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Document 29.6 R. Randolph Stevenson, The Southern Side (1876) 
 
Like northern terror tales about Andersonville, southern prisoner of war stories contended that Confederate 
prisoners were routinely subjected to a variety of physical abuses. In these narratives Northerners beat and 
tortured helpless Southerners for pleasure. Guards were portrayed as regularly beating prisoners with sticks, belts 
and fists, and prisoners attempting to defend themselves were certain to be shot. Northern prison guards would 
apparently suspend prisoners by the thumbs entirely off the ground until they died or their thumbs exploded, and 
often engage in cold-blooded murder. In these descriptions below of northern prisons, published in a book by the 
former Chief Surgeon of the Confederate States Military Prison Hospitals, R. Randolph Stevenson, southern 
prisoners-of-war encounter starvation, the denial of medical care, torture and branding. 
 
Pneumonias, colds, and rheumatism became very common. Our rations at first were ample, and aided us greatly in 
contending with the cold. Afterwards they were cut down fearfully, and living was reduced to a science. We had 
bread and water for breakfast, and a small piece of meat and bread for dinner, with a few beans and potatoes 
occasionally. We were allowed no supper. There are no words to describe our sufferings. I had known what it was 
to be on allowance for some time, and even to be without food for a day or two in the field, but I never knew till 
now the horrors of starvation. It was terrible to go to bed suffering from the gnawings of hunger, to pass a long and 
restless night, dreaming perhaps of feasting, and to awake feeling weaker than ever. Shut up thus and starved, it is 
no wonder that we cried bread! bread! when strangers visited the camp. For this we were severely punished, and in 
some barracks even the scanty rations of bread allowed were discontinued for a time. Rats and dogs were luxuries, 
and frequently eaten in prison. There was a very scanty supply of medicine for the hospital. I have heard surgeons 
tell men they had nothing to give them, and that they could do nothing for them. I have seen men left to die for 
want of a little physic or restorative. From the summer of 1864 to the spring of 1865, when I was exchanged, there 
was a great want of medicines of all kinds. 
 
Many modes of cruelty and punishment were inflicted upon us during the administration of Col. Charles V. de Land, 
and also during that of Col. B. J. Sweet. We were tied up by the thumbs for attempting to escape. We were beaten 
by the guards with heavy sticks for the slightest offence, and often for nothing at all. We were ridden upon 
‘Morgan’s mule’; that is, we were forced to straddle a narrow scantling placed high above the ground, not being 
permitted to derive any support from our hands. We were placed in this position at the bidding of the guard, and 
kept there at his pleasure, from ten minutes to two hours. We were taken out into the cold and forced to mark 
time, for standing too long near the fire. The guards frequently became intoxicated, and while they were in this 
condition, were permitted to inflict punishments for imaginary offences. The prisoners in barrack No. 10 were 
ordered out and made to pull down their clothes and sit naked upon the ice. The crime committed was bespattering 
the spitbox too much. Sometimes men would be ordered out at night, and forced to lean over, without bending the 
knee, and touch the ground with the forefinger. This was termed ‘pointing for grub.’ Many frequently fell in this 
position from rush of blood to the head. Many prisoners were shot down by the guards without any provocation 
whatever. Boxes and barrels were often placed over the shoulders of prisoners, and kept there for several days, as 
punishment for breaking rules unknown to them. While Colonel Sweet was in command, and Lieutenant-Colonel L. 
C. Skinner was commissary general of prisoners, we were forced to go to bed at sundown summer and winter, after 
which, if a word was spoken, the offender was ordered out and punished cruelly. Inspection took place once a week. 
The whole camp was ordered out at once, and not by barracks. We were forced to stand until inspection was 
through. Numbers used to drop, fainting from weakness. The number of prisoners was 12,000. As I write, many 
terrible scenes occur to me. In barrack No. 9 a prisoner was caught at night standing by the stove, a guard entered, 
and presenting a revolver at the poor fellow’s head, beat him mercilessly with his waist-belt, telling him that he 
intended to brand the letters of the brass plate U. S. on his back. Men talk of the horrors of Andersonville. If those 
who now sleep on the shores of Lake Michigan could tell the story of their sufferings, Andersonville would appear 
as a paradise in comparison.... 
 
Some few accounts have, from time to time, been published of the treatment of Confederate soldiers in particular 
Northern forts and prisons; though no general comparison has ever been made of the condition of the captives in 
the respective prisons of the existing Government. Southern men have had little opportunity to defend themselves, 
and the Confederate Government has ceased to be. No occasion, however, has been neglected, and no means 
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spared, on the part of the Northern press and the Federal administration, to vilify the South and to cast a stigma 
upon the name of its most irreproachable men..... It is difficult to believe that any people, boasting high education 
and refinement, could imagine that Christian men could be guilty of such wanton barbarities. But the truth is, the 
idea was suggested by the people of the North. The system was inaugurated, practised, and, if one may use the 
term, perfected by them. They sought to subjugate the South, not by civilized warfare, but savage atrocity, by fire 
as well as sword, by ruthless cruelty and inhuman torture. They condemned thousands of captive men to months of 
dreary prison confinement, for the purpose of draining the life from the South, and of rendering it unable to do 
battle against the North. And they persisted in their refusal to exchange prisoners, with this intention and for this 
purpose.... 
 
In every large prison in the North, cruelty was systematically practised for the purpose of forcing prisoners to take 
the oath of allegiance to the Federal Government, or, in case of their refusal, of enfeebling their health to such an 
extent as to render them unfit for military service on their return to the South.... 
 
Our would-be historians have vainly attempted to shift all the horrors of the war and its sequences to the shoulders 
of the South; happily, up to the present, they have failed to prove a single point in their tremendous indictments. 
Volumes have been written, and language has been tortured, to find invectives of sufficient force and bitterness in 
which to vent their spleen. The pencil and brush have endeavored to portray what the pen failed to supply; but the 
“Banner of the South” to-day is as stainless as it was when folded at Appomattox Court-house by the hand that 
drew the sword in defence of the rights and liberties of the people of the South. No foul blot marked their fair 
escutcheon during the mighty contest; and they now have the proud satisfaction to know that their flag was borne 
by men like Lee and Jackson and Johnston, and not by such as Hunter, Milroy, Butler, and Turchin. That virtue and 
patriotism were the beacon-stars that guided the former in their efforts for freedom and independence, and not 
empire, plunder, and the spoils of war, under the guise of devotion to the Union and the Constitution.... That they 
may have erred in some instances, in their attempts to ameliorate the condition of the suffering captives, may be 
true; but their desire and intention to mitigate the severities of imprisonment, as far as their means and their duty 
permitted, are evident from the record. For myself and alleged co-conspirators, justice demanded that the world 
should know how unfairly our antagonists have dealt with us, in seeking through false statements to pervert the 
truth in the matter of Federal prisoners of war.  

 
Source: R. Randolph Stevenson, The Southern Side; or, Andersonville Prison (Baltimore: Trumbull Brothers, 1876), 
154–155, 179–182, 184, 293–294. 
 
 


