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History Lesson

On a fine July afternoon, in a typical London secondary school, a class of
students had just finished a history lesson. All of the students had left the
classroom except for a boy and a girl, who were talking with their teacher,
Mr Johnson. “Sophie,” he began, “how long did you spend on your home-
work last week!”

“About an hour,” the girl replied. “Did [ get a good mark?”

“No, you didn't. [ asked you to write about the most exciting event of
the last 2,000 years. But you wrote about the 1966 World Cup!” said Mr
Johnson. “Couldn’t you think of anything more exciting? You weren’t even
born in 1966!”

“Well, I didn't have any ideas, so I asked my dad. He watched it on
television when he was my age, and he said it was the most exciting thing
that he'd ever seen.’

“Sir, I couldn’t think of anything to write either,” Jake admitted. “I'm
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afraid I didn’t do the homework. History’s just too boring!”

“[ agree,” said Sophie. “History is only about dates and facts. It’s really
boring!”

“But [ agree with you as well,” said Mr Johnson. “If history was only
about dates and facts it would be very boring. But it’s about all sorts of
people, including teenagers just like you. What is a ‘fact’ anyway, Sophie?”

“A ‘fact’ is that England won 4-2 in 1966. My father told me so. That’s
a real fact.”

“But if your father was German, instead of British,” said Mr Johnson,
“he would remember that Germany lost 4-2. He wouldn’t think that match
was the most exciting event he'd ever seen. If your father was Hungarian,
perhaps he'd say the most exciting football ‘fact’ was the time Hungary
beat the ‘unbeatable’ English team 6-3 in 1953.”

“And if Sophie’s dad was Brazilian,” interrupted Jake, “he’d tell her
that Brazil won the World Cup four times, not just once like England!”

“Well, history wouldn’t be boring if it was just about sport,” said Sophie.

“Yes, but sport began before the 1966 World Cup, you know,” said the
history teacher. “Sport has played a part in much bigger historical events.”

“Really, Sir? Can you tell us about it?” asked Jake, looking interested.

“Not now,” replied Mr Johnson. “It’s late. Come back tomorrow, and I'll
show you a CD-ROM about history. You might find it rather interesting.”
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Ancient Rome

The next day, Sophie and Jake went to see Mr Johnson.

“I've got the CD-ROM 1 told you about,” he said. “It’s from a computer
company. They want to know if my students like it. First, do you remember
what we were talking about yesterday, Sophie?”

“Sport before 1966! We were talking about sport and the exciting events
of the last 2,000 years.”

“That’s right. Now, here’s a question for you: if you were alive in Eu-
rope 2,000 years ago, which city would be the most exciting place to live in?”

“London, of course,” answered Jake without hesitation.

“Really? 2,000 years ago London was just a collection of huts beside a
muddy river. I think Rome was much more interesting. People used to say
‘all roads lead to Rome’ because it was the capital city of a vast empire. It
contained most of Europe, North Africa and a lot of the Middle East.
Eventually, it even contained Britain.”

“What about sport?” asked Jake. He was getting impatient. “What sport
did they have in Rome?”

“Just a minute — we're coming to that,” said Mr Johnson.

He switched on the computer, put in the CD-ROM, and started the
program. There was a click and a whirring noise. The screen lit up while
some coloured letters spelled out “WHIRLIGIG”. Then a creature with
bug eyes appeared. “I'm Whirligig,” said a squeaky voice. “I can move back-
wards and forwards through time. Just type in your favourite subject.”
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“S,P,O,R, T,” Jake typed in quickly.
The letters O, P, R, S, T, appeared on
the screen in an alphabet. They were
brightly coloured. Then they danced up
and down, and there was some music.
The letters changed their order and made
the word “SPORT”.

Whirligig began to spin. Rings of
numbers ran around the screen.

“They're dates!” said Jake.

“AD 110,” read Sophie as the rings opened out, showing a great city. “Wow!”

“Ancient Rome,” said Whirligig. “For 500 years it was the capital of
one of the greatest empires the world has ever known. It was ruled by pow-
erful emperors. One of them built the Colosseum — a huge amphitheatre
with seats for about 50,000 people. Here, the Romans watched cruel and
bloodthirsty entertainments. They put fierce, hungry lions in the arena
with slaves or Christians, and they cheered as the human victims were
savagely killed.

The Circus Maximus was even bigger than the Colosseum. It was the
best place for chariot races, although one Roman poet said it was also the
best place to find yourself a girlfriend.
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The Romans had enormous armies,” said Whirligig, “with soldiers
who were strictly disciplined and highly trained. The army had many
legions of marching soldiers, called infantrymen. They wore armour and
carried weapons and heavy packs. They could march for 30 kilometres
in a day. At night, when they camped, they built ramparts around the

7 camp for protection. Soldiers had a tough life, but they could earn quite

a lot of money.

The Romans constructed long straight roads for their soldiers to
march on. With strong armies and good roads, it wasn’t difficult for
them to conquer so many lands. Everywhere they went, they built new
cities and developed trade and industry ...”

