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Ben Hur

‘Characters

Judah Ben Hur: a wealthy prince of Judea
Messala: a Roman, Ben Hur’s childhood friend
Ben Hur’s mother '
Tirzah: Ben Hur’s sister ‘
Ouintus Arrius: admiral and commander of the Roman fleet
Simonides : steward'
Esther; Simonides’ daughter A
Sheikh Ilderim: Arabian chief, owner of camels and horses

In the Beg_inning

»

OK , I admit it. I am obsessed” with this Jewish man from a family of
rich merchants’— Ben Hur, a Prince of Judah. Yes, he was the son
of Hur. He lived a long time ago — 2,000 years. What is 2,000
years in Jewish history? — OK, it’s a long time, but people don’t
change that much.

Ben Hur. He feels closer to me than a brother, much closer. I
could be him. I hear you laughing, but listen:

I'm Jewish. I was even born here in Israel, which is more
than you can say for most of the population‘. We are a nation of

1. steward: a manager. ¥ ¥ ,1bA
2. be obsessed: be persistently occupied by thoughts of. # ik 4E ; # A 5]
3. merchant: person who buys and sells things. B A

4. population: the people of a city, country, or district. A&
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-immigrants'. Dad is a big import/export man. Our yearly turn-over® is

millions , maybe even a billion, I don’ know. Israel is occupied, yes,
occupied by the bloody Yanks’. We're America’s big boot in this region.

Look at us | The history of the Jews is the history of a people
sandwiched® between great empires — in the north, and in the south,
both fighting for control of the trade route that is Israel. Then, when
they invented big boats, we were invaded® Jrom the sea to the west as
well. The only person in our history who managed to side with the
right “ superpower” , was Solomon. That’s why he was so successful.
He made friends with the winning side.

Yes, everyone says how great Solomon was. He was Just @ small
time king in a listle country on a main road.

“What about his great and wonderful temple® 7” I hear you say.
Well, his great temple was about the size of my father’s block of
offices. Look at the measurements in the Bible. Pace it out on the
ground. It was the size of a medium synagogue’ , even if you used the
most generous estimation® of a “cubit” — which was their unit of mea-
surement at the time. The temple was destroyed, of course. Jerusalem
has been knocked® flat so many times , that the city is actually built on
a three or four meter pile of rubble™! '

MOTES

1. immigrant: a person who comes from one country to live in another
country. B K, R, ‘ ‘

- turn-over: the amount of money going through a business. ¥ %45

. Yank: slang for American, £ B A .

- sandwich: place tightly between two other people or things. & & %

. invade: go into a country to attack it. 485 ;8 A ’

. temple: a place of worship. W&

- synagogue: a Jewish temple or church. # k # % :

. estimation: the act of estimating or forming a judgment. #it AL

. knock: hit something. # ;% ;47

. rubble: a mass of broken stones or bricks. (—%)B B R
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Gold? What about all the gold in the temple ?

Look, there was loads of gold around at that time — tons of it.
Every time one tribe had finished “smiting”"' another tribe and stealing
all the gold out of their temples, they had to put it somewhere. We're a
trading nation. If that gold had found its way onto the money market,
the whole financial system in the area would have collapsed’. Honest. We
had to put it somewhere. Why not put it in the temples? That way we
could look, but not touch. .

Israel ] What a tall, thin couniry. A modern tank can fire a shell
right from one side to the other. Having a country here, is like building a
house on a motorway !

Ben Hur had problems. In his time, there was a Roman army of
occupation’ , but he was a rich kid. Things weren’t too bad. Rich people
“get on”. They can afford to! Ben Hur grew up with the son of a leader
of the Roman army of occupation. They went . hunting together. They
played in the streets together. They stole fruit from the market stalls near
the temple together. They probably even chased the same girls. They were
best friends. They didn’t know what the Romans were doing to Israel. The
Israelites were accustomed’ to foreigners using their land to fight battles
on.

Of course, when Ben Hur grew up a bit and travelled around
learning his father’s business, he realised that the Romans would be
perfectly happy to flatten’ Jerusalem again if the local people made too
much trouble. He tried to calm down the Jews who wanted the Romans
out. He tried to calm down the Romans too.

