
 

Department of History 

University of Wisconsin- Eau Claire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE SADDEST AFFAIR: 

A CASE STUDY OF THE INVESTIGATIONS INTO THE CRATER 

DISASTER AT PETERSBURG 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Final Paper 

History 489: Research Seminar 

Professor Thomas Miller 

Cooperating Professor 

Dr. James Oberly 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

Kevin Weaver 

 

 

 

 

 

 

October 31
st
, 2006 

 



 



 

ABSTRACT 

Perhaps one of Congresses most jealously guarded powers is the right to oversight 

and investigation.  However, American history demonstrates that this power can be used 

to both great effect and abuse.  Understanding congresses role in oversight and 

investigation of government agencies is crucial to the citizen‟s right to police their 

government.  During the Civil War, the Battle of the Crater at Petersburg on July 30,
 

1860 was one instance in which the power of congressional oversight was utilized.  As a 

case study, the Committee on the Conduct of the War, and the Official Court of Inquiry 

on the Mine Disaster before Petersburg can be used to demonstrate the forces which 

influence the theoretically impartial function of congressional oversight.  



 

Copyright for this work is owned by the author. This digital version is published by 

McIntyre Library, University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire with the consent of the author. 

 



 

“A mountainous mass of earth, mingled with guns, timbers, human bodies, and 

camp furniture of every description, reared itself high in the air and fell in widely 

scattered remnants on all sides.  A hundred guns from the Union lines thundered in 

echoing response, and an awesome stillness succeeded what must have seemed to the 

suddenly awakened hosts in the enemy‟s camp like the fulminations of the day of wrath.” 

 

 

-Colonel Titus 

9
th

 New Hampshire Volunteer 
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On July 30, 1864, an explosion pierced the silence of the pre-dawn hours around 

the city of Petersburg. Union forces, attempting to capture the city of Petersburg had 

exploded a mine beneath a Confederate position.  As a tower of dirt erupted from the 

earth, over 200 South Carolinians were snuffed out of existence.  Yet, the Union 

operation which was conceived as a marvelous Union victory resulted in a devastating 

loss.  The reverberations of this failure were felt throughout the Union.  In response a 

military inquiry and a congressional committee convened to determine the cause of the 

failure.  These investigations were just one instance in a long history of American 

congressional and military oversight.  As a new century dawns, and the world is faced 

with ever evolving threats investigations such as these will continue to be an integral part 

of the American political system. Due to access to information, the thorough analysis of 

current political and military investigations is impossible.  However, previous examples 

of congressional oversight, like the Petersburg mine explosion, provide insight into the 

government‟s ability to conduct internal oversight. 

In 1792, the fledgling United States, less than twenty years old, attempted to 

solidify their control over the American wilderness.  In the area of the Ohio Valley, the 

United States fought a bitter struggle with the continent‟s native inhabitants.  Back in 

Washington D.C., Congress began to exert its newly established powers of oversight and 

investigation.  Congress convened a committee to investigate the military operations 

facilitating America‟s westward expansion.
1
  This important investigation would be the 

first instance of congressional oversight of the military and the executive which 

                                                 
 

1
 U.S. Congress, Senate, Senator Grimes of Iowa Speaking on Military Disasters, 37

th
 Cong., 2

nd
 

sess., The Congressional Globe, (9 December 1861): 30. 
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command‟s it.  This initial investigation was closely focused on the operations in the 

Ohio Valley.  Still, it created precedence and solidified Congress‟ right to convene 

committees for the express purpose of military oversight.   Since this initial foray, 

oversight has been utilized to both great abuse and effect.   

In 1945, the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), temporary in 

1938, was made a standing committee of the House.  From 1945 to 1975, HUAC 

investigated perceived threats to the United States.  Born out of surreal paranoia, HUAC 

provided few meaningful results and has largely become known as a symbol of the 

congressional misuse of power.
2
  Later, in 1986, another congressional committee proved 

that oversight could be used effectively. 

In 1986, the Reagan administration became embroiled in an investigation of 

supposed arms deals.  The Iran-contra affair involved arms sales to Iran which in turn 

raised funds to support Nicaraguan rebels fighting their government controlled by the 

Sandanist National Liberation Front.  The congressional investigation brought charges 

against three members of the Regan administration, Robert McFarlane, John Poindexter 

and Oliver North.
3
  As these investigations demonstrate, scandal and congressional 

oversight are permanent facets of the American political system.  As we enter the twenty-

first century it is therefore important to look back on previous examples of congressional 

oversight to understand what influences the government‟s ability to discipline itself.   The 

investigations into the explosion of the mine before Petersburg, with both its military and 

                                                 
 

2
 Bruce Tap, Over Lincoln’s Shoulder: The Committee on the Conduct of the War,  (Lawrence, 

University Press of Kansas, 1998), ix. 

 
3
 The convictions of Poindexter and North were later overturned on appeal because both were 

given immunity for testimony before the Senate. 
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congressional investigation, present an intriguing case study for the effectiveness of 

congressional oversight. 

Few congressional committees have had the influence and broad-reaching impact 

of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War (JCCW).  Indeed, the JCCW has been 

referred to as a sort of “Aulic Council clothed with authority to supervise the plans of 

commanders in the field.”
4
   The JCCW influenced almost every aspect of the war 

including punishment for failures, objectives, and even military strategy..  With its broad 

impact it is almost impossible to investigate the Civil War in depth without including the 

JCCW.  Yet, few historians have endeavored to investigate and elucidate fully the role 

and effectiveness of the Joint Committee.  

Perhaps the first major work investigating the JCCW is that of William Whatley 

Pierson Jr.  Pierson‟s article “The Committee on the Conduct of the Civil War”, 

published in 1918, discusses the radical nature of the Committee and its members.  

Pierson contends, “At its inception the committee was not considered hostile to the 

administration” but “progressively more radical, it was an anti-administration 

organization.”
 5

  However, the main focus of Pierson‟s article remained the 

constitutionality of Congress‟ claim to oversee government operations, including an 

inquiry into the conduct of the war.  Pierson‟s emphasis on constitutionality left later 

historians the task of investigating the ultimate resolutions of the Joint Committee.  

                                                 
4
 Benjamin Poore, Perley’s Reminiscences, II, 103 (New York: AMS Press), 1971,;  Hans L. 

Trefousse, Radical Republicans;  Lincoln’s Vanguard for Racial Justice ( New York: Alfred A Knopf, 

1969), 182.  The Aulic Council was the supreme council of the German empire with broad authority and 

exclusive jurisdiction in feudal processes and criminal affairs. 

   
5
 William Whatley Pierson Jr., “The Committee on the Conduct of the War,”  The American 

Historical Review 23 (Apr 1918): 559. 
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In 1948, T. Harry Williams continued scholarly work on the Joint Committee with 

his work, Lincoln and the Radicals.  Williams postulated:  

 

The committee‟s incessant efforts to purge the army of conservative officers, the violent 

partisanship with which it conducted its inquiries and certain peculiar features in its 

methods of procedure cause contemporary critics to stigmatize it as a military inquisition 

or a court of star chamber.
6
 

 

Williams concluded that the Radical Republicans of the Civil War Senate hampered the 

operations of Abraham Lincoln through partisan politics and dampened public support 

for the war effort through its negative press.  Lincoln, a shrewd politician, understood 

that Democratic support in Congress was key to victory, yet Williams contends,  “The 

members would descend upon Lincoln like a swarm of bees with demands that a 

particular general be removed. . . . If the president resisted, they threatened to arouse 

Congress and public opinion against him.”
7
  Generals such as Democratic General 

George B. McClellan drew the criticism and ire of the Committee until Lincoln removed 

them from command.
8
  However, future historians would dispute William‟s claim.  Bruce 

Tap, a later JCCW scholar, attributed William‟s interpretation to the times writing, 

“Williams was still under the prevailing influences of the bias against Radical 

Republicans.”
9
  William‟s analysis of the Committee would be the prevailing 

interpretation for the next twenty years until civil rights era historians would take up the 

debate. 

                                                 
6
 T. Harry Williams, Lincoln and The Radicals, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1941), 

74. 

