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In June 1864 the Union armies attacked Petersburg. Failing to 

capture it: they then 7aid siege to it. By June 18 General Burnside's 

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

the en~my's main line and confronting . Elliott's Salient .... 111 

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 

Elliott's Salient, on a ridge 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. 11A high· 

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

gorge of the salient enclosing a triangular space • ••• 
115 In front 

was a deep ditch with abatis and the~~ox~d~-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 b~igade. 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 regimenthad been coal miners and they now 

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

itup. Work was begun June 25 behind the advanced Union picket line. 
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n The excavation was commenced in the side of the hill where our exterior 

line of works runs. 117 ·After advancing about 50 feet Pleasants reported: 

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

.of putty, which caused our.progress to be very slow. To avoid this, r· 
started an inclined plane, and, in about one hundred feet, raised thirteen 

. . . 
and one-half feet perpendicular. On the 17th July, the main galle;vy was 

completed, being five hundred and t~n and eight-tenths feet in length.~ 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 fortifications above, 

and about 20 feet be1ow them. P1easants statedthat he "started the 

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

over us in the Fort., I caused this.ga1lery 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 .... 11 This was completed 

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

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

placed in 11eight magazines connected by wooden tubes, half filled with 

.. powder. 119 
. . 

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

• erupted with a terrifying roar. 11It was a magnificent spectacle," a 

Union officer reported, 11and as themass of earth went into· the air, 

2 
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carrying with it men, guns, carriages, and limbers, and spread out 

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

Union lines that the mass appeared as ifit would descend immediately 

upon the troops waiting to make the charge." The fall-out f!'om the 

explosion !'covered up the abati.s and chevaux-de-frise in front of the 

·enemy's works." lO 

When the charging Union troop~ reached the point of explosion, 

they saw uan 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, 
• •. • - 11 

and some with only their feet and legs protruding from the_earth. 11 

The explosion killed, 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 forv-1ard; 

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 11precipitous walls" they "could find no footing except by facing 

inward, d.igging their heels into the earth, and throwing their backs 

against the side of th~ crater. 1112 

These delays_ 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 

rained down from above11 on the troops in and aroµndthe_crater.
13 

11It was a sickening sight, 11 a Union officer recalled, rimen were dead 

3 
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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 clay. 1114 Some Union soldiers tried to run 

. thi:_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 tov1ard our lines. Another, by direction of General Burnside, 

had been started from our lines to meet it. 1115 Neither was completed, 

however, 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. 1116 Confederate General 

Alexander reported that 11This formed a high embankment, as it were, all 

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

perched about the midd1e of the rim, which remained a landmark for 

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

by the falling earth. 1117 Another Confederate officer reported that 

11The fort was blown into two compartrnents. 1118. 

The Confederates quickly began to repair the damage. 
11
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. 1119 Another officer reported that Uin the gray light of 

morning I went into the crater and there I saw the burying parties in 
• · · 20 

this place sti11 at work. 11 

There was no agreement, apparently, on the size of the crater. 

4 
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Pleasants claimed that "The size of the crater formed by the~explosion 

was at least 200 feetlong, 50 feet wide, and 25 feet deep. 1121 

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

. Con federate Genera 1 B. R. Johnson reported "The crater measures. 135 feet 

in length, 97 feet in breadth, and30 feet deep, 1123 Another officer 

declared the explosion left Ila hole in the_ ground about 30 feet deep, 

60 . feet Wide,· and 170 feet 1 ong. n24 • • In 1962 the park staff measured 

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 

April the two armies moved ofLto Appomattox 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 vegetative growth. Mr. Griffith resumed the . 

cOltivation of his fields but he did not di~turb the crater or the 
.· : . • • . : . • 

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

to come from a1l over the.country to seethe battlefield and particularly 

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

reporter visited the area and wrote that he i
1found in the midst of weedy 

. . 

• fields, the famous 'crater'. It was a huge, irregular, oblong pit, 

perhaps a hundred feet in length and twenty in depth.It He also 

observed the tunnel and tunnel entrance. 11There was a deep ravine in 

. front, up in the side of which the mine had been worked. The mouth was 

5 
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still visible,halfhidden 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 numer.ous 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, beingJn 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. 1127 

• A year later (1868) another visitor wrote that 11There is still a 
. . . 

vast hollow 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. 1128 

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 Batt 1 efi e 1 d 

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

while constructing a gal f 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 
· - · 29 

in 1936 the area was purch~s.ed by the United States. 

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 s1 ight 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 protection from the elements. Artist sketches made in 1886 clearly 

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 (co.py attached). 31 ·Anarcheologicaldig on pa.rt.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 exp1orations were that the tunnel entrance 

was approximately where it had been marked by a smal 1 stone marker 

7 
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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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CRATER.· 
• .... ,, 0 • 0 A~ • .- .. 

THE CRAl'ER, AS sgEN • FR01\I TIHJ ifNION ,.SIDE. 
. . 