The big problem came when the Romans wanted to put all their bits
and pieces representing their own gods, into the Jewish temple. Ben Hur,
. smite: strike or beat. M, %X
. collapse: break down suddenly. (3%l ,4F 2 % ) A it
. occupation: capture; seize. & 4R
. accustomed: used to. I T ¥
. flatten: make or become flat. &
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as a member of the rich , trading class, helped keep the Romans out of the
temple. This was about 30 A. D. Christian time.

Unfortunately , the Romans of the time didn’t think that the Jewish
people would be cooperative until the Jewish priests were made a bit more
friendly, or a bit more dead! This was a good recipe for trouble.
Ben Hur was an inconvenience' to the occupying army. He used his
influence® to limit the Roman control of Jerusalem. Unfortunately,
that made Jerusalem a good. place for rebels’ to meet and plot® to throw
the Romans out. We were “God’s chosen people” , after all ]

The Romans wanted Ben Hur out of the way. One of the
ambitious® young Roman soldiers rising up in the ranks® of power, was
his childhood friend, Messala.

You have to admit that the Romans were very advanced for their
time, very “civilised”. They had swords, spears, archers’ , chariots® ,
ships, and they had roads — good roads ! What did the Jews have 7
Clubs and knives. Did you ever wonder why the Jews in the Bible were
always “smiting” people? Yes, they “smote” anyone they could —

" in the name of their “One True God” , of course — just like everyone

else did! Yes, with a stick, or a bllw9 sword made out of soft brass®,

smiting was all you could do. The Jews did a lot of it. If they weren’t

Jfighting their neighbours, they were fighting each other. They still are !
Most of these smiting baitles we lost. Why? Because smiting-

MOTES
. inconvenience: something that gives trouble to someone. & % 1&
. influence: ability to affect something. ¥ ; 4k A/l
. rebels: those who fight to overthrow a government. B I8 #
. plot: secretly plan. #:% 3t %I
. ambitious: full of ambitions. ¥« #)
. rank: level of authority in an organisation. ¥ #7, ¥4%
. archer: person who shoots with a bow and arrows. 4 4f F
. chariot: two wheeled, horse drawn vehicle. M4t 8 £
9. blunt: without a point or sharp edge. 4689 , 5 & 4 &)
10. brass: an alloy of copper and tin. 3% 4
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sticks and little knives, and throwing stones like King David wasn’t
much use up against all these sophisticated' weapons like swords, and
bows and arrows, and chariots. :

The only admrwed‘\thi-ng we had, was our idea of a God who
didn’t live in a temple and hide all the time. Our God was everywhere!
He was bigger, stronger and more wonderful than all the little gods of
the other tribes. If the Jews were doing well, God was helping us. If
we were doing badly, God was angry about something. I don’t know,
perhaps we stole the idea for our God from the Babylonians. Babylon
was a centre for education and culture while the Jews were still living
in tents and scrabbling® about the rocks for a living. We certainly stole
a lot of other ideas from them.

Still, the Jews were good at trading. We've always been good at
that. Well, if you live on a trade route, you learn fast |

_ Where was I?. Oh, yes, Ben Hur. You're going to laugh when
you hear this. I was down at the market. It was hot. I was passing a
stall selling old second-hand videos — the tapes, not the machines.
Normally, 1 don’t buy from there, because a few hours out in that heat
shrinks® the tapes, and then they can’t be played on anything!
Useless | BUT... ,

I saw a battered old video case with a picture of a German
“looking” bloke careering' around in a chariot race. Yes, it was Ben
Hur — or, rather, it was Charlton Heston — Charles Hestor before he
got. to Hollywood. I bet you didn’t know that | :

Big movie. Loooooooong movie. I bought it, took it home, and
sat through it — the whole two hundred and twenty two minutes of it.

MOTES

. sophisticated: complex and advanced. A %3 &) ;% 4 8
. scrabble: grope about to find or collect sth. 3\
. shrink: become smaller or shorter after washing or heating. ;%

B W N o=

. career; travel wildly. &%, &
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It was crap, but I was caught. I could see right through all the Holly-
wood bullshit' , but I was caught! Ladies and Gentlemen, I am a
prisoner of the spirit of Ben Hur. P'm so obsessed with Ben Hur, that I
Jeel more like him than myself, if you know what I mean.

I'm not complaining. Obsessions can be a good thing. They stop
you getting involved” with stupid politics like your friends. A lot of ‘my
friends, rich kids like me, are joining groups that want to force the
government to allow the Palestinians a “fair” share of the land here,
and equal treatment with the Jews.