 
7
 Ibid, 76. 

 

 
8
 Pierson, 570. 

 
9
 Tap, ix. 
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  Hans Trefousse published his opinion on the JCCW in The Radical Republicans: 

Lincoln’s Vanguard for Racial Justice.  Writing in 1969 amidst the Civil Rights 

Movement, Trefousse interpreted the role of the Joint Committee as beneficial to the war 

effort.  Trefousse concluded that Lincoln “consistently sought to utilize the radicals‟ 

pressure to spur on sluggish generals and politicians while at the same time moving 

slowly enough to maintain his influence over conservatives.”
10

  However, Lincoln‟s 

replacement of Benjamin Butler with moderate Republican Nathanial Bankes as 

commander of the Department of the Gulf, and the executive‟s decision to place Andrew 

Johnson, a Democrat, as military governor of Tennessee, drew the criticism of Radical 

Republicans, who saw these positions as opportunities to implement their radical 

emancipation ideals.  As Williams observes, “The removal of Butler infuriated the 

Committee radicals.”
11

  Trefousse himself quotes an observer who wrote, “The Recent 

action of the President, in taking into his hands the government of Tennessee. . . .  

involves a palpable usurpation of the Legislative power of our Government.”
12

  After 

these instances, cooperation between the administration and the Committee could be seen 

as hostile or tenuous at best, an interpretation in line with that of Pierson‟s. 

 Bruce Tap attempted to reconcile the differing interpretations of the JCCW in 

1998 with his work Over Lincoln’s Shoulder: The Committee on the Conduct of the War.  

In this, the latest work on the Committee, Tap agreed with the essence of T. Harry 

Williams‟ argument, but viewed Williams‟ analysis as inadequate.  Tap asserts, 

                                                 
10

Hans L. Treffousse, The Radical Republicans: Lincolns Vanguard for Racial Justice (New York: 

Alfred A Knopf, 1969),  182. 

  
11

 Williams, 223. 

  
12

 Ibid., 280. 
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“Williams does not account for the nature of the committee‟s power or provide concrete 

proof that its investigations markedly changed Union military policy.”
13

  In his re-

evaluation of the Committee, Tap endeavored to clarify the effects of the Committee and 

largely succeeded.  He subsequently found certain investigations to be of lesser 

importance.  Investigations into the battles of Bull Run, Ball‟s Bluff, and the 

investigation leading to McClellan‟s removal from command are of enormous importance 

for Tap‟s interpretation; however, investigations such as that into the Battle of the Crater 

at Petersburg are of less significance.  

The Siege of Petersburg, which occupied the last nine and a half months before 

Lee‟s surrender at Appomattox, was the backdrop for what would become know as “the 

saddest affair of the war”
14

 But for Tap, the investigation held only minor significance.  

In his work, Tap stated: 

   
 With Sherman‟s army marching on Savannah and Lee‟s army hemmed in at Petersburg, most 

political leaders and many civilians were well aware that the days of the Confederacy were 

numbered.  Thus one might well ask what possible good could have come from an investigation of 

the battle of the Crater.
15

 

 

Tap may be correct when he states that the investigation would have little impact on the 

prosecution of the war.  By the time of the Joint Committee‟s investigation, the 

investiture of Petersburg was well under way, and it was only a matter of time before Lee 

would be forced to surrender.  With Tap‟s intent to illustrate the Committee‟s overall 

effect on the war effort, the Battle of the Crater merits little in-depth analysis.  Still, 

                                                 
13

 Tap, 6. 

 
14

 United States War Department, War of the Rebellion: A compilation of the Official Records of 

the Union and Confederate Armies, Series I Vol. XL Part I (Washington D.C.: GPO, 1892), 2. herafter 

cited as O.R.. 

 
15

 Tap, 189. 
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further investigation into this seminal event, which had the potential to end the Civil War, 

has practical implications.   

As an event which took place over the course of no more than 13 hours, the crater 

battle presents a unique environment in which to conduct an analysis.  Furthermore, 

Congress was not the only body to investigate the Battle of the Crater.  In the days 

following the disaster, months prior to the Committee‟s investigation, the military began 

its own investigation of the mine disaster.  Selected by General Meade, the members of 

the Official Court of Inquiry on the Mine Explosion investigated the events in order to 

the find guilty parties to hold responsible for the failure.  Yet, presented with the same 

evidence, the two investigations came to drastically different conclusions.  Through 

comparison, this dichotomy present the perfect situation with which to elucidate 

Congress‟ and the military‟s ability to adequately provide oversight in periods of political 

adversity. 

Upon closer inspection of America‟s political history, an ongoing pattern of 

recurring events is clearly evident.  Periods of real or perceived threat to the integrity of 

the nation are often accompanied by intense political partisanship, which strains the 

government‟s ability to perform its duties. In these periods of stress, it is important to 

understand how political bodies operate and to determine whether or not fair, unbiased 

judgment can result.  The Civil War was, perhaps, the greatest threat our nation has ever 

faced, and the period of the war bears the hallmarks of this pattern.  As a case study, the 

investigations of the Official Court of Inquiry and the Joint Committee on the Conduct of 

the War at Petersburg can provide insights into the operation of the government during 
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periods of internal and external strife, which continue to be a significant part of American 

politics.   

 

Out of the Wilderness: Petersburg, Virginia May 5
th 

- June 18
th

, 1864 

In May of 1864, under the leadership of the newly-appointed General Ulysses S. 

Grant, the Union Army of the Potomac, struck out with new ambition into the heart of the 

Confederacy on what would become known as the Overland Campaign.  Grant‟s 

objective was to draw General Robert E. Lee away from the fortifications of Richmond 

and prevent a protracted siege, but throughout the spring, victory remained elusive.
16

   As 

Grant would later reflect, “They [The Confederates] no longer wanted to fight them „one 

Confederate to five Yanks.‟  Indeed, they seemed to have given up any idea of gaining 

any advantage of their antagonist in the open field.  They had come to much prefer 

breastworks in their front.”
17

  Throughout the battles of the Wilderness, Spotsylvania 

Courthouse, the North Anna River, and Cold Harbor, the Confederate reliance on 

earthworks proved too great to overcome.  Compared to an estimated 32,000 casualties 

inflicted upon the Confederate armies, the Army of the Potomac suffered 50,000.
18

  

These losses effectively reduced Confederate forces by 46 percent, but the numerically 

superior Union forces were also diminished by 41 percent.
19

   On the bloody battle of 

Cold Harbor, in which Union casualties accounted for one-fifth
 
of the overall total of the 

                                                 
16

 Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant (New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 2003), 

484. 

 
17

 Ibid., 482. 

 
18

 William C. Davis, Death in the Trenches: Grant at Petersburg, The Civil War (Alexandia: 

Time-Life Books, 1986), 16.   

 
19

 Ibid., 16. 

 



  9 

campaign, Grant reflected in his memoirs, “I have always regretted that the last assault at 

Cold Harbor was ever made. . . .  At Cold Harbor no advantage was gained to 

compensate for the heavy loss we sustained.”
20

  With Lee firmly entrenched between 

Richmond and Union forces, Grant decided to change his strategy.  In a letter to Major 

General Halleck, the Army Chief of Staff, Grant reported: “Without a greater sacrifice of 

human life than I am willing to make all cannot be accomplished that I had designed 

outside of the city.”
21

  Grant therefore changed his objective and determined to capture 

the Confederate city of Petersburg. 

 Before the Civil War, Petersburg, Virginia benefited greatly from the booming 

cotton and tobacco industries of the South and, by the outset of war, had become an 

industrial hub of the south.
22

  Ideally situated along the Appomattox and James rivers, 

Petersburg had river and ocean access.  In addition, the city had four rail lines and two 

plank roads which fed it from the south; and anther rail line which ran between it and 

Richmond.  Because Petersburg was the key to Richmond‟s vital rail links with the south, 

the Confederate government in Richmond sought to secure the city and sent Captain 

Charles Dimmock in 1862 to encircle the city in fortifications.  The Dimmock Line, as it 

would become known, was a series of 55 batteries strung together with earthworks over 

ten miles and anchored on both sides of the Appomattox River.  This impressive ring of 

earthen fortifications protected the city of Petersburg from the south.
23

  As a testament to 

                                                 
20

 Ibid., 482. 
 
Union Casualties amounted to 1, 905 killed, 10, 570 wounded and another 2, 456 

Missing 

 
21

 O.R., XXXVI, i, 11. 

 
22

 Noah Andre Trudeau, The Last Citadel: Petersburg, Virginia, June 1864-April 1865, (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 4. 

