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Document 19.4 “Sensation or Nothing” (1861) 
 
Much of the press material for the North originated in Washington, D.C. It was there that journalists parsed official 
reports, pursued government leaders and amplified rumors. On any given day, perhaps 30 specials made regular 
daily rounds of congressional and department offices, military headquarters, nearby army camps, the railroad 
station, hotels, bars, and restaurants—sending their copy to New York by the telegraph (up to 50,000 words a day). 
A reporter for the Cincinnati Daily Commercial offered his critique of these reporters. 
 
The fact is, with these gentleman it is sensation or nothing. They hang about the Department offices; they button-
hole the unhappy ushers; they besiege goers and comers; they read physiognomies; they absorb the contents of all 
leaky vessels like a sponge; they study hotel registers as faithfully as a monk his breviary; they “spot” “distinguished 
arrivals” as quickly as a detective, and pursue them like Death in the Apocalypse. And if these resources fail, there is 
a bank that never fails, a supply that never gives out, in their fertile imaginations. Rumors are recorded as facts 
with an amazing indifference, and, like the Fate that unravels in the night what she knits in the day, they contradict 
as flatly as they publish confidently. We have had Fremont removed, superseded and transferred, all in the same 
day; nay within the same hour all these statements contradicted. As if this feat were not sufficiently enormous, they 
must supersede McClellan in the same breath, and elevate General Halleck to his pedestal. They have killed Jeff. 
Davis and Beauregard a dozen times at least since the opening of the war, and insisted in slaughtering Gen. 
Gustavus Smith, at Leesburgh, though he was not in command of the rebel forces there. When Col. Baker fell, they 
assure us a hundred guns were pointed at him — how precise is the statement! — and that he was pierced by six 
balls, and today we are informed that an irrepressible rebel rode up to him, and discharged his revolver five times, 
each shot taking effect in the distinguished Senator. 
 
Source: Cincinnati Daily Commercial, October 25, 1861.  
 


