History up close: Documentary chronicles French and Indian War in southwestern Pa.
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Local residents know all about the blood spilled by early American soldiers throughout the peaks and valleys of southwestern Pennsylvania, and now it is the subject of a live-action documentary. 

"When the Forest Ran Red" chronicles a two-year period of the French and Indian War, which is known to historians as the first true "world war." Principal photography took place in 2001 at Jumonville Glen, Fort Necessity Battlefield Park, the site of British Major-General Edward Braddock's base camp in Hopwood and the site of the Battle of the Monongahela in present-day Braddock Borough. 

The story begins with the ambush of French officer Joseph Coulon de Villiers, Sieur de Jumonville, and his party, which vaulted a young George Washington into celebrity as a murderer. At the battle of Fort Necessity, Jumonville's brother avenged the killing by forcing the surrender of Washington and his militia. 

Those events lead to the film's main story, which is the 1755 campaign of Braddock against the French at Fort Duquesne -- the goal of which was the "Forks of the Ohio," or present-day Pittsburgh. 

"The story of Washington and Braddock in this time period can't miss," filmmaker Robert Matzen said. "It's fascinating, it's ironic, it's heartbreaking. We take you back in time and show you history up close. It's a vivid experience." 

Two dozen units of re-enactors participated in the project produced by Matzen's Bethel Park-based Paladin Communications. Matzen is originally from California, Pa., where his father worked as a college professor at California University of Pennsylvania, the same school he later attended as a history major. 

"Living so close to the area growing up, I found it to be an intriguing place and an interesting story that no one had ever told," Matzen said. 

"When the Forest Ran Red" serves as sort of a prequel to the blockbuster Mel Gibson film "The Patroit," according to Matzen. 

"What we do is put you squarely in the shoes of George Washington and the other combatants," Matzen said. "You see what they faced, you hear their voices speaking their own words, and suddenly you're caught up in a terrific story. You learn how (Gibson's character) Benjamin Martin of "The Patriot" acquired the guerrilla skills that would one day lead the British to nickname him 'The Ghost.'" 

Matzen's film is about 60 percent live-action, period-accurate battle re-enactments and troop movements added to documentary-style images and expert interviews from Harvard University educator Fred Anderson and University of Texas professor R. David Edmunds, among others. 

"We looked for the top historians in the country and we got them," Matzen said. "Then we happened upon one of the world's top historians on the British Army with Stephen Brumwell." 

The film earned five national awards and aired on PBS affiliates across the country, including Pittsburgh's own WQED-TV. Paladin will launch a re-mastered special edition DVD copy of the documentary with a series of screenings at Destinta Theatres in Bridgeville, the first of which takes place Wednesday with showings at 7 and 9 p.m. 

The re-mastered edition includes 9 minutes of unseen footage and epic action scenes. Also newly added are comments from authors Paul Kopperman, writer of "Braddock at the Monongahela," and "Redcoats" scribe Brumwell. 

Matzen followed "When the Forest Ran Red" with another French and Indian War documentary titled "George Washington's First War," which premiered to an audience of 1,000 at Soldiers and Sailors National Military Museum & Memorial in May 2003. He is currently working on an account of Washington's life between his "first war" and the American Revolution titled "George Washington, Gentleman Warrior." 

"We're going to take him out of the French and Indian War and into his civilian life leading to the revolution," Matzen said. 

The next screening of "When the Forest Ran Red" is scheduled for July at Destinta to commemorate the 250th anniversary of Washington's battle at Fort Necessity. 

Tickets for the May 19 showing are available for $8 at www.paladincom.com or by phone at 1-866-831-4840. DVD copies of "When the Forest Ran Red" and "George Washington's First War" are also available at Paladin's Website. 
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