 
23

 Ibid., 6. 
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the line‟s strength, the forces of P.T.G. Beauregard successfully defended the city from 

General Butler in May of 1864, and continued to maintain a perimeter around the city 

when Grant‟s Union Forces arrived on June 8.
24

 

 On June 7, Grant began the movement of reinforcements via ferries to the 

command of General Butler at City Point.  On the evening of June 12, the remainder of 

the Army of the Potomac withdrew from their lines around Richmond and headed, with 

all haste, in the direction of Petersburg.  The movement of the Union army to Petersburg 

was finished on June 16.  Meanwhile, convinced the Union planned to attack Richmond, 

Lee continued to stretch his forces to protect the city until the last possible moment 

leaving Petersburg only lightly defended.  Yet, as fate would have it, the Union bid to 

take Petersburg before the main force of Lee‟s army arrived would fail because the battle 

hardened federal troops and their commanders, fresh out of the wilderness, hesitated to 

attack the strong, but lightly defended, Dimmock Line.  Because of this hesitation, Grant 

would find himself in the very situation he sought to avoid (appendix a). 

 On June 15, forces under William “Baldy” Smith in Bermuda Hundred launched a 

late night attack on the eastern portions of the Dimmock line.  However, the persistent 

fear of reinforcements caused the advance to stall allowing the Confederates to compose 

themselves.  Beauregard later wrote that Petersburg “at that hour was clearly at the mercy 

of the Federal commander, who had all but captured it.”
25

 Grant, in his own assessment, 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
24

 Simultaneously, during Grant‟s push over land toward the Confederate capitol, General B. F. 

Butler moved his forces up the James River and disembarked at City Point and the Bermuda Hundred near 

the city of Petersburg.  However, after initial success at Drewry‟s Bluff, General P.T.G. Beauregard drove 

Butler back into the Bermuda Hundred peninsula, effectively isolating Butler.  For a map of Petersburg and 

Richmond see appendix a. 

 
25

 P.T.G.Beauregard, “Four Days of Battle at Petersburg” quoted in Davis, 43. 
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later commented, “I do not think there is any doubt that Petersburg itself could have been 

carried without much loss.”
26

     From June 16, through June 18, the Union army 

continued to advance around Petersburg at great cost, but any advantage created by 

Grants swift move across the rivers had already been lost.  By dawn of the 18th, Lee‟s 

forces began to arrive, filling in the trenches around Petersburg, and by that afternoon 

Lee himself had crossed the James and arrived in the city.
27

   Grant, now facing 

reinforced positions, conveyed a change of plans in correspondence with Meade:  “Now 

we will rest the men and use the spade for their protection until a new vein can be 

struck.”
28

   Grant now found himself in the situation he had sought to avoid by the 

overland campaigns.   

 

The Battle of the Crater: July 30, 1864  

By June 24, Burnsides‟ IX Corps had advanced to the Taylor house ruins 

overlooking Cemetery Hill.  Only 500 feet in front of the IX Corps Union pickets, the 

Confederates had constructed a strong redoubt named Elliot‟s Salient.   A former 

Pennsylvania coal miner, Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Pleasant commanded the First 

brigade‟s 48
th

 Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteers along the front of the IX Corps.  With his 

background in coal mining and an additional 99 coal miners among his men in the 48
th

, 

Pleasants naturally speculated on “the feasibility of mining the enemy‟s work in my 

                                                 
26

 Grant, 495. 

 
27

 Alfred Roman, The Military Operations of General Beauregard in the war between the states, 

1861 to 1865 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1884), 256. 

 
28

 O.R., XL, ii, 158. 
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front.”
29

  Taking his idea to the command of the IX Corps, Henry Pleasants received 

permission to begin construction of his mine.  

The 48
th

 Pennsylvania began the construction of their mine on the 25
th

 of June and 

employed 210 men of the regiment who worked in three hour shifts twenty-four hours a 

day to complete the shaft and lateral galleries of the mine.
30

  Because they received little 

support from Major Duane, the army of the Potomac‟s chief engineer, the men modified 

picks for digging and scavenged wood from a Confederate bridge to shore up the mine 

shaft.
31

  For ventilation, an ingenious system of air exchange was constructed, which 

utilized a wooden box running the length of the mine.  Near the entrance of the mine, a 

fire pulled in air, which then traveled through the box tube to the termination of the mine 

and then back to the fire.
32

    Completed on the 23rd of July, the mine ran roughly 510 

feet in length, with lateral galleries running left for 37 feet and right for 38 feet, all at a 

height of roughly four and a half feet (appendix b).
33

  

Under the direction of General Meade, General Burnside submitted his battle plan 

on the 26
th

 of July.  General Burnside suggested the mine be exploded before daylight 

and that the two brigades of the Fourth Division United States Colored Troops (USCT) 

under General Ferrero would assault the crater first.  The leading regiments would, upon 

                                                 
29

 Joseph Gould, The Story of the Forty-Eighth: A record of the Campaigns of the Forty-Eighth 

Regiment Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer (Pennsylvania: Regimental Association, 1908), 208.; Lyman 

Jackman, History of the Sixth New Hampshire Regiment in the War for the Union (Concord, New 

Hampshire: Republican Press Association, 1891.), 309.  

  
30

 Ibid., 210. 

  
31

 U.S. Congress, Report of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, 38
th

 Cong., 2
nd

 sess., 

(Washington D.C.: GPO, 1865), 113.; Hereafter cited as JCCW. 

 
32

 Gould, 215. 

 
33

 Ibid., 113. 
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reaching the crater, follow and carry the enemy works to the left and right of the crater.  

The remaining regiments in the column would continue around the crater and unto 

Cemetery Hill, which commanded the confederate earthworks from the rear.
34

 Though 

Burnside submitted his plan of attack on the 26
th

, he had instructed the United States 

Colored Troops to begin training for this task three weeks prior to the assault.
35

   Behind 

the USCTs , addition troops of the IX Corps, supported in the rear by Major General 

Ord‟s XVIII Corps and to the right and left by the V and II Corps, would advance 

towards Petersburg (appendix c).
36

  Burnside designated the ruined Taylor house, which 

would command a clear view of the crater, as the command center for the operation 

(appendix d).  With the mine complete, Major General Humphreys, the Army Chief of 

Staff, ordered 8,000 pounds of powder, 3,000 feet of fuse, and 8,000 sandbag for tamping 

the mine shaft delivered to the crater site.
37

  The charging of the mine commenced on the 

27
th

 of July and was completed by the following day.
38

   However, the plan was changed 

on the 29
th

 when Generals Grant and Meade relayed a revised plan of attack to Burnside.   

In the modified plan of attack from Meade, Burnside‟s three white divisions 

would move forward first.  The first division to advance was determined by lot and fell 

upon General Ledlie.  Ledlie‟s division was ordered to advance directly around the crater 

and on toward Cemetery Hill with the other divisions under General Willcox and General 

                                                 
34

 O.R., XL, iii, 476. 

 
35

 Joseph Gould, The Story of the Forty-Eight: A Record of the Campaigns of the Forty-Eighth 

Regiment Pennsylvania Veteran Volunteer Infantry, (Regimental Association, 1908), 226. 

 
36

 O.R., XL, iii, 596. 

 
37

 Ibid., 479. 

 
38

 Gould, 216. 
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Potter spreading to the left and right of Cemetery Hill to protect the flanks.  The most 

significant change in the attack planned by General Meade is the absence of an attack 

into the enemies‟ defensive works to the left and right of the crater.
39

  Having no recourse 

but to accept the change, Burnside continued preparations for the assault until the 

morning of July 30.   

With the plans set, the forces of General Burnsides and General Ord lay in wait 

for the springing of the mine.  The mine was set to explode at 3:30 a.m., but a faulty fuse 

caused a lengthy delay; upon investigation, it was found that, “fifty feet had been burned, 

but the remainder was intact. . . . At 4:30 the fuse is again lighted.”
40

   Shortly after, at 

4:42 a.m., the mine exploded, and Union artillery ranged in on the Confederate front.  

After the explosion General Ledlie‟s forces advanced, followed quickly by Griffins 

brigade of the Second Division (appendix e).
41

   The plans for the assault fell apart almost 

instantly.  Upon reaching the crater, Ledlie‟s forces, instead of continuing the charge to 

Cemetery Hill, proceeded to do one of three things.  Some forces helped the trapped and 

buried Confederates within the crater, while others began to file Confederate prisoners 

back to the Union lines.  Still others, finding themselves under attack from the left and 

the right, took shelter in the crater.  Adding to the disaster, the crater (150-200 feet in 

length, 60 feet wide, and 25-30 feet deep) created a natural obstacle for the First Division 

of the IX Corps and those that entered the pit found getting out the other side to be a 

difficult task.  As the troops of the Second Division advanced into the fray, their forces 

                                                 
39

 JCCW., 5. 

 
40

 Gould, 224. 

 
41

 The time between the explosion of the mine and the advance of Ledlie‟s forces is one of debate.  

