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Less than 20 years ago, Pennsylvania – and to some extent the rest of America – spent a five-year period reconsidering History’s first global conflict.
Europe knew it as the Seven Years War, which lasted from 1756 to 1763. American History has called it the French and Indian War and dates it from 1754 to 1758.
Ignore the dissonance of names and dates. This was the same war – a conflict between France and Great Britain that spread to India, Africa, the Caribbean and the Philippines. 
It started here – and I do mean HERE. Not just in America or Pennsylvania but here in the Alleghenies. For in 1754, the attention of the world’s greatest powers and their allies were focused upon our ridges, the Forks of the Ohio (now known as Pittsburgh) and a 22-year-old Virginia militia officer named George Washington.

You may recall that in 1754, Washington led his militia on an ill-advised foray toward the Forks, ambushed a French encampment near present-day Uniontown, and retreated to Fort Necessity where he later surrendered to a superior French and Native American force.
That sparked the world war. It led to General Edward Braddock’s defeat on the banks of the Monongahela River in 1755 and, eventually, to General John Forbes’ victory over the French at the Forks in 1758.

So dramatic and genuinely Earth-shaking was this story that it resulted in a massive multiple-year commemoration effort 250 years later, from 2004 through 2008. An organization, French and Indian War 250, Inc., guided the undertaking, raised sizable amounts of funding and produced impressive results:
* A $15 million, four-hour dramatic documentary, “The War that Made America,” premiered in early 2006 on PBS stations nationwide. This production placed the French and Indian War into its proper historical context – as the conflict that laid the groundwork for American independence. Scenes were shot at 14 locations within the Laurel Highlands near Ligonier and at Quemahoning Lake.
* Major museum exhibits were developed that offered comprehensive perspectives on the war. The Senator John Heinz History Center organized “Clash of Empires” in conjunction with the Smithsonian Institution and the Canadian War Museum. And Fort Ligonier offered “The World Ablaze: An Introduction to the Seven Years’ War.”
* A “Pennsylvania’s Forbes Trail” book was published in 2008 as a history and related travel guide.

The exhibits remain. The documentary can be seen on online and the book can be purchased online. But the French and Indian War 250 domain now is owned by someone who writes in a foreign language.
Happily, for those of us who remain interested in this dramatic period, another organization has been handed the torch – a nonprofit named “Washington’s Trail 1753,” based in Zelienople.
Formed in 2000 this group previously focused upon George Washington’s 1753 journey from Williamsburg, VA to Fort LeBoeuf near present-day Erie on a combination military reconnaissance and diplomatic mission to the French.

Washington’s first trip into the Allegheny wilderness was no less dramatic than his other ventures here. Imagine traveling the length of Western Pennsylvania via horse and raft from late October through mid-January. He escaped death at least twice.

Within the past year, Washington’s Trail 1753 obtained the materials formerly posted to the French and Indian War 250’s website and now is interpreting other periods of Washington’s life in Western Pennsylvania.
At 11:00 a.m. on October 21, via Zoom, historian and author Clay Kilgore will lecture on the Whiskey Rebellion and its impact. By that time, Washington was the President and was faced with armed insurrection on the Allegheny frontier.
Pre-registration for the lecture is required. However, if you miss the deadline, the lecture will be recorded and available on the website. For both, visit www.WashingtonsTrail.org.

It’s good to see that there are organizations continuing to tell the dynamic stories of George Washington’s times here. He had the world’s attention in 1754 and still deserves ours today.
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