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3_Unioh line, however, was in a_cornfie]d_on;the farm of William B.*Tayior.

~In June 1864 the Union armies attacked Petersburg. Failing to
capture it, they then Taid siege to it. By June 18.Geﬁera1 Burnside's
IX Corps had "gained an advanced poéition . . . within 130 yards of
the enemy's main.]ine and confrontihg.. . . Elliott's Salient . . . .”1
~ This area, just eoutheasf of the city, had been open farmland
before the wargz'and the Confederate line here was on the farm of
williem H. Griffith, es was the advanced Union picket ]ine.3 The main
AE 9 , _ .
ElTiott's Salient, on a ridge known as Cemetery HiTT;,wes_e stfong
point on the Cohfederate 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

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

-gorge of the salient enclosing a tr1angu1ar space . . . "5 In front

was a deep ditch with abatis and’ cheVaux-de—frTSe and a Tine of rifle

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

housed Peagram s battery of four. guns and 5upport1ng troops from

E111ptt_s_br1gade.6- E . _ | o '
Opposite the salient in the Union Tine fhe‘48tﬁ Pennéy]ﬁanie

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

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

concelved the 1dea of running a mine shaft under the salient and blowing

it up. Nork was begun June 25 behind the advanced Un1on p1cket Tine,
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. powder.

" 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'e'stratuh'of mar], the consistency

of putty, which caUsed our progress to be very slow. To avofd this, I

started an 1nc11ned plane, and, in about one hundred feet ra1sed thirteen

and one—ha1f feet_perpend1cu1ar. On the 17th July, the main gallepy was .

comp1eted; being ffve hundred and ten and ejghtvtenths feet in 1ength,"8
The next step in P]easanfs‘ plan was fo'burrow outdinto Tateral .-

_ tunne1s at the end of the ]ong shaft which now extended under the
Confederate line. Accord1ng1y, on July 18 work began on two branches

extending to the right and left, para11e11ng the fort1f1cat1ons above,-

. and about 20 feet below them. Pleasants.stated‘that he "started the

right 1etera] ga]Tery,'buf, ae the‘enemy.couid be p1afh]y 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

' direetion The'1eft ga]iery'being thirty-se?en'feet Tong . . . the _
r1ght ga]lery being th1rty eight feet 10ng . ." This was compIeted'
by July 23 and then the charge, cons1st1ng of “three hundred and twenty

kegs of powder, each. conta1n1ng twenty- f1ve pounds-~four tons, Was

placed 1n "e1ght magaz1nes connected by wooden tubes, ha?f f111ed wqth
W9 '

Early in the morning of July 30 the charge was set off. The eer{h_
erupted with'a terrifying roar, "It was a magnificent spectacie,” a

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

carrying with it men, guns, carriages, and Timbers?'and spread out
like 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

_ eXp1osion_"eovered up the abatis and chevaux-de~frise in front of the -

enemy’s works.'_']0

When the chargihg Union troops reached the point of explosion,
they saw "an enormous hole in the ground . . . filled with‘dust, great
blocks of clay, guns, brokeh carriages, projecting timbers, and men
buried in various ways--some up to_their.necks;_other_to_their waists,

11

The exp1os1on killed, wounded, or bur1ed about 278 Confederates

- and comp1ete1y destroyed two guns of the battery The gap1ng Union -

so]d1ers_m11]ed_1n 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 "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.ehd
musxet Dalis came from every point of the compass and the mortar shells
rained down from aboye on the troops in and around the crater.?3

"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

II14

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

- the gaunt1et from the crater back to the1r own line, but few made it.

Then, "By direction of offjcers 1n the crater the men began a deep
trench toward our Tines. "Another, by direction of General Burnside,
had been started from our lines to meet it. ul® Ne1ther was compTeted
however, before the Confederates recaptured the pos1t1on

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

ATexander reportéd that "This formed a high embenkment, as it were, all

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

perched about the middle of the rim;,whfch remained a landmark for

weeks . . . . The parapets were partially destroyedfand'1arge1y_buried
by the falling earth."17 Another Confederate otftcer reported'that
l.'The fort wes blown into two cornpm"tments"]8 - o
K _ The Confederates quickly began to repa1r the damage. "After dark
tools were brought with which we reconstructed the wrecked fort. In

d01ng this, we bur1ed the dead down 1in the fort by cover1ng them with

the earth w19 Another officer reported that "In the gray 11ght of

mornlng [ went 1nto the crater and there I saw the bury1ng part1es in

thas place st:li at work. w20

There was no agreenent, apparentTy, on tne size of the crater.
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eBurns1de stated it was 150 feet long, 60 feet w1de, and 30 feet deep.

P1easants c]axmed that "The size of the crater formed by the exp]os1on

was at least 200 feet ]ong, 50 feet w1de, and 25 feet deep 21
22

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

in 1ength 97 feet in breadth and 30 feet deep 23 Another officer

declared the explos1on Teft "a hole ‘in the, ground about 30 feet deep,

60 feet wide, and 170 feet Tong."24 " In 1962 the park staff measured

the crater and reported it to be ]20 feet in length 80 feet wide, and

| 18 feet deep. 25

No further maaor action occurred at the crater, and the f011ow1ng

Apr11 the two armies. moved off to Appomattox and the. end of the war.