During the inquiries after the fact, officers would try to say that the delay was upwards of fifteen minutes.  

Other accounts however place the advance immediately after the explosion. 
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were dispersed among the already confused Union troops, creating a scene of utter chaos.  

At 5:30, orders came to Wilcox and Potter to push forward without regards to Ledlie‟s 

division.  Wilcox, interpreting the order as a continuation of the previous plan, proceeded 

to deploy his forces in an attempt to protect the left flank.  Conversely, Potter interpreted 

the order vigorously and ordered Bliss and Griffin forward to Cemetery Hill without 

regards to Ledlie‟s First Division.  During the ensuing battle, valiant attempts were made 

to reorganize the forces in the crater and to continue on to Cemetery Hill.  Most notably, 

the 45
th

 Pennsylvania regiment of the Second Division advanced roughly 100 yards 

beyond the crater but, unsupported, collapsed back into the pit (appendix f).
42

  

Around 7:30, the advance had once again stalled, and Union forces clung to the 

works immediately to the left and right of the crater.   Attempting to restart the drive to 

the hill, Burnside ordered the Fourth division United States Colored Troop to advance 

toward the already crowded enemy works.  However, a delay in orders meant the advance 

did not begin until 8 a.m.
43

   As they advanced, the USCTs quickly found the path to the 

front blocked by the returning wounded and Confederate prisoners. Still, the Fourth 

Division managed to trickle onto the battlefield and attempted to charge toward Cemetery 

Hill on the right of the crater (appendix g).  Though gallant, the assault failed, and the 

USCTs collapsed back into the mass of troops surrounding the crater.  At the same time 

as the Fourth Division‟s assault, Wilcox‟s forces, organizing in the open ground between 

the Union and Confederate works, attempted to silence a one-gun Confederate battery 

firing into the Union left flank.  However, the brigade, under the command of Brigadier 

                                                 
42

 Committee of the Regiment, History of the Thirty-Sixth Regiment Massachusetts Volunteers: 

1861-1865  (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill Press, 1884), 236. 

 
43

 O.R. XL, iii, 667. 
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General. Humphreys, was forced back from the enemy works toward the Union lines.  

The time was now around 9 a.m. 

At 9 a.m. Burnside, seeing the IX and XVIII Corps withering in front of the 

enemy, requested that the V Corps be brought to bear against the enemy works in their 

front.  Scarcely had this order been given than it was countermanded by a message sent 

by Grant.  Grant, having traveled to the front to witness the battle for himself, returned to 

his headquarters and immediately sent a message to Burnside directing “if in your 

judgment nothing further can be effected, you withdraw to your one line, taking every 

precaution to get the men back safely.”
44

 However, debate on how best to withdraw the 

troops persisted, and Burnside ordered the immediate withdrawal of his forces.
45

   

At the same time Grant‟s orders were reaching the IX Corps commanders, 

Virginia soldiers dispatched by Lee under the command of General Mahone began 

crossing the Jerusalem plank Road and entering the battle.  Invigorated by the arrival of 

Mahone‟s Virginians, Confederate troops began a counterattack that pushed the few 

Union forces that had managed to take some of the Confederate works to the left and the 

right of the crater back toward the pit.
46

  Under the murderous onslaught of the 

Confederate counterattack, command of troops in the Crater collapsed completely, and a 

frantic and desperate battle for individual survival began (appendix h). Grant‟s order to 

retreat reached the front around noon; however, attempting to escape the crater over the 

open ground now covered by a murderous fire of mortars and miniballs was suicidal at 
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best.  The Union forces left in the crater were now trapped with nowhere to go.  Still, 

these forces continued to fight until 2:30 p.m. when, those unable or unwilling to escape 

back to Union lines, surrendered to Confederate forces.
47

   

 As the action of the day faded into silence, the Union army took stock of the 

events.  One senior military official summed up the battle as “nothing gained except 200 

prisoners from Evan‟s brigade.”
48

 And General Potter reported “I beg leave to call the 

attention of the commanding general to the fact that my division is reported as nearly 

annihilated. . . . and cannot therefore possibly reoccupy the portion from which it 

advanced.”
49

  Grant himself put the day‟s action most piquantly, saying: “It was the 

saddest affair I have ever witnessed in the war.  Such opportunity for carrying 

fortifications I have never seen and do not expect to see again. . . . Their loss in killed 

must be greater than ours, whilst our loss in wounded and captures is four times that.”
50

  

Even Grant underestimated the one-sided nature of the disaster.  The official casualty 

reports would list 419 Union killed, 1,679 wounded, and 1, 910 missing; while 

Confederate losses were 400 killed, 600 wounded, and 200 missing.
51

   The fact that the 

entire IX Corps and XVIII Corps had matched up with three emaciated divisions of Lee‟s 

army and were defeated created controversy from Petersburg to Washington.  In an 

election year, the last thing President Lincoln and the Republicans needed was a Union 

defeat in what had already become a long, drawn-out struggle.  In response to the failure, 
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the Union army opened an investigation to identify the cause and to quell growing 

sentiment over the cost of the war.  

  

Military Justice: Official Court of Inquiry into the Mine Disaster 

Hardly had the dust settled from the crater when questions as to the causes of its 

failure emerged.  Pressing the matter, Meade requested a court of inquiry on August 1, 

which Grant immediately obliged.  On August 2, Grant sent a message to Halleck the 

Army chief of Staff, requesting that a court of inquiry be assembled “to report whether, in 

their judgment, any officer or officers are censurable for the failure of the troops.”
52

  As 

Meade had requested the court, it fell upon him to appoint its members and on August 5, 

the court convened for its first session with members, Major General W.S. Hancock, 

Brigadier General R. B. Ayres, Brigadier General N. A. Miles, and Colonel. E. Schriver, 

judge advocate.  Meade‟s appointments immediately raised suspicion.  In an August 6 

message to the secretary of war, Burnside outlined the problems with the appointments: 

 
If an investigation is to be had, I feel that I have a right to ask that It be made by officers 

not in this army [Army of the Potomac], and not selected by General Meade.  All the 

officers constituting the court held command in the supporting columns which were not 

brought into action on that day.  The judge advocate is a member of General Mead‟s 

staff.
53

 

 

 

 In a reply which seems contrary to the court‟s directives as stated by Meade, Secretary of 

War Stanton responded, “Your telegram of the sixth was laid before the president, who 

directs me to say. . . . The action of the board of inquiry will be merely to collect facts for 
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his information.”
54

  Despite this reassurance, the express orders of General Meade to 

judge whether any officers were liable for the disaster meant the commanding staff of the 

IX Corps had reason to worry.  As the first investigation into the assault of the crater, the 

military inquiry proved itself incapable of fairly determining the causes of the failure. 

From its conception, the court seems to have had an inherent inclination toward a 

conclusion favoring Meade.  This inclination is apparent in the Court‟s members, its 

testimony, and the interpretation of the events which contributed to the crater disaster. 

 Whether Meade intended to stack the court or not, a striking trend emerged: all 

the members had a connection to Meade, or the events of the 30
th

 which, likely interfered 

with their ability to determine the causes of the failure, and to bring charges against those 

responsible, especially the commander of the IX army Corps.  Perhaps the most blatant 

infringement upon the Court‟s character was Schriver.  Schriver was Meade‟s own 

inspector general, and he was unlikely to find fault with his own superior.  Nelson Miles 

and General Hancock, in charge of the II Corps, and Ayres, in charge of the V Corps, had 

also been placed to the right and left of Burnside‟s IX Corps.  During operations of the 

30
th

, all had failed to support the assault on the crater, despite Burnsides requests.
55

   For 

Hancock‟s part, his bias against Burnside stemmed from the events of Fredericksburg, 

two years earlier.  Shortly before the battle of Fredericksburg, McClellan was relieved of 

command, and Burnside was chosen to lead the Army of the Potomac.  This change was 

met with consternation among the army brass and Hancock himself wrote, “The Army 

are not satisfied with the change, and consider the treatment of McClellan most 
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ungracious and inopportune.”
56

  Furthermore, circumstances of the day should have 

excluded Meade from the process of creating the court.  

  During the tense battle, Meade and Burnside had a rather heated exchange of 

words.   During one exchange of messages, Meade telegraphed, “Do you mean to say 

your officers and men will not obey your orders to advance?  If not what is the obstacle?  

