most of the Northern Negro division
and other regiments had, by 8 a. m.,
advanced a short distance beyond their
companions at the crater. Shortly after
8 o'clock Mahone's Confederate
division began to arrive on the scene.
The men fled into a ravine about 200 yards west of the crater and between
it and Petersburg. No sooner had they entered this protected position than,
perceiving the danger to their lines, they charged across the open field into
the mass of enemy soldiers. Although outnumbered, they forced the
Northerners to flee back to the comparative shelter of the crater. Then they
swept on to regain a portion of the line north of the Union-held position.
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Again, at about 10:30 a. m., more of Mahone's troops charged, but were
repulsed. Meanwhile, the lot of the Northern soldiers was rapidly
becoming unbearable. The spectacle within the crater was appalling.
Confederate artillery continued to beat upon them. The closely packed
troops (dead, dying, and living mixed indiscriminately together) lacked
shade from the blazing sun, food, water and, above all, competent
leadership. Meade had ordered their withdrawal more than an hour before
the second Confederate charge, but Burnside delayed the transmission of
the order till after midday. Many men had chosen to run the gantlet of fire
back to their own lines, but others remained clinging to the protective
sides of the crater.

The Crater as it appeared in 1865. The Union soldier seated at the end of the tunnel gives
an idea of the size of the Crater.

Courtesy, National Archives.

The last scene in the battle occurred shortly after 1 p. m. A final charge by
Mahone's men was successful in gaining the slopes of the crater. Some of
the Union men overcome with exhaustion and realizing the helplessness of
their situation, surrendered; but others continued to fight. At one point
where resistance centered, the Confederates put their hats on ramrods and
lifted them over the rim of the crater. The caps were promptly torn to
shreds by a volley. Before their foe could reload, Mahone's forces jumped
into the crater where a desperate struggle with bayonets, rifle butts, and
fists ensued.

Soon it was all over. The Union Army had suffered a loss of over 4,000 in
killed, wounded, or captured as against about 1,500 for the Confederates.
Again, as on June 15—18, a frontal assault had failed to take the
Confederate citadel.

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/hh/13/hh13g.htm
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Petersburg National Battlefield
Virginia

There are park alerts in effect. SHOW ALERTS »

The Siege of Petersburg: The Longest
Military Event of the Civil War
Nine and a half months, 70,000 casualties, the suffering of
civilians, thousands of U. S. Colored Troops fighting for the
freedom of their race, and the decline of Gen. Robert E. Lee's
Army of No. Virginia all describe the Siege of Petersburg. It
was here Gen. Ulysses S. Grant cut off all of Petersburg's
supply lines ensuring the fall of Richmond on April 3, 1865.
Six days later, Lee surrendered.
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Did You Know?

Those who died on the battlefields around Petersburg were left where they were
originally buried until after the Civil War. From 1866-69 most Union dead were
buried at Poplar Grove National Cemetery while thousands of Confederate dead
were buried at the historic Blandford Cemetery. (Petersburg NB)
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Historic grave markers on the Chilkoot Trail, 
Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park, Alaska. 

Heritage Grant Program that provides
matching funds for maritime preservation,
restoration and education.

The National Park Service recognizes the
value added to its conservation mission by a
comprehensive understanding of the agency’s
history. The origins and development of our
parks and programs tell their own story about
how Americans have identified, managed, and
interpreted special places across the country. 
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Features of People, Places & Stories

Features of Preservation, Guidance & Grants

Asian Pacific
Heritage
Asian and Pacific peoples have
played a vital role in the development
of the United States

Read More

The War of 1812 -
Bicentennial
The young republic’s first war

Read More

American Indian
Heritage
There are hundreds of sites of our
native past

Read More

Tax Incentive Case
Studies
Fontainebleau Resort Hotel, Crown
Jewel of Miami Beach Shines Again

Read More

NAGPRA Grants
Two types of grants are available –
Consultation/Documentation Grants
and Repatriation Grants..

Read More

NCPPT Podcasts
Thin Section Petrography for
Conservation (Podcast 40)

Read More
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