' Later most of the bod1es bur1ed 1n and around the crater were exhumed

and reburied in the nearby ‘national cemetery As the years passed
many of the physical signs of the s1ege gradua11y dlsappeared elther

from farm1ng or heavy vegetat1ve growth Mr. Gr1ff1th resumed the

_cu1t1vat1on of h]S fields but he d1d not disturb the crater or the

‘tunnel area, and w1th1n a year after. the end of the war tour1sts began

to come from all over the country to see the batt]ef1e1d and particularly

.the crater area.d Indeed as ear]y as the SUmmer of 1865 a northern
- reporter visited the area and wrote that he "found in the midst of weedy

d fields, the famous 'crater'. It was a huge, irhegﬂ]ar,.ob1ong pit,

perhaps a hundred feet in 1ength and twenty in depth." He also
observed'the‘tunnei 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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still visible, half hidden by rank weeds. In spots the surface
earth had caved, leaVing chasms opening into the mtne along'its 7--;
course . . . . And all around were ghaves."ZBd |

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

" a local hotel published A Guide to the Fortifications and Battlefields

':ArOUnd'Petersbdrg, and Mr. Griffith began to charge 25¢ to see the‘

Crater. A visitor in 1867 reportedc_ "Several hundred yards across

the f1e1d on the brow of the h111 yawned'the Crater, Tooking bTack

and uninviting . . . . Abou» a year since, be1ng in needy c1rcumstances,

Mr. Griffith, encouraged by the number of v1s1tors, conce1ved.the idea

of preserving the Crater 1ntact -as the war had Teft it . . . and with

that view he enclosed it, and added some conveniences and attract1ons
"~ Walks were ]a1d out, and steps planted by_wh1ch the mouth of the crater

“is reached, "7

A year later (1868) another vtsitor wrote that "There-is still a |

vast ho]]ow in the earth though the Took of the place has changed —

in consequence of the fa111ng in of the s1des Human bones were st111

lying about, and shreds of un1form and cartr1dge pouches and bayonet

scabbards, some of them scorched and curTed up as with f1re w28
| Mr. Gr}ff1th and his heirs contlnued to-preserve the Crater and

tunne] area and cont1nued farn operat1ons unt11 the heirs sold the land

in 1918 ~The new: owner cont1nued the same pract1ces for the next e1ght :

years. Then 1n 1926 the prooerty was- conveyed to the Crater Battief1e1d
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Assoc1at1on wh1ch cont1nued to preserve and ma1nta1n the Crater,

| while construct1ng a golf 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 Association
for pub11c v1ew1ng “about 1928 but 1t ‘had collapsed by 1930. In 1934
the Assoc1at1on went banwrupt and the go]f course was closed. Then
in 1936 the area was purchased by the United States. 28
- Thus it can be seen that the Crater has remained bas1ca11y as it
was a short time after the war, w1th the exception of the s1ight changes
due to'natUrai elements and the feet and actions'ot;vfsitors: There is-
no.evidencetof any major_man-made_a1teratiohs'or.addftions. Undisturbed
'as it was, trees_quick1y'grew in the area,;prohah1y adding an element
of protection froh the'efements}-.hrtiSt sketches made in 1886 clearly

show tree growth in'and'arownd'the Crater and aTong the tunnel path. 30

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

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

' tunne] Park Serv1ce eng1neers did a p1an and prof11e of the tunnel and

the. Crater (copy attached) 31 An archeo10g1ca1 dig on part of the tunnel

o was conducted in 1937 in an attempt to ver1fy the tunne1 entrance
~ Another survey ‘and dqg was made in 1958 and again in 1962 32 The
'conc1us1ons reached from these explorations were that the tunnel entrance

‘was approximateiy where it had been marked by a sma11 stone marker
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“placed by Union veterans in 1909,33 and that is where the Park Service

has reconstructed the entrance.
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EXPLOSION OF THE MINE. FROM A BKETCH MADE AT THE TIME: .
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Josion. This battm) ['Wright' q], where §
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OIn getol;?;’:)m 'f;s f?)dIIOWS with regard to this p’]cfure’ - was-{during the engagement was just aerosa the 1:%1\ m“ 14; n:t:
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BERE THE CHARGE TO THE CRATER. FROM A SKETCH MADE AT THE TIME.
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I. PROI'ILD OF THE GROUKD BLTW’LEN THE CRAI‘DR AND THE- MOUTH Ol* THE MINIE,

L ) pmkq furmshed mo, but had to take common army ]_)101{:: and have them straightened for mv
- mining picks. . . \The only officers of high rank, so far as I learned, that favored the ontor
prise were Geno al Bummde, the corps commander, .;md Gener&l Potter, the lel%IOIl comm(lmh 10

On tho 28d of July Colonel Pleasants had the whole mine e ready for
placm(r of the powder. With proper tools and instruments it could havae heos
done in one-third or one- fourth of the tlme The.greatest delay Was oven
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Park Files
Inside Crater
About 1938
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Tunnel Entrance Dig 1937
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;‘ - THE CONFEDERATE- LINE A8 RECONSTRUCTED AT THE CRATER. FROM A DRAWING MADE
i _ ' " BY LILUTENANT HENDERSBON AFTER THE BATTLE, ' :
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From the aetions of 1
time, as conld be seen by
front, he was not exactly ceit ,.-
tions of the Union commande:
think that possibly the mine «

k

toint and that the main-attuc
some other guarter. However,

4

of his troops in a hollow in !
and held them in that position.
 Meantime General Potter, v
~_the Union line of intrenchinen
that something ought to be don 7
sion and distract the enemy’s
point, ordered Colonel Zenas
“ing his First Brigade, to send tyg
to support General Griffin, andj]
to make an attack on-the right.
was arranged that the two .u.-

the support of General Ga{"
the crater, turn to the right, 4
enemy’s lines. Colonel Bliss
ful, and obtained possession o
" yards of the line, and one of
vanced to within 20 or 30 yal
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 _z-
__the enemy’s traverses and intre
At the time of ordering fory
-eommand General Potter wrot
eral Burnside, stating that i
from what he had seen, and f
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many men were being forced i
that the troops there were i
was absolutely necessary that ¢
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