I wish to know the truth.”
57

  Burnside, himself on edge, took this message as an outright 

challenge to his command and dignity.  This message caused a normally obliging 

Burnside to respond, “Were it not insubordinate I would say that the latter remark of your 

note was unofficerlike and ungentlemanly.”
58

  Meade‟s ominous response stated, “Will 

you do me the favor to send me a copy of my note to you per Captain Jay?  I did not keep 

any copy of it, intending it to be confidential.  Your reply requires I should have a 

copy.”
59

  Despite Burnside‟s qualification of “were it not insubordinate” his response was 

obviously just that, and Meade would not let it go unpunished. 

 Meade‟s temper and ability to hold a grudge was widely known.  In his memoirs, 

Grant remarked upon Meade, saying, “He was unfortunately of a temper that would get 

beyond his control, at times, and make him speak to officers of high rank in the most 

offensive manner. . . . this made it unpleasant at times, even in battle, for those around 

him to approach him even with information.”
60

  Meade had held a lasting grudge against 
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General Burnside.  In regard to the actions of the 30
th

 and his exchange with Burnside, 

Meade wrote in his own letters,  “I have applied to have him [Burnside] relieved. . . .  of 

course this has brought  matters to a focus, and either he or I has got to go.”
61

  In another 

communication, dated August 3, Meade begins his letter, “I am in the midst of my row 

with Burnside.  Our recent miserable failure will require an investigation, and authority 

has been asked of the President to appoint a court of inquiry.  In the meantime I have 

preferred charges against Burnside, and asked he be relieved from duty with this army.”
62

  

It is evident from these letters that Meade harbored ill will toward Burnside at least up to 

the formation of the Court.  Though Meade was justified in his outrage, these exchanges 

had little bearing on the mission of the Court, and Meade should have been removed from 

the position of selecting its members.  However, despite Burnside‟s concerns, the Court 

proceeded, and on September 9, its findings were announced. 

 

The causes of the failures were: 

1. Improper formations: the troops should have been formed in the open ground in front 

of the point of attack parallel to the line of the enemy works. 

2. The halting of the troops in the crater when there was no fire of any consequence 

from the enemy. 

3. No proper employment of engineers in the IX corps. 

4. Parts of the column were not properly led. 

5. The want of a competent common head at the scene of the assault to direct affairs as 

occurrences should demand.
63

 

 

On these counts, the Court assigned blame to Burnside, Ledlie, Colonel. Z. R. Bliss; a 

commander of the first brigade Second Division of the IX Corps; and General Wilcox in 
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command of the Third Division (appendix i).
64

 Yet these findings do not accurately 

represent the reality of the situation on the ground and completely ignore Meade‟s role in 

the assault. Upon closer scrutiny, the findings and the opinions of the Court demonstrate 

an incomplete and perhaps deliberately misinterpreted assessment of the action. 

The first and second counts perhaps incorporate an incomplete assessment of the 

operations.  Based on the testimony of officers before the Court, the Inquiry concluded 

that Ledlie‟s assault was delayed, and the advantage of surprise lost.  When asked if he 

saw the enemy return fire within the first fifteen minutes Major James C. Duane, chief 

engineer of the Army of the Potomac, replied, “I did not see any.  They opened on our 

batteries, but did not see them open on the column.”
65

  Yet Duane himself admitted, “I 

did not see the assault distinctly; I was too far to the left.”
66

  Likewise, Wilcox testified 

that “the fire of the enemy was suspended for fifteen to twenty minutes.”
67

  However, 

other available evidence was possibly overlooked or ignored by the Court.  After-action 

reports available to the Court at the time complicated the matter.  In his report, General 

Potter stated: “The leading regiments began to move almost at once, passing into and 

through a portion of the line from which the enemy were driven.”
68

  Lieutenant-Colonel 

Charles Cummings of the 17
th

 Vermont, stated in his report, “The enemy‟s batteries, 

instead of replying to our guns, reserved their fire for our advance, and now commenced 

                                                 
64

Ibid., 128. 

 
65

 O.R., XL, i, Official Court of Inquiry on the Mine Explosion,  77. 

 
66

 Ibid., 76. 

 
67

Ibid., 94. 

  
68

 O.R., XI, ii, 547. 

 



  23 

pouring in a withering fire of case and canister.”
69

  With after-action reports such as 

these, the Court‟s ability to come to a definitive conclusion is questionable.   Similarly, 

testimony is also contradictory in relation to the third finding. 

The third finding of the committee translated into two separate but related 

opinions.  First, according to the Court, Burnside disobeyed orders to remove the Union‟s 

abatis in front of their line, thus creating an obstacle for advancing divisions. Second, 

Burnside did not construct adequate débouchés for the assault.
70

  In his own defense, 

Burnside testified that “it was not expected by any one that any considerable success 

could attend any work of that kind [an assault] without serious loss to the command.”
71

  It 

is perhaps probable that removing the works would have aroused suspicion.  Even if 

removed at night, the enemy works were only 100 yards away, and their pickets were 

even closer.  Furthermore, Brigadier General Griffin and Potter testified that pioneers, 

engineering units, were stationed with the brigades to assist in removing abatis.
72

   Potter 

testified, “Verbal instructions were given to have the pioneers of the different regiments, 

and a sort of pioneer regiment that we call the Engineer Regiment, in each division, 

prepared with their tools, and so forth to prepare the breast-works for the passage.”
73

 

Official correspondence also stated, “The pioneers will all be with their brigades prepared 
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to remove obstructions.”
74

  Still, despite this testimony to the contrary, the Court came to 

the conclusion the implementation of pioneer regiments to remove the abatis was 

conducted ineffectively. 

The fourth finding of the Court is the only finding which appears irrefutably 

correct.  Ledlie, who was not interviewed by the court, held the most responsibility for 

the assault because his was the first division to enter the newly formed gap in the 

Confederate line.  However, speculation persists that Ledlie did not adequately inform his 

men of their orders.
75

  This lack of command led Ledlie‟s troops to fall into the crater and 

plug up the covered ways leading to the front.  In the confusion, Ledlie was nowhere to 

be found.  He had taken it upon himself to return to a medical bombproof where he 

requested alcohol from the surgeons.
76

  Surgeon H.E. Smith testified before the Inquiry 

stating, “General Ledlie asked me for stimulants, and he had the malaria and was struck 

by a spent ball. . . I had rum and whisky there, and I gave them rum.”
77

    Bliss, a 

Brigadier General, also stayed behind the lines as his brigade continued to attack and 

protect the right flank of Union forces.  While the Court is correct in that Bliss should 

have been with his command, his absence had little impact on the result of the explosion.  

Because of the crowded covered ways, Bliss‟s forces had a difficult time reaching the 

Confederate works.  More importantly, the mixing of commands in the crater, including 
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those of Griffin, Bartlet, and Thomas, created a scene of countermanding orders, and 

little good could have resulted from another officer‟s added command.
78

 

 The fifth finding stated that there was a “want of a competent common head at the 

scene of the assault to direct affairs as occurrences should demand.”
79

  Ambiguously 

worded, this statement was probably intended to cause a confusing interpretation.   

Supposedly directed at Burnside, the finding is more likely a tepid attempt to deflect 

blame from Meade.   If Burnside is to be judged incompetent of command, the question 

remains why Meade was not present at the battle.  Stationed a mile away, Meade could 

easily have brought his command to Fort Morton.  During the assault, Warren, stationed 

at the IX corps headquarters, telegraphed Meade saying “I think it would pay you to go to 

General Burnside‟s position.  You can see in a moment, and it is easy to communicate 

with me as by telegraph.”
80

   Yet, on this day which, if successful would have delivered 

Petersburg to the Union Army, both the Major General and the Lieutenant General were 

stationed at a position which afforded no view of the battle.
81

  Even with the Court‟s 

interpretation of the testimony, what is more concerning is what is excluded completely. 

Perhaps the most glaringly obvious fault of the court of Inquiry is the lack of references 

to the last minute change of attack. 

 At Meade‟s request, Burnside submitted his plan of attack on July 26.  Burnside‟s 

original plan acknowledged the position of the fort at a prominent point in the line from 

which parallel trenches extended to either side.  In this position, troops entering the crater 
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would be subjected not only to fire from Cemetery Hill to their front, but also from 

enfilading fire from the left and right.    Therefore, Burnside‟s plan included orders for 

the leading two brigades to proceed down and clear out the enemy‟s line of works to the 

left and right of the breach.   Following troops would proceed as quickly as possible 

around the crater and toward Cemetery Hill.
82

   During the Court proceedings, Meade 

himself acknowledged, “From the first I never considered the location of General 

Burnside‟s mine was a proper one. . . . the position against which he operated was not a 

suitable one in which to assault the enemy‟s lines.”
83

  Yet, Meade‟s own plan of attack 

disregards this previous assessment.  In his revised plan of attack, Meade instructs, 

“Assaulting columns will immediately move rapidly upon the breach, seize the crest in 

the rear, and affect a lodgment there.”
84

   This change is directly mentioned in testimony 

but seems to have been ignored by the Court.  During testimony on August 11, General 

Warren stated: “I can mention some faults. . . I think the first force, instead of moving 

straight on to the hill should have cleared the entrenchments right and left of the crater, so 

as not to have exposed the advancing column to a flank fire.”
85

  This however, is not the 

only drastic change Meade made to the attack plan.  Meade decided to use the white 

divisions rather than the USCT‟s in his revised attack plan. 