Don’t get me wrong, I'm for equality, just as much as the next
person, but, if the Palestinians get a good foothold here, they are
going to use it to throw all us Jews into the bloody sea !

Well, I watched this film. I watched Charlie Heston as Ben Hur,
clambering® about the desert just outside Hollywood. It doesn’t look
anything like here — perhaps it looked as hot, that was all. 1was like
a child. 1 took it all in. I was convinced and not convinced at the
same time. Does that make any sense to you ?

You’ll think this is stupid. This is what I thought: the film is
pure “ Hollywood” , but I recognise the names of places which are just
down the road from my house. The film was made to satisfy the
American audiences, but the film was taken from a book. Perhaps the
story in the book is true. Perhaps it isnt, I don’t know. It doesn’
seem to matter whether the story is irue, or even partly true. The act
of writing it down has given some reality to it. All the things that
happen in the story have happened in fragments, in bits and pieces,
to people in the past.

MOTES

1. bullshit: contemptuous term for something considered rubbish. #i 4%,
2. involve: be very busy with something. A A ; % 3% ‘
3. clamber: use your hands and feet to climb over something, Je ; ¥ &




The story is like a communal history for the fellowship' of
humanity. Am I losing you? Are you asleep yet? My mother always
says that I think too much for my own good.

She’s wrong. First, I feel. Then I try to understand what I feel
by thinking. Sorry, Mum !

This is what I'm doing. I'm following in the “footsteps” of Ben
Hur. I've done the first part.. I'm a rich kid like Ben Hur. He was
friends with a rich Roman’s son. I'm friends with the son of one of the
American “military® advisers”. So far, so good.

_ You'll laugh at this, too. One of my aunis has got a house right
by the gate where the Roman army entered Jerusalem — did I tell you
that? I live in Jerusalem. I went to my aunt’s house. I thought that
I would have some special “ experience” there, because Ben Hur’s
fortune® went bad when he managed to knock a loose tile off the
parapet® from which his family were watching the “ Grand Entry”. The
tile nearly “smote” the new Roman Governor. Nothing, I had no
experience, nothing. I didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary’. I was
disappointed. I didn’t even get a good feed. My aunt’s tighter than a
camel’s arse®. I was lucky to get a cup of tea! What? Oh. ..

What happened when the tile fell? I'll repeat it for those who
don’t know the story — where have you been all your life ?

MOTES
1. fellowship: togetherness and mutual interest. ERAE KL R

2. military: of or for soldiers, an army, of or for all the armed forces.
ERH, AR

3. fortune: future luck. & %, , 42

4. parapet: a wall built high up on a building. (& 7 % & £ # ) K &%
Lt '

5. ordinary: usual, not special. 418 # ; F % &9

6. arse: (not in polite use) buttocks. (7R AL #& ) K3, Ik
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It the tile move under my arm. The heavy, baked' clay®slab®
rang dully as it settled back in place. The noise coming up from the
street was deafening. The Romans were coming. There was a new
governor in Israel. The rumours were that the new man was hard and
ruthless. Was it true? In that heat, everyone exaggerated.

“Mother, sister, there’s Messala. Do you see him? On the grey
horse. I've never seen a horse that big!”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tirzah gazmg down at Messa-
la. Her skin was unusually pale for one of our race*. There was a
tinge® of red on her cheekbones. I think she loved M Messala. Perhaps
she had always loved him.

“Look! The new Governor!”

I pointed at the stern man on the black horse in the street below.
He was richly dressed. His armour® shone in the sunlight, silver and
gold. As I reached out and pointed, it felt as if someone was tugging
sharply at my sleeve. I glanced sideways. Then I heard the grate of a
tile sliding over mortar. And then it was gone. My heart stopped. The
heavy tile hung in space. It seemed to float on the air, but it was an
illusion. It was dropping faster and faster, down towards the street and
the people below. Someone shouted. -Was it me? »

The reins’ on the black horse seemed to fly sideways. The horse

HOTES

1. bake: cook food in an oven. ¥ ;¥ %%

2. clay: stiff, sticky earth that becomes hard when baked. #5+ 1 £
3. slab: big flat piece of something. F# ; £ #%

. race: here, ethnic origin. (M 4L 4% ) R 3% , #F %

. tinge: small visible colouring. (% #9)& %

. armour: protective clothing, often of metal. & ¥

N & &

. reins: straps by which a horse is steered and controlled. 44

A R &




