Bugle Call

By Rick Kubiak

It is July 20, 1988 and I'm down on my knees trying
to poke my head through the space between two iron
bars and looking down into a dark tunnel, I can only
see about 10 feet into the tunnel, and I cannot go in
because an iron grate blocks the entrance.

I am at the outskirts of the town of Petersburg, Va.,
at the site of the Battle of the Crater. I looked around
Jor "the crater"” and what I found was, to say the least,
disappointing. There was a depression in the eqrth
covered with grass, which was about 60 feet wide, per-
haps 100 feet iong and at the most, 10 to 20 feet deep.

Gncoln to Attend April Dinner N

The San Joaquin Valley CWRT will be hon-
ored by the presence of President Abraham Lin-
coln, in the person of Jim Idleman of Aptos, a
member of the American Civil War Association, at
a dinner meeting Thursday, Apnil 27,

The meeting will be in the Remington restau-
rant at Clovis and Kings Canyon Avenues. A cock~
tail hour will begin at 6 p.m. with dinner at 7. The
cost is $15 per person and reservations may be
made by sending checks made out to the CWRT,
P.O. Box 5695, Fresno, CA 93755. Seating will
not be guaranteed without a reservation received by
April 25.

Jerry L. Russell of Little Rock, Ark., the national
¢hairman of the Civil War Round Table Associates,

will be a fund raiser for battlefield preservation.
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will be the speaker at the May 25 meeting, which
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I thought at first it
did not look much like
the crater I had ex-
pected to see, but
upon further reflec-
tion I realized that the
intervening 124 years

had taken their toll
on the site. This view
whetted my curiosity
as to what really hap-
pened that fateful day
of July 30, 1864. In
essence, here is what
I found:

nry Pleasants
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In May and early June of 1864 the Union's Army of
the Potomac continually pushed south in Virginia ,
fighting terrible battles against General Robert E. Lee's

Army of Northern Virginia, which had discovered its
best defensive weapon was entrenching. After heavy
losses attacking those entrenchments in the Battle of the
Wildemess, Spotsylvania Courthouse and Cold Harbor
General U.S. Grant continued his attempts to get be-
tween Lee's army and Richmond, the Confederate
capital.

On June 12 Grant abandoned the trenches near Cold
Harbor and moved his army across the James River on
a hastily constructed pontoon bridge. The troops
marched to Petersburg, a vital railroad center 20 miles
south of Richmond.

But Grant's Generals did not move quickly enough
to enter Petersburg which at the time was defended
by only 2,500 men under the command of General
P.G.T. Beauregard.
Continued on next page
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Lee, having been deceived by the scope of

Grant's shift of his troops, now brought the vanguard of .

his army into Petersburg to assist in the repulsing the
Union forces. The result of this massing of the two ar-
mics produced the longest sustained operation of the
Civil War, known as the Siege of Petersburg, The
siege lasted 10 months.

More than 10 miles of fortifications were formed in
a semicircle around Petersburg, Almost every hill or
piece of high ground was fitted with a fort and artillery
batteries, along both Union and Confederate lines. In
some places the lines were less than 400 feet apart.

There was little chance of a successful direct as-
sault by cither side as long as the defenders were vigi-
lant. In this maze of forts and trenches soldiers on both
sides lived, suffered and often died. Skirmishing and
sharpshooting took a deadly toll. The shelling became
just one more nerve-wracking hardships the men had to
endure. There was scorching heat, choking dust, then
freezing cold, rain, mud and constant wetness, loneli-
ness and depressing boredom.

It was this boredom that led to an idea by a Union
soldier from the 48th Pennsylvania Volunteers. Many of
its members were from the upper Schuylkill region and
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had been coal miners. Lieutenant Colonel Henry Pleas-

ants tells of his soldier’s idea in a letter to his family:

"Suddenly, one evening, 1 think it was June twenty
third, as I stood on a little rise of ground behind our
lines, which commanded a view of the battiefield, one
of the enlisted men of the 48th, standing near me, mut-
tered: "We could biow that damned fort out of existence
if we could run a mine shaft underit.' "

The soldier had been referring to a Confederate
work known as Elliott's Salient, a particularly strong
point in the line near a ridge called Cemetery Hill. At
this pomnt the two lines lay a mere 400 feet apart.

Lt. Col. Pleasants, after discussing the idea of a tun-
nel with his regimental officers decided to present the
plan to his IX Corps commander, Major General Am-~
brose Burnside. Pleasant who had been a mining engi-
neer, had little trouble convincing Burnside of the plan.

General Meade, though, initially opposed it because
his engineers said it was "claptrap and nonsense.” They
argued that no one could dig, undetected, a mineshaft
over 500 feet long to a point under the Confederate
trenches, fill a chamber with gunpowder and detonate it.

They declared that such a length of mine had never
been excavated in military operations, and could not be,
that it would either get the men smothered for want of
air, or crushed by the falling earth or the enemy would
find it and it would amount to nothing.

However, Meade and Grant eventually approved of
the plan. Work on the tunnel began on June 25, 1864.
Pleasants and his men soon discovered that although
they had been promised help none was forthcoming.