 Burnside‟s plan of attack utilized the United States Colored Troops of his Fourth 

Division, a decision anchored in practical thinking.  Since the outset of the Overland 

Campaign in May, Burnside‟s three white divisions had been in almost constant battle.  
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From the Wilderness to Cold Harbor and the beginning battles of the siege, these troops 

endured the onslaught and privations of war.
86

  Burnside‟s Fourth Division had faired 

much better.   Placed on caravan duty by Grant, these troops were, as one Massachusetts 

soldier recollected, “fresh, and had taken but little part in the campaign. . . . They were 

anxious for the opportunity of taking part in the campaign.”
87

  Unlike the white divisions, 

the Fourth Division was at comparatively full strength and did not have the horrifying 

experience of attacking an entrenched enemy.  With this in mind, these troops trained and 

practiced the movements of attack which would facilitate Burnside‟s plan.
88

  However, 

on the eve of battle, Grant, at Meade‟s behest, instructed Burnside that “he, as well as the 

major-general commanding, does not approve the proposition, but directs that those 

columns be formed of white troops.”
89

   Thus Burnside was forced, on the 29
th

, to place 

the burden of the advance upon one of his three white divisions.  One account reports, “It 

was not easy to choose between equally brave men, and General Burnside finally 

suggested that the division commanders draw lots for the position.   The lot fell on 

General Ledlie.”
90

  The resulting advance of Ledlie, followed by Wilcox and Potter, was 
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therefore conducted without training.  In the Court‟s findings no mention is made of the 

last minute change of plans.  Instead, the opinions appear to maintain a belief that despite 

the last minute change, had Meade‟s orders been followed, the operation would have 

been a success.  This interpretation seems to ignore the complex assault and the pressure 

under which it would be conducted. 

From the outset, the Court of Inquiry seems to have been designed with a 

predetermined conclusion.  Meade‟s own quarrel with Burnside should have removed 

him from the position of appointing the Court.  Burnside‟s request that the Court‟s 

members not come from the Army of the Potomac seems, in light of the circumstances, 

reasonable and would probably have resulted in a much fairer verdict.  Yet, although the 

committee unfairly assigned blame to Burnside in the five causes of the failure, he was 

not without blame.  For his part Burnside was culpable for allowing Ledlie to lead the 

charge.  Ledlie, a man whom Grant would later call “the worst commander in his 

[Burnside‟s] corps” had previously failed an attack on June 17.
91

  Yet, Burnside‟s 

inability to choose between his division commanders created a situation in which there 

was less chance of success.  Still, Burnside would receive a chance at redemption.  At the 

time of the assault, Congress was adjourned for its summer break, and it was not until its 

return that the matter was brought to a head.  Reverberations from the events were felt by 

a sensitive Republican Congress, which attempted to maintain support for an increasingly 

unpopular war.  Upon returning to Congress, a congressional committee of the joint 

Houses was quickly convened to ascertain the causes of the failure. 
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The Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War 

Already by December 1861, the war was not going well.  The optimism with 

which the government originally called for three month volunteers to fill the ranks of the 

Union army had been dashed by a series of military defeats.  On July 21, Union forces 

under the command of Brigadier General Irwin McDowell engaged in the first battle of 

the Civil War.   At the battle of First Bull Run, Union forces were defeated in a prolonged 

fight by the forces of General Beauregard and were forced to retreat to Washington.   

After the battle, Washington recalled General McClellan from Western Virginia to 

reorganize the Union army.  Though his reorganization was successful, victories still 

eluded the Union forces.  Exactly three months later, on October 21, Union forces on a 

mission to distract the enemy were met at Ball‟s Bluff by Confederate forces.  In 

response, Union commanders dispatched forces under the command of Colonel Edward 

D. Baker, a Senator from Oregon, to support the Union troops.  During the fighting a 

Confederate miniball struck and killed Baker, after which Union forces withdrew, 

unorganized, across the Potomac.  Baker‟s death sent shockwaves through the Union 

government, and when Congress returned for its winter session, lawmakers feverishly set 

about to right the situation. 

On December 2, 1861, the 37
th

 Congress convened for its second session.  

Immediately on December 3, Republican representative Roscoe Conklin of New York 

submitted a resolution that “the Secretary of war be requested. . . . to report to this house 

„what measures have been taken to ascertain who is responsible for the disastrous 
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movement of our troops at Ball‟s Bluff.”
92

  Two days later Michigan Senator Zachariah 

Chandler introduced a similar bill in the Senate to investigate both Ball‟s Bluff and Bull 

Run.
93

  Debate on the resolution continued on December 9.  During debate, the outspoken 

Senator Fessenden of Maryland stated clearly the Senate‟s reasoning.  “While such is the 

feeling, and while we are their [the American people‟s] agents (because it is in Congress 

to declare war, and in Congress to provide the means of carrying on war, ) it behooves us 

most carefully to look at the course of proceedings relating to the conduct of the war.”
94

    

After debate, the bill was passed by a vote of 33 to 3.  In its final form, the resolution 

stated: 

 

that a joint committee, to be composed of three members of the Senate and four members 

of the House of Representatives be appointed to inquire into the conduct of the present 

war, and that they have power to send for persons and papers, and to sit during the 

sessions of either House of Congress.
95

 

 

The following day the House also passed the resolution and on the 20
th

 of December the 

members of the Joint Committee were selected.   The Committee was composed of 

Senators Benjamin F. Wade, Zachariah Chandler, and Andrew Johnson and House 

members Daniel W. Gooch, John Covode, George W. Julian, and Mosses F. Opell. Yet, 

as in the case of the Court of Inquiry, the Committee‟s membership, its previous 

investigations, and its conduct during the investigation of the Crater all raise suspicion 
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about its intent, although Wade would later write, “They have not sought to accomplish 

any purpose other than to elicit the truth.”
96

  Shortly after their appointment, the 

committee met for the first time, and began vigorously investigating the actions of the 

Army. 

 The composition of the Civil War Congress largely influenced the membership of 

the Committee.  During the period, the traditional Democratic powerbase was in the 

South.  This meant that when the Confederate states began succeeding in late 1860 

Congress became more and more a Republican-dominated institution.   In fact, by 1861, 

Republicans not only held the presidency but had majority control of both Houses.  Still a 

new party, the Republicans of the period originated in the Whigs, Free-Soilers, and 

Know-Nothing parties of the previous years.
97

  The majority of Republicans had Whig 

antecedents and the Congress of the war years was therefore characterized by a 

preference for legislative superiority over the executive.  Though unified on their 

opposition to slavery, or at least to its spread, the Republican Party was divided on the 

means of accomplishing this goal.  The most ardent anti-slavery Republicans became 

known as the Radical Republicans, while others became known as Moderate 

Republicans.  The Radical‟s anti-slavery leanings and prodding of the administration 
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American politics.  A break away group from the Democrats, they were active through the late 1840‟s and 

50‟s.  By the time of the Civil War, the party had been absorbed by the more powerful and influential 

Republican Party. 
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earned them the label of the Jacobins.
98

   Those Democrats who remained in 1861, were 

split between War and Peace Democrats and generally represented the Border States 

which had not seceded.  Those remaining Democrats believed in the preservation of the 

Union; however, because many of these states permitted slavery, they often favored 

reunification without the destruction of the slavery system.  It was out of this situation 

that the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War (JCCW) was created, its membership 

largely reflecting the prevailing sentiments of Congress. 

 Of the Senate members of the Committee, Zachariah Chandler and Benjamin F. 

