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The Trojan war

1. THE CITY OF TROY

Not far from the sea coast in the north of Asia Minor
once stood the city of Troy. Here was fought the great war
between the Greeks and the Trojans, a war in which
Achilles and Hector and so many other heroes lost their
lives but won eternal fame. The gods also took part in the
war, some on the side of the Trojans and some on the side
of the Greeks. For ten years the sfruggle was undecided
and the rivers of Troy, the Scamander and the Simois, ran
red with blood. In the end the city was destroyed but of
the Greeks many who had escaped the battle died on their
homeward voyage, or wandered for long years in stormy
seas along inhospitable coasts, or at their return found
murder and treachery waiting for them in their own
homes. It is said that the war was for a woman’s sake, the
sake of Helen, the wife of Menelaus. Yet the rivalry of the
gods, the folly and ambition of men played their part also.

The great walls of Troy were built by the gods. Once
Apollo was banished from heaven by Zeus, the King of the
Gods. There are many stories of Apollo’s doings on earth,
but what concerns us here is that he, with Poseidon, the
god of the sea, built the high walls of Troy for the Trojan
King Laomedon. This treacherous and ungrateful king, in
spite of the kindness he had received, refused, when the
work was done, to pay the reward which he had promised.
Then Apollo sent a pestilence among the people of Laome-
don, and Poseidon sent from the sea a great monster which
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The Trojan war

ravaged the crops and easily destroyed the warriors who
were sent against it. In the distress of his people
Laomedon consulted the oracle and was told that the
gods’ anger could not be appeased except by the sacrifice
each year of a Trojan maiden to the monster. So each year
a maiden was chosen by lot and then, in spite of her tears
and the tears of her parents and her friends, was taken to
the sea shore and left there to be devoured by the great
beast that came out of the sea.

For five years the city paid this terrible penalty for
the treachery of its king, and in the sixth year the daughter
of the king himself, Hesione, was chosen to be sacrificed.
Now indeed Laomedon and his wife wished that greater
respect had been paid to the gods, and that the promise
had been fulfilled. Yet the gods were merciful, and in their
misery help was at hand.

At this time the great hero Herakles with a band of
his companions was returning from his expedition against
the Queen of the Amazons, whose girdle he had taken
from her by the orders of his cowardly master, King Eur-
ystheus. As his ship put in to Troy he saw on the beach
the sad procession which was accompanying Hesione to
her doom, and he asked the reason for the black clothes
and the wailing and the lamentation. King Laomedon told
him of the danger in which his daughter stood and Hera-
kles undertook to fight with the monster on the condition
that, if he was successful, the king would give him a num-
ber of his fine horses, swift as the wind, great spirited
animals that raced over the plains of Troy. Laomedon
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The Trojan war

gladly and willingly agreed, and Herakles threw aside his
lion skin cloak, gripped his club in his strong hands and
made ready for battle.

Soon, at a great distance from the shore, one could
see the blue water churned white as the beast ap-
proached. Its great head towered above the waves and
through its rows of enormous teeth it belched out the
foam. Herakles stood firm and indeed stepped forward to
the shore, meeting the monstrous animal in the shallow
water. With one blow of his club he stunned it; then,
thrusting his sword into its heart he stained all the water
scarlet with its blood.

Hesione was saved and now one would have thought
that Laomedon, in gratitude for his daughter’s safety and
warned already by the previous punishment for his
treachery, would ungrudgingly have given the hero his
reward. It seems however that many people are unable to
learn from experience. Once again Laomedon refused to
carry out his part of the bargain. Herakles then, with his
companions, attacked the city of Troy, took it by storm,
killed King Laomedon and took the whole of his family
prisoner. He gave Hesione to his follower Telamon who by
her had a son, Teucer, who later was to fight with the
Greeks against his mother’s country in the great Trojan
War. As for the other descendants of King Laomedon, only
one was allowed to remain. This was the young boy Priam
who was to become the last and the greatest of the Trojan
kings. Herakles, before he sailed away, accepted a ransom
for this boy and placed him on his father’s throne.
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