








































































































SLAVES PROVIDE MAMMOTH SUPPORT FOR THE BATTLES OF THE RIVER RAISIN

The water from the wooden pipeline
 was poured over the soil in the hoppers
 and was allowed to seep downward
 pulling the nitrates out of the soil at the
 small end of the “V” hopper.  The liquid 
that came out of the hoppers was called
 lea leachate.  Square leaching vats were 
built, with split logs overlapping to form 
a filter below.  The leachate was poured 
into the square hopper and allowed to
 filter th filter through the logs and a material such as pine needles or gravel.  The filtered leachate 
(an amber-colored frothy liquid called “nitre beer”) came out of the square hoppers into 
wooden troughs and then moved to the surface of the cave through a series of wooden pipes 
operated by slaves using hand pumps.  

Once the nitre beer reaOnce the nitre beer reached the top of the cave, it was collected in large iron kettles or vats.  
The nitre beer was boiled until whitish crystals appeared.  The whitish crystals (calcium nitrate 
removed from the soil) was moved to a second vat and boiled with additional ingredients in-
cluding wood ashes (sometimes called potash) turnips and water.  The end product was potassi-
um nitrate, which is what was necessary to make saltpeter crystals.  Evaporation furnaces were 
used to remove impurities.  After the liquid cooled it would form saltpeter crystals that were 
then placed in bags or barrels and shipped to the newly-formed DuPont chemical company in 
Delaware to make gunpowder.  

Mammoth Cave’s saltpeter supplied the Kentucky Militia, U.S. Navy and U.S. Army who fought 
during the War of 1812 in the Great Lakes (Northwest Territory) including the Battles of the 
River Raisin and Battles of Lake Erie.   Had the British been able to successfully cut off the 
United States ability to manufacture gunpowder, the results could have been disastrous.   The 
ability of saltpeter to be supplied by mining Mammoth Cave helped ensure the United States 