Wade were staunch Radical Republicans.  Both were outspoken critics of slavery and 

were influential in the anti-slavery movement.
99

  Wade‟s career began on the floor of the 

Ohio legislature where, in 1839, he was an outspoken critic of the Fugitive Slave Act.  In 

a speech on the floor of the Senate, Wade remarked: 

 

When I hear gentlemen speak in such broad and unqualified terms of the happiness, 

prosperity, glory and magnificent prospects of the people of this country I have reason to 

fear. . . . Their vision will be greeted by the alarming and breast rending spectacle of 

three millions of their fellow men in chains, dragged like beasts of burden to the 

shambles and sold as merchandise. . . It is because I love and venerate my country, that I 

wish to wipe away this, her deepest and foulest stain.
100

 

 

This speech and his opposition to the slavery movement won him the support of staunch 

northern abolitionists, and eventually brought him to congress in 1850.  Chandler joined 

with Wade as another passionate emancipation supporter, and both would be critical of 
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the Lincoln administration throughout the war.
101

  The only Democratic Senator was 

Andrew Johnson, a strong War Democrat and the only southern Senator to remain after 

his state seceded.
102

  It seems that Johnson was allowed to participate in the operations of 

the Committee; however, Lincoln later appointed him military governor of Tennessee.  

He resigned from Congress on March 4, 1862 to take up the position of Military 

Governor.
103

  Joseph A Wright, a junior Democratic Senator from Indiana replaced him.  

Not having the political clout of Andrew Johnson, Wright was largely excluded from the 

investigations of the Committee.
104

   

The membership of the Committee from the House was equally unbalanced.  

Three of the House Representatives to the Committee were Republicans.  Gooch, had 

been a Republican since the 35
th

 Congress, while Julian, a Free-Soiler, and Covode, an 

Opposition Party member, were recent additions to the Republican Party.
105

  These 

members were all largely attracted to the Republican Party for its anti-slavery ideals. 

Throughout the operations of the Committee, Gooch would be an ardent participant, and 
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operated as the senior legal counsel.
106

 Moses F. Odell of New York was the only 

Democratic member of the Committee from the House.  Of the House members, Covode 

would later be replaced by Benjamin F. Loan, another Radical Republican.
107

  Thus, the 

Committee‟s composition was that of five Republicans and two Democrats.   Further 

troubling, the Committee‟s actions were also contrary to the statement of purpose Wade 

would later write. 

 The first actions of the Committee were to make the information gleaned from the 

investigations secret.  However, as Williams points out, “The committee‟s secret 

information often and purposely reached the desired audience.”
108

  Members such as 

Wade, often leaked the information of the Committee for political purposes, often to 

support or discredit a general in the field.
109

  By January 1862, the Committee reversed 

its position, permitting the release of testimony to the public.
110

  The Committee further 

removed the need for a quorum to be present for questioning.  The practical explanation 

for this was that the wide range of investigations required members to travel great 

distances to gather testimony, keeping them from their duties in the capital.  However, 

this system also lent itself to abuse.  The already unbalanced Committee was made even 

more so by this technique as often Wade and Gooch, both Radical Republicans, were 

responsible for the gathering of testimony.  During the Crater investigation in December 
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of 1864, only Wade, Gooch, and Loan, all Radical Republicans, were responsible for the 

gathering of testimony at Petersburg.   Similarly, the early investigations of the 

Committee reflect a determination to forward the Republican anti-slavery ideals.  

 The appointment of McClellan after the disastrous battle of Bull Run, was met 

with wide support among the Radicals in Congress.  However, by the time of 

Fredericksburg in December 1862, the Radicals were largely upset and had grown 

impatient with the slow nature of McClellan‟s advance.  Chandler would later remark, 

“He seems to have adopted the maxim of the old woman, who laid it down. . .  that „All 

boys should learn to swim well before they went into the water,‟ so the General is 

determined his troops shall all be veterans before he permits them to come under fire.
111

  

In the Peninsular Campaign, Radicals believed that McClellan should have pursued 

Confederate forces into the city of Richmond and capture it.
112

  Furthermore, the Radicals 

were infuriated by the Democratic General‟s declaration that “We will, on the contrary, 

with an iron hand, crush any attempt at insurrection on their [the slaves] part.”
113

  Thus, 

prior to the battle of Fredericksburg, the Committee forced the issue, and Lincoln 

replaced McClellan with General Ambrose Burnside.  Burnside‟s failure at the battle of 

Fredericksburg once again brought about the criticism of the Committee.  However, 

Burnside‟s switch in political views, mainly his newfound opposition to slavery, spared 

him the true wrath of the Committee.
114

  Burnside was returned to the command of the IX 
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Corps, where he remained until the battle of Petersburg.
115

   The Committee‟s lenience 

toward Burnside reveals the Radical‟s motivation.   Like Wade, many viewed the Civil 

War principally as a means to wipe the institution of slavery from America, and they 

sustained military leadership that supported their radical aims.
116

  During the 2
nd

 session 

of the 38
th

 Congress in 1864, the Committee was once again renewed.  In December of 

1864, it was this embodiment of the Committee that investigated the Battle of the Crater. 

As chair of the JCCW, Senator Benjamin Wade presented the findings on the 

Battle of the Crater to Congress in the traditional form of a report.  In the lengthy report, 

Wade wrote the opinions in a scathing manner: 

The committee cannot from all the testimony, avoid the conclusion that the first and great 

cause of disaster was the change made on the afternoon preceding the battle. . . .  In their 

opinion, the cause of the disastrous result of the assault of the 30
th

 of July last is mainly 

attributable to the fact that the plans and suggestions of the general who had devoted his 

attention for so long a time to the subject, who had carried out to a successful completion 

the project of mining the enemy‟s works, and who had carefully selected and drilled his 

troops for the purpose of securing whatever advantages might be attainable from the 

explosion of the mine, should have been so entirely disregarded by a general who had 

evinced no faith in the successful prosecution of that work, had aided it by no 

countenance,  only when it was completed and the time had come for reaping any 

advantages that might be derived from it.
117

 

     

Presented with the same evidence, with addition of the testimony of the Court of Inquiry, 

Wade and the Committee came to an exact opposite conclusion from that of the Court of 

Inquiry.  Their simplistic interpretations of the causes of the failure were not directly 

attributed to Meade.  However, the wording implies that Meade rather than Burnside was 

responsible for the failure and all but exonerates Burnside with only one mere mention.   
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In their findings, the Committee on the Conduct of the War made only passing 

mention of perhaps the most important role Burnside would play in the entire battle on 

the 30
th

 of July.  In reference to the casting of lots to choose the head of the assaulting 

column, the Committee wrote: 

 
 

It may have been, that from the same causes, each of the three divisions of white troops had 

become, from the training of the previous forty days, unfitted for that duty.  But the practice of 

leaving the selection of troops for an important undertaking to be determined by chance is one that 

does not commend itself to the judgment of your committee.  It, however, is but just to General 

Burnside that the reasons which led him to resort to that mode of selection should be stated.
118

 

 

 

Notable in the Committee‟s veiled criticism of Burnside is the first line.  Here, the 

Committee puts forth the point of view that all of Burnside‟s white divisions were unfit to 

lead the charge.  This comment would lead a reader to another assumption that Burnside 

was nothing more than a disadvantaged general, put in this position by an overbearing 

Meade.  Thus, even Burnside‟s failure to select the best division for the assault can be 

rejected as being truly Meade‟s.  With this, Burnside was removed form any wrong doing 

in the battle, and the blame devolves upon Meade, a position which suited the Committee 

members‟ political motivation.  Yet, like the Court of Inquiry, the Committee seems to 

have willfully misinterpreted and directed the testimony.  The testimony seems, at least 

outwardly, to wholeheartedly support the Committee‟s interpretation.  Yet, the 

Committee seems to have ignored comments which did not suit its purpose, and 
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furthermore, interviewed only those who would have a favorable response. 

 In its findings, the Committee seems to have placed blame more on the plan of 

attack, rather than its execution.  In this regard, the testimony before the Committee is 

mixed.  While both General Wilcox and General Warren reported that the change in plans 

had caused the failure, the testimony of Generals Potter and Grant seem to contradict this 

interpretation.  Wilcox testified before the committee that “I think the first mistake made 

was not moving the troops to the right and left of the crater, instead of through the 

crater.”
119

  Warren gave testament almost mirroring his statements before the Court of 

Inquiry.  Yet, troubling is the Committee‟ lack of regard for the testimony of U.S. Grant.  