Continued on next page
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Pleasants got no extra men to help with the digging.
Materials for the digging and hauling of dirt had to be
fabricated by his soldiers, including barrows and min-
ers’ picks. Pleasants had to send to Washington for a
theodolite (used to measure distance so they could
gauge the length and incline of the tunnel ), although
one was available at Meade's camp headguarters,

Lumber had been promised for shoring up tunnel
walls, but none was delivered and Pleasants resorted to
tearing down an old bridge and sending men to obtain
lumber from a rebel saw mill.

In spite of the lack of cooperation the work contin-
ued day after day. Every night the men cut bushes to
cover the fresh dirt at the mouth of the tunnel to avoid
detection by the Confederates.

The biggest problem to overcome was how to venti-
late the 510-foot shaft. Pleasants devised an ingenious
method . He described it this way:

"I had the men sink a perpendicular shaft, perhaps
two feet wide, from within-one ofthe ritle pits to our
tunnel. We then made an airtight canvas door shutting
off the section leading to the moyth, and built a hot fire
on a grating just beneath the peipendicular shaft. As the
work progressed, we ran a tight wooden pipe back to
the farthest point where the men weyre working. The
hot fire drew the foul air from the shaft, and the vacu-
um drew the fresh air by way of the pipe to the point
where it was most needed.”

By July 17 the tunnel was directly beneath the bat-
tery in Elliott's Salient, and 20 feet from the floor of the
enemy's works above. By now the Confederates had
become suspicious as the faint sound of digging could
be heard coming from below. They sank shafts of their
" own in an effort to locate the Union tunnel. but did
not strike it and gave up.

At the end of the main tunnel, Pleasants ran two lat-
eral tunnels each 75 long undemeath the Confederate
trenches and placed 320 kegs of gunpowder in them. He
had requested 12,000 pounds of powder but only re-
cetved 8,000 pounds because Meade's engincers felt that
12,000 pounds would be excessive.

Carrying powder to the mine
From a sketch made at the time,

By July 27 all was ready. The explosion was set for
3:30 a.m. July 30. Bumnside had submitted a plan of at-
tack to Meade calling for the black troops of General
Edward Ferrero's division to be the first through the
breach made by the explosion. They were to be fol-
lowed by three white divisions. Ferraro's men had been
given several weeks' special instructions for the
assighment. et R 1

The day before the scheduled explosion, Meade in-
formed Burnside that a white division would have to be
the first division through the breach. He stated , and
Grant agreed , that if the attack failed they would be
blamed for shoving the black soldiers ahead to be killed
because they didn't care about them.

General James Ledlic's First Division now was as-
signed to lead the attack. By 3 a.m. on July 30 the IX
Corps lay assembled in the ravine behind the mine en-
trance. The fuse was lit, but if failed and two men
from Pleasant's unit volunteered to crawl into the shaft

and relight the fuse.

At 4:45 a.m. the earth erupted with 2 terrific roar, as
four tons of powder exploded in the most awesome
spectacle of the entire war. Nine companics of the 19th
and 22nd South Carolina were huried high into the air
along with artillery, carriages and limbers. Nearly 300
men were killed or badly maimed. The blast made a cra-

ter 170 feet long, 60 to 80 feet wide and 30 feet deep.
Continued on next page
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At the blast, the waiting Union soldiers scrambled
back seeking safety from flying debris. About 10 min-
utes was wasted reforming them for the attack.. When
the Unton soldiers did get to the crater, they stopped
and gawked at the terrible scene. Soon one brigade af-
ter another of gaping soldiers milled in and around the
crater, but no one moved forward.

Meanwhile, General Ledlie was drinking rum in a
bomb shelter with General Wilcox. There were no
Union Generals at the crater to help restore order or
to lead a break through the Confederate lines.

The Confederates soon recovered from the shock
and sent artillery shells were pouring in on the Union
soldiers. Lee ordered General Mahone's division into
the breach and forced the Federals to retreat. Union
soldiers caught in the crater were subjected to intense
mortar fire. Shortly after 1 p.m. Mahone's men jumped
into the crater to wage a hand-to-hand battle with the
desperate Union soldiers.

In all, 3,798 Union casualties resulted from the
disaster at the crater. Confederate losses were about
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1,560. The explosion had created an excellent opportu-
nity to sever the Confederate lines, one that Grant felt
probably never would occur again.

A subsequent court of inquiry found Burnside, Led-
lie and Ferrero primarily responsible for the bungled af-
fair. Burnside and Ledlie later resigned from the army
and Ferrero was transferred elsewhere.

Pleasant's.mining operation had been successful,
but nothing else was. Pleasant later wrote: "My own
feclings are impossible to describe. I was perfectly clear
of any blame in the matter. The mine was completed
absolutely according to plan and exploded within an
hour of the appointed time. . . . It had actually blown
the fort out of existence, and had opened exactly the
path in the enemy lines we had hoped and planned . But
the whole project melted to ashes, leaving me cold, sick
at heart, disillusioned, and resentful. . . . If only I could
have led that charge with the Forty-eight. God, IF!"

Sources used: "The Tragedy of the Crater,” by Henry
Pleasants Jr.; "The Siege of Petersburg," by Joseph P.
Cullen; “The Civil War Dictionary,” by Mark M. B-Boatner
I}I "The Historical Times llustrated Encyclopedia af the Cw—

FWar," edited by Patricia L. Faust, - = - -




