
The Siege Of Petersburg: Discover the
Turning Point that Altered the Course of the
American Civil War
The Siege of Petersburg was a significant event during the American Civil War
that took place between June 15, 1864, and April 2, 1865. More than just a series
of battles, it marked a turning point in the war and had a profound impact on the
outcome. In this article, we will delve into the details of the Siege of Petersburg,
exploring its historical significance and the key events that unfolded during this
critical period of American history.

The Prelude to the Siege

Prior to the Siege of Petersburg, the Union Army, led by General Ulysses S.
Grant, had been engaged in a series of battles against the Confederate Army
commanded by General Robert E. Lee. These battles, including the Battle of the
Wilderness and the Battle of Spotsylvania Court House, had resulted in heavy
casualties for both sides, but neither had gained a decisive advantage.

Realizing that a direct assault on Lee's army was not a viable strategy, Grant
shifted his focus southwards towards Petersburg. Located just south of
Richmond, the Confederate capital, Petersburg was a crucial supply line for the
Confederate Army. Seizing Petersburg would not only cut off Lee's vital supply
route but also provide a gateway to Richmond itself.
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The Beginning of the Siege

The Siege of Petersburg began on June 15, 1864, with the Union Army
attempting to break through the Confederate defenses surrounding the city.
Despite several initial successes, the Confederate troops managed to hold their
ground, and the siege began in earnest.

For the next nine months, both armies dug extensive trench systems, resulting in
a network of trenches stretching for over 30 miles. The soldiers lived in these
trenches, known as "siege lines," enduring unimaginable hardships and constant
danger.

Trench Warfare and Life in the Trenches

Trench warfare became the defining characteristic of the Siege of Petersburg.
Similar to the trenches of World War I, soldiers on both sides were confronted
with relentless shelling, sniper fire, and the constant threat of disease and
malnutrition.

The inhumane conditions and the constant exposure to danger took a heavy toll
on the soldiers, leaving them physically and mentally exhausted. Diseases such
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as dysentery and typhoid fever ran rampant, claiming the lives of many
combatants.

The Battle of the Crater

One of the most notable events during the Siege of Petersburg was the Battle of
the Crater, which took place on July 30, 1864. In an attempt to break the
stalemate, the Union Army set off a massive explosion underneath a Confederate
fort, creating a crater measuring 30 feet deep and 170 feet wide.

However, due to poor planning and execution, the Union forces failed to capitalize
on this advantage. Confederate troops counterattacked and successfully repelled
the Union assault. The Battle of the Crater resulted in heavy casualties for the
Union Army and showcased the challenges of conducting successful offensive
operations in the midst of trench warfare.

The Fall of Petersburg

Despite facing adversity and mounting casualties, General Grant remained
determined to capture Petersburg. Understanding the critical importance of the
city, he orchestrated a series of offensives throughout the winter of 1864-1865.

The final breakthrough came on April 2, 1865, when Confederate defenses were
breached, leading to the evacuation of Petersburg by Confederate forces. Union
troops triumphantly entered the city, marking a significant turning point in the
American Civil War.

Historical Significance

The fall of Petersburg inevitably led to the Confederate Army's retreat and the
ultimate surrender of General Robert E. Lee at Appomattox Court House,
effectively ending the American Civil War. The Siege of Petersburg was a critical



turning point, as it severed Confederate supply lines and weakened their forces,
paving the way for Union victory.

The significance of the siege extends beyond battlefield strategies. The
prolonged trench warfare and the staggering death toll laid bare the brutal
realities of war and played a vital role in shaping future military tactics. Moreover,
the Siege of Petersburg underscored the determination and resilience of both
Union and Confederate soldiers, who endured unimaginable hardships
throughout the arduous months.

The Siege of Petersburg was a momentous event that altered the course of the
American Civil War. The relentless battles, the excruciating trench warfare, and
the eventual fall of Petersburg resulted in the Union Army gaining a crucial
advantage over the Confederacy. Understanding the historical significance of the
Siege of Petersburg not only provides insight into the outcome of the war but also
pays tribute to the countless brave soldiers who sacrificed everything on those
Virginia battlefields.
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“I have seen your despatch expressing your unwillingness to break your hold
where you are. Neither am I willing. Hold on with a bulldog grip, and chew and
choke as much as possible." – President Abraham Lincoln to Ulysses S. Grant,
August 1864

After the last major pitched battle of the Overland Campaign was fought at Cold
Harbor in early June, Ulysses S. Grant’s Army of the Potomac had suffered more
casualties during the campaign than Robert E. Lee had in his entire Army of
Northern Virginia at the start of May. Understandably, the American public was
shocked by the carnage, and to this day Grant has been accused of being a
butcher, but attrition had become a vital war aim for the North, and Grant
remained undeterred.

Refusing to attack Lee in frontal assaults, and aware that Lee dared not venture
out to counterattack, Grant nearly captured Richmond in mid-June by stealing a
march on Lee’s army and crossing the James River. The fog of war, poor luck,
and a skillful impromptu defense by P.G.T. Beauregard stopped Grant from taking
Petersburg, which was a critical railroad hub and supply line for Richmond, before
Lee’s army could confront, thereby saving the Confederacy for the time being.

The two armies began to dig in around Petersburg, and unbeknownst to them
they would be there for the next 9 months, constructing elaborate trenches and
engaging in the kind of warfare that would be the forerunner of World War I. Both
sides engaged in innovative and unique attempts at mining underneath the



enemy’s siege lines, as well as countermining, which led to the famous Battle of
the Crater that turned an ingenious engineering feat into a Union debacle. Lee’s
attempts to break the siege by threatening Washington and trying to fight Grant’s
army proved just as futile.

Though the North couldn’t have known it at the time, the siege of Petersburg was
the beginning of the end. Grant would pin Lee’s army down around that vital
railroad hub for nearly 10 months, slowly extending the siege lines and
overstretching the Confederates before finally breaking their line in early April.
That would send Lee on the retreat that would bring the armies to Appomattox a
week later.

The Greatest Civil War Battles: The Siege of Petersburg comprehensively covers
the campaign and the events that led up to the crucial battles, the fighting itself,
and the aftermath of the campaign. Accounts of the fighting by important
participants are also included, along with maps and pictures of important people,
places, and events. You will learn about the Siege of Petersburg like you never
have before, in no time at all.
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