
You Are There Instructions 
 
 
Newspapers and the Shots fired at Fort Sumpter 
 
In this activity, you will develop a skit on the opening shots of the Civil War fired at Fort 
Sumter April 12 and 13, 1861. Your skit will be modeled on a 1950s television program 
called You Are There in which modern-day television correspondents pretended to be 
present at great events in history. You will need to decide who will be the interviewer and 
who will be the actors in the skit. During your skit, you will be responsible both for 
showing the audience an accurate representation of events at Fort Sumter and the events 
leading up to it, as well as a good demonstration of how newspaper reporting, printing 
and distribution was conducted in the 19th century. 
 
Start by using the following websites to build a foundation for your research into the 
history of newspaper and use the search terms 'Fort Sumter' and 'beginning of the 
American Civil War' to find information on the actual event. 
 
A Brief History of Newspapers: http://www.newspaper-industry.org/history.html 
Grolier Encyclopedia article by Mitchell Stephens: 
http://www.nyu.edu/classes/stephens/Collier's page.htm 
 
Tips on developing your You Are There segment: 
 
# As you gather your research, let it help you decide on the narrative flow of your 
presentation 
 
# Be sure the commentator's questions give the actors plenty of opportunities to explain 
that newspapers had a long history and explain exactly how reporting, printing and 
distribution of newspaper functioned in the 19th century. 
 
# Find a way in your skit to explain the growing divisions between the North and the 
South clearly to your audience. 
 
# Carefully trace the events and decisions that led up to the eventual engagement by 
military forces in 1861. 
 
# The commentators on You Are There ended each episode with the following: "What 
sort of day was it? A day like all days, filled with those events that alter and illuminate 
our times... and you were there." You may want to consider having your news 
commentator end the same way. 
 
 


