My Living History Experience

By: George Cherepon

In the summer, 2006, I spent a week Fort Ticonderoga learning about Living History techniques. I had been teaching since 1973 so I expected only to pick up a few ideas (My idea of a successful conference is one where I learn one thing I can actually use in my classroom.) and have some fun. A year later I can’t believe the influence that week had on my life, personally and professionally.


Once you’ve lived history, you see it and teach it differently. I became a major in the Fifteenth Regiment of the New York State Militia of 1812. (Hey, I made the  group with my students and I did make our superintendent, Dr. Paul Alioto, a colonel.) Once a week we got together to march, make swords, learn traditional games, or put up tents. Inside my classroom life changed. On Halloween, Global Studies 2 took a trip to two local cemeteries to see how the Industrial Revolution expanded life spans. When we studied the French Revolution, students put on costumes to show what the term sans cullotes meant. Students threw paper balls to understand the difference between rifled and non-rifled barrels as well as the reasons for linear warfare. History became more than facts in a book. 


Personally I changed too. I reread all the Hornblower books and am in the middle of Sharpe’s Rifles. Forsyth’s Rifles, the local reenacting group, has accepted a 55 year old private. I am in the process of buying my first firearm even though I once swore I would never have a gun in my house. The local libraries, museums and cemeteries have become a source of information, wonder and entertainment. I even tracked down the forgotten grave of Sheriff Joseph York, lone local hero of the Battle of Ogdensburg, and can bore you to tears with his story. 


You can’t live history without picking up a few nonacademic skills. My black powder cartridges don’t leak anymore thanks to hours of spent rolling them in preparation for battles in Ogdensburg and Lake George. When our teacher Joe Ryan came up for a superintendent’s day, I was able to load and fire his Brown Bess without embarrassing myself. A divorced man who used to throw out shirts when they lost a button now can not only put replace one in under five minutes, but can also cut cloth (okay, not straight, but I’m working on that), pin it, and sew a seam. I can make a flint spark and cheat at Novem- cinque, a period dice game. 


Perspectives change too. Now the road from my home to Canton is not just another paved path, but the Old Military Turnpike complete with a stone toll- house. Junk cars contain, as a retired shop teacher pointed out, more metal than someone in 1812 would have used in a lifetime-which says more about our use of natural resources than modern industry. Clothing not only changes from knee breeches to trousers during the French Revolution but reflects democratic beliefs-who knew clothes had a philosophy? Old forts look much more forbidding when you’ve stood beneath their walls with someone pointing a musket at you. Finally, I have enjoyed a twenty minute talk with a re-enactor at St. Augustine about his musket, but recognized a con artist who claimed his piece had an effective range of 200 yards and never misfired under the worst conditions.


History waits to teach us. Playing cards in the 1700’s had no numbers or letters since few card players could read. A group of graves belonging to young children point to a local epidemic that wiped out families. Prescott, Ontario, and Ogdensburg, New York, sprung up where the St. Lawrence River rapids made it impossible to transport goods from the Great Lakes to Montreal. My county, St. Lawrence, was created because people got tired of traveling over 100 miles to record a deed. Eventually Canton became its seat because it was farther from the river and the threat of British invasion- which happened twice to Ogdensburg, the original county seat, during the War of 1812. Everything tells a story if we have eyes and ears.  


Will living history improve test scores, make students behave better and make teachers sing as they walk into school? Of course not, but now history breathes and tells me things I want to share with my students. That’s enough for me. 