FROl\I., A SRETCIJ 1\lADE A'l' THI<J Tl1\rn .• . • .· . . . '. • . • . • 

In October, 1887, Maj~r .Tames~- Coit, of Cheraw,: South· .. oil the day of the explosioi1. 'l'his battery [Wrig-ht.'~J. ,Yhere l 
Carolina, wrote as follows with· regard to this picture, was <1nringtlie engagmnent,, wa.sjust ncross tho mvi11e to our· 
nml the,,-,nfc<lerato battery, under hls commn.nd, bear'.'.·. lef7.t11e crater and just in rear ofo11l' infantry line'. :1horrf: 

~iiif ·-···'·iilil - - - - - • - - - - - ·- - - -
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. THE BATTLE OF THE PsETERSBURG CRATER. 
,, 

• . • • , :l~;:;~- • 
f . ~ 
"1•'li '."/l ... ·,.. , 

I•. -~~~g l\~,ii°\fiil'l~ : 'r.'f!'ll''W,IZl'il i~.', -~=-""- •,4~~-.;;, 

',,r .. ..: •.• ,/•. •• ,• 

~-., ' • 
·')1 .... _,\· lr•,r11• ~· .,, •· 

• ~\\, -f~·.•':•: \;~'~I,~'\'.: ~l'~~••t ~ ... _..•., • .. ' 

,, . 
I. PROFILE OJ!' THE GROUND BETWEEN THE CRATER .AND THE· 1\iOUTH 01r 'l'HE nrnm. 

• • picks furnished me, but hacl to take eommoll army picks ancl have them strnight.ened for in\ 
mining picks. . . ··:<Tho only officers of high rank, so far as I learned, th::it favored the cn1,•r-­

priso ·were GenernJ!~urnside, the corps co1n111anqer, and General Potter, the division cornmatJ(fr•1· .• , 
. . • . . : . . . . . . • . • . • . • . • 

On· tho 23d. of July Colonel Pleasants had the ,vl~ole n1ine ready for \ lH, 
•. placing 6f the.powder.· With proper tools and· instrun1ents it cou1d hnvn 1H) 1_'11 

done in one..:thircl or>one-fourth of the time. --The .greatest delay \Yas o~_~C:l •• 
--~ir.n t:lli h"tT- f o lr;.;.. ,v- .--.,, 4- + 1,,, " .;, __ - ..L. .. • • • 1 , • " " - • 
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, ;•. -, 1 • . , , . , •· I tbc<.·rcs: 1n~1PL. nud _1·1,1l~iq 1·-· .. ~-.: 

•. From 1lie. :whoa:-- 11f tl1P •·•; 

._, tjuH', a:-- <:<,n1(l li<'. s<.:,'ll 1,y 111~ :, 
_ .. _ ~ ~ frout, h(' wns not exae1l,v (·erl;I 

_ ·it.'-!: -~: Ou11s of tht· Union tomrnallilt;! 
'( ·: {-\'.,r - :! • . . . . ·t':.\A r~ t11_1nkthat po~s1bly the_ n1111e \I t 1h\.:: ~; feint and that the nmm att.ic:; -··-
l'F <it. ~ ~ some other quarter. HmreVP) .. 
:~} }tf. : ; of his troops in a hollow in ii 
lm Jf ~I . and held them _in that posjtion. 
~t-: >l; g B 1'feantime Geneial Potter, ') 
t_jfr \.·:~w ; ~ -the Union_ line of i.ntrendnn. en 
•··-r •w. ~· :.. • • • • 
'tl\ ;.~: ~"' that somethrng ought to be don 

' \\.t.\ •:~ • ": g -siou and distrac_t·. t.l. 10-·enemy'sJ 
~ ~ • . ' . . . 
~ : point, ordered Colonel Zenas 

,, i-1 _ : ~i ing his Jtirst Brigade, to send ti 
' ·I ;_ ~ ~ - to support General Griffin, and 
t· '{: • : : to make an attack on the right. 
:it: ~ ~ was arranged that the two 1J 1 

i_llL\ - ~ ;: · the support of General G1(·.--
~03:r,· <:-a: - . • -
• '\ ~(:\ §; the cra.tm·~ _ t .• urn to t.he righ~, ·a, 

-~-_\J\\f; 

-;.· -g:; ,r, • enemy's hnes. Colonel Bliss I 
i • ,;, ~ _ fu), and obtained possession o 

~ l!: yards of the line, and one of I 
~ 5 vanced to within 20 or 30 va 1 

- . .. .. • . . . . .. 
~ ; w lrnse fire was so severe -on t 
~: could make no further headwl 
~ 0 port - its progress being im 
~ ii timb.er, .,Yhile ·.an unceasing fil > ~ ._, 
gs poured into the 1nen. They t1 

•. ~ ~ . the enmny's traverses and intre 
~ I -~At the time of ordering f 01'\. 

": 6 command General Pott.er wrot.~ 

~ ~ eral Btunsjd. e, .st.a.ting that __ ii 
~ c from what he had seen, and f 

;.,- . . . .. . . .. . ' 

? ;.. -had received fro1n subordinah • 
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_ nrnny men ,-..ere being forced·iJ 
that the troops there were 1 

was al)solutely necessary tb~t i 
made fro1n so1ne other poi{_ I 
to divert the enemy's attentic 
strajghten out our line. To th• 
received an answer. Orden. 4 
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