“This isn’t about sport,” interrupted Sophie. Then she typed the
word again: “SPOR T”.
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“All over the empire,” Whirligig continued, “people went to
amphitheatres to watch sports in their spare time.

Chariot racing was extremely popular. [t was as exciting and glamorous
as today’s Formula One car racing. But instead of Ferrari and McLaren, the
teams were called the Whites, Reds, Blues, and Greens. The unfortunate
drivers - the charioteers — weren't highly paid stars like Michael
Schumacher. Most of them were slaves. If they won a lot of races they
could buy their freedom.

But chariot racing was a very dangerous sport. Charioteers often fell off
their chariots and were stamped on by horses. Even worse, sometimes the
other charioteers hit them with whips because they wanted to make them
crash.

The real stars were the horses — the Emperor Caligula had one called
‘Speedy’ who lived in his own house with his own slaves to serve him!

Rome was an exciting city, and the sport there was really exciting. But
it was also dangerous and, sometimes, not very honest. People paid a lot of
money: they wanted their favourite charioteer to win.”
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“If you'd like to watch a Roman chariot race,” said Whirligig, “click
the video button on the screen.”

“Here we go then,” said Sophie as she clicked the button. The screen
showed a close-up of a racetrack.

Around an arena there were rows of seats rising to the sky. People were
moving towards their places. Two boys were walking side by side, talking
about the main chariot race, which they had come to watch. They were
holding blue flags belonging to their favourite teams. “Marcus only needs
to win one more race,” said one of the boys, “then he’ll have enough money
to buy his freedom.”

A man with a white flag was standing behind the boys. He was listen-
ing to their conversation.

“Slaves shouldn’t get their freedom,” he inter-
rupted rudely.“Who would do all the work if there
were no slaves?”
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The boys didn’t answer. As they walked away they heard him shout,
“Wartch Gaius — he'll win! He’s the best charioteer, and he’s in the White
team. Even the Emperor supports the Whites!”

Sophie laughed. “It’s just like a football match today,” she said. “And
look at the crowd. They’re eating oranges instead of hamburgers! ['m going
to support Marcus and the Blues.”

“I'm going to support Gaius and the Whites,” said Jake.

Suddenly, two chariots charged through the triumphal arch at the end
of the track. Each chariot was pulled by four horses. One charioteer, Marcus,
wore blue clothes and Gaius wore white. The starter dropped a flag and the
race began.

The horses rushed round the track. Marcus tried hard to get into the
inside lane, but Gaius was in front. Marcus had to pull back to avoid a
crash.

The crowd shouted and cheered. Half the crowd supported Gaius, and
half of it supported Marcus. They waved blue and white flags. It looked like
a blue-and-white sea. Sometimes, one colour was on top, and sometimes
the other.
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“Oh, no!” said Sophie, “Marcus is going to lose the race.” But Gaius
also thought that Marcus was beaten, and so he slowed down. It was a
big mistake. Marcus saw his chance. He cracked the whip over the heads
of his horses and dashed past Gaius. His chariot went faster and faster.
Gaius tried hard but simply couldn’t catch Marcus. So the Blues won!

Sophie and Jake were both shouting for their teams. They wished
they had flags. Chariot races were great! Rome was great! If this was
history, history was great!

“That was a great race!” said Sophie. Then suddenly the picture of
the race faded, and the old city of Rome reappeared.

“What happened to Rome, Mr Johnson?" asked Jake. “Why aren’t
there still chariot races there?”

“Well, we can look at some dates and facts, though you might be
bored by them,” suggested the teacher.

“Not at all,” said Jake and he clicked a button marked
“CONTINUE". Whirligig came back on the screen and started to speak
again.

“Chariot racing continued in Rome while the Roman Empire was
strong,” came Whirligig's voice.
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“But, by the year AD 286, the government and army were losing power.
The Empire split into East and West in AD 395 and in AD 410, people called
Visigoths attacked Rome and destroyed many of its magnificent buildings.
Chariots never raced in Rome again.” Then Whirligig disappeared, and
the computer screen went blank.

“That was great,” said Jake. “Can we watch another programme next
week?”

“Yes, of course,” replied Mr Johnson. “I'm glad you enjoyed it.”

“Thanks,” said Sophie. “See you next week.”

CEF2 50 286 I Y SBORRIHBA 11 & SEC, 2 0395 5L B bl oy
MY h R RACS IR 20410 6L MRHEEAREA T L S VR 225
. n'&ﬁ'f’s%:ﬁtlftl}\"ﬂ"b&iﬁ‘k U BB SRR AN T R L )

CHATERLT KRB, K HM\{;%UI'I’J 'I'JII—IE"‘G’"

TR A BN RS I B IR B A "JH !

“IgHAt LT e s "msz NIAW.

A TR PE st 1] e %
(N EHTA R LR AR Avid 1
AU S TRECE U g 7 %
el i ik 12 B 4 B

11