Grant testified, “I am satisfied that if the troops had been properly commanded, and had 

led in accordance with General Meade‟s order, we would have captured Petersburg with 

all the artillery and a good portion of its support, without the loss of 500 men.”
120

  

General Potter, commander of the Second Division IX Crops, also reported “I stated it 

was my opinion from what I had seen, and from the reports which I had received from 

my subordinate officers, that too many men were being forced in at this point; that the 

troops there being in confusion, it was absolutely necessary that an attack should be made 

from some other point.”
121

  Thus, it seems that Burnside‟s direction of the assault may 

also have contributed to the failure.  Yet, the execution of the plan is not questioned in 

the Committee‟s Findings.  Perhaps more importantly however, is the source of the 

testimony itself. 
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 While the testimony seems, for the most part, to support the findings of the 

Committee, an overview reveals one overwhelming flaw.  Among those who testified, all 

were members of the IX Corps and XVIII Corps under the control of General Burnside.  

Outside of the IX Corps, only Major Duane, Meade, Grant, and Warren testified to the 

Committee.  It should be noted, that from the Court of Inquiry‟s testimony, the 

Committee already knew, to a great extent these people‟s views on the disaster.  

Therefore, the Committee was in a position to direct the course of testimony to suit its 

own agenda. 

   The aims of the Radical Republicans, which were behind the Committee‟s 

previous investigations, also heavily influenced the investigation at Petersburg.  The 

desire to forward their own political ideals, and destroy slavery influenced the Committee 

in three distinct ways.  Previous examples of this are evident in the committee‟s 

investigation of Burnside at Fredericksburg and of Meade at Gettysburg.  Furthermore, 

the Committee‟s anti-slavery ideals which had been demonstrated throughout their 

political careers had a great impact on the investigation at Petersburg.    

In Meade, radical members of the Committee found much of what they hated 

about military men.  Meade‟s education at West Point made him an immediate target for 

the populist Radicals who saw the institution as an aristocratic training school.  

Furthermore, Meade‟s style of attack was reminiscent of McClellan‟s.  Meade preferred 

defensive engagements, and was mainly at home behind a mountain of earthworks.  The 

open field attacks which characterized the Overland Campaigns are therefore more 

attributable to Grant rather than to Meade.  As was the case with McClellan, the Radicals 

saw successful conduct of the war as advancement.  As long as the Confederates were 
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pushed deeper and deeper into the South, the Radicals were satisfied.  Prior to the siege, 

the Committee had attacked Meade for his failure to pursue Lee‟s retreating forces to 

Bristoe Station after their defeat at Gettysburg.
122

  However, Union advances since the 

Battle of Gettysburg partially quelled attempts to have him removed.  However, the Siege 

of Petersburg created the perfect situation in which to assail the commander of the Army 

of the Potomac once again.
123

  In regards to the JCCW, Meade would later reflect, “I 

feared the Committee on the Conduct of the War was against me, and that their 

examination would be ex parte; to which their organization, the absence of myself or 

counsel, the ignorance I am under of what is testified against me, all combine to give a 

great power for injury if abused.”
124

     

 The final piece of the Committees‟ incentive for its analysis of the battle lies in 

the role of the Fourth division U.S.C.T.  In the Fourth Division, the Radicals found their 

perfect situation to advance their anti-slavery ideals.  The defeat at the Battle of the 

Crater resulted from the advance of the three white divisions of the IX Corps.  However, 

Burnside‟s initial plan of attack had utilized his Fourth Division.  During testimony, 

Grant himself admitted, “General Burnside wanted to put his colored divisions in front, 

and I believe if he had done so it would have been a success.”
125

  The Committee 

Radicals seized upon this comment and utilized it to further their arguments.  In their 

eyes, they may have seen Meade as at the least biased and at worst a racist.  They inferred 

from Grant‟s admission, that the colored troops would have successfully carried the crest 
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of Cemetery Hill, essentially ending the Civil War in 1864.  Thus, emphasizing that the 

plan of General Meade to use the white divisions for the assault was powerful support for 

radical policies.  Those radicals that believed in the equality of the races could use 

Grant‟s admission and Meade‟s failure to demonstrate African Americans right to 

equality  Taking into consideration what the Committee, and the Radicals of Congress,  

had to gain from a verdict which indicated Meade for the failure, it is hard not to view 

their result with some trepidation 

 The interpretation of the Committee on the Conduct of the War is in itself a 

masterpiece of political propaganda.  Unlike Meade and the Court of Inquiry, the 

members of the Committee were adept at political wrangling, and were able to outmatch 

Meade at every turn.  The simplicity of the Committee‟s findings had much to do with 

their political prowess.  While the Court‟s findings were an unwieldy two pages full of 

military terminology, the Committee‟s findings were less than a paragraph, and plainly 

written.  Since July, the Committee had been able to release their findings to the public.  

As Treffouse writes, “The chairman did not even wait until adjournment to release his 

reports on the Petersburg investigation.  With great fanfare, he published them in 

February so that the newspapers were in a position to reprint major parts.”
126

  It is 

therefore not hard to see that this simple interpretation would fit nicely on the front page 

of local papers.  Yet, despite the obvious political wrangling that accompanied the 

Committee‟s investigation, its interpretation, like that of the Court of Inquiry, was not 

wholly incorrect. 
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    The Committee on the Conduct of the War and the Court of Inquiry into the 

Mine Explosion, both contained elements of the most probable cause for the failure.  Yet 

each tended toward an extreme, often influenced by personal and political agendas.   The 

Committee on the Conduct of the War is probably correct in its interpretation that the last 

minute change in battle plans contributed to the failure.   Likewise, the Court of Inquiry‟s 

damnation of Burnside is not without merit.   Like the makings of a perfect storm, in 

which a number of conditions combine to create a disaster, the pieces which resulted in 

the crater disaster cannot be credited to a single source.  The last minute changes to 

Burnside‟s plan cannot be ignored.  Replacing the trained Fourth Division with the 

beleaguered and untrained white divisions did no doubt have an enormous impact on the 

battle.
127

  Yet, this does not excuse Burnside from responsibility.  Burnside‟s plan of 

attack, which utilized two covered-ways leading to exit points along the IX Corps front, 

created a crowded and confused situation which was only intensified by the narrow 

space.  As Burnside had demonstrated after Fredericksburg, he lacked the ambition and 

determination to lead the Army of the Potomac.  Burnside‟s acquiescing manner, in 

which he often placated his superiors, represented an even greater flaw.  Burnside‟s 

inability to pick the commander best suited for the task of leading the assault, and the 

subsequent use of lots in that determination represented unacceptable negligence.  As 

Meade would say during the battle in another context, Burnside‟s actions were 

“unofficerlike”.   However, a true determination cannot be made.  The fog of war is such, 
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that the success of the battle, had it followed Burnside‟s plans, would not have assured 

success.  As the failure stands, Burnside and Meade are probably equally at fault for the 

Battle of the Crater.  Burnside is culpable for his negligence of command in appointing 

Ledlie to lead the charge, and Meade is to blame for his lack of confidence in Burnside.  

More importantly, however, the evidence suggests an overwhelming trend in military and 

congressional investigations. 

 In the case of the Battle of the Crater, both the Committee on the Conduct of the 

War, and the Court of Inquiry into the Mine Explosion have shown themselves, like 

Burnside and Meade, to be negligent.  In the case of the Court of Inquiry, the 

membership of the court was comprised in such a manner as to assure a favorable verdict 

for General Meade.  In the case of the Committee, political motivations, as well as a 

vendetta against the institution of slavery, hindered a fair investigation.  The prejudice of 

both tipped the scales of lady justice, and as a result, neither were capable of a fair 

investigation.  However, most importantly, as is the case today, the complete records of 

the events were not available until long after they took place.  As events unfolded, the 

news media was the sole source of information on these crucial investigations, and it can 

be expected that partisan goals played heavily on their reporting much as it did on the 

investigations into the disaster.  It would not be until 1892, that the first publication of 

The Official Records of the War of Rebellion would be published.  Likewise, unit 

histories, which have contributed immeasurably to the narrative of events, sporadically 

became available in the decades after the Civil war.  Without these an educated and 

informed analysis of the events was impossible, and it would remain the quest of 

historians to analyze with clarity the events like those before Petersburg.  Though the 
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investigations into the failure at crater before Petersburg were conducted over a century 

ago, the circumstances surrounding these events directly mirror the continuing pattern so 

entwined in the American political system.  If it is true that the driving force behind our 

humanity changes little over time, the examples of Petersburg and the Congressional and 

military investigations, stand as steadfast and true today as they did during our nation‟s 

greatest struggle. 
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Plate I: widthwise cross section of 

the mine shaft. 
Plate II:  Lengthwise Cross section of the 

Main Gallery 

Plate III: Birdseye view of the mine lateral galleries and outline of the crater.  Left 

inlaid shaded image represents a cross-section of the Crater. 
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Headquarters of the IX Army Corps during the Battle of the Crater 
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