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HEROES OF THE
ANCIENT WORLD

1. HOW THESEUS UNDERTOOK
A PERILOUS JOURNEY

THE tali ships rode at anchor in the harbour of
Troezen,and a soft wind blew from the land, ready to
bear King Aegeus back to his home in Athens;but
still he lingered on the shore,walking to and fro with
his lovely wife Aethra,who clasped their infant son in
her arms. Aethra was a princess of Troezen,and in
that city Aegeus had wooed and married her. Why he
could not also take her back with him to his own
country, no man has been able to explain. The old
story tells us that Aegeus was forced to depart alone;
and before going on board he steeled himself to take a
sorrowful leave of his wife and child.

“You must know,”he said to Aethra, “that all
my life I have wished that the gods would bless me
with a son,and at last my wish has been granted;so I
would have you rear him carefully,as befits a warrior
and the son of a king. ”

Then,as he and Aethra paced the shore , Aegeus
paused before a huge rock, and stooping down, he
exerted his great strength to roll it aside and reveal a
hollow space beneath it. Taking off his sandals and
unbuckling his jewelled sword,he placed them in the
hollow. Afterwards he rolled back the rock to its
former position.
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“When my son has grown to manhood, and is
strong enough to raise that rock, "continued Aegeus,
“you must bring him to this place, and let him
discover for himself the sword and the sandals. Then,
but not until then,you may tell him the name of his
father,and send him out to seek me.”

Aegeus hastily embraced his wife and son, and
without &« backward glance he departed to his ship.
But lovely Aethra stood in tears,watching the white
sails as they dipped down to the horizon. Her life had
been passed amid gaiety and music; and now. alone
with the surge on the shore,she knew for the first
time how desolate a story is told by the breaking
seas.

Years passed,and the boy Theseus grew steadily
in strength and beauty. When he reached the age of
sixteen, his mother led him to the spot on the
seashore where she and her husband had said
farewell.

“Now ,my son,”she commanded him, “raise this
rock, and take out from the hollow beneath it
whatever you find there. ”

The youth rolled aside the rock with ease,and
brought from the hollow the sword and the sandals
which Aegeus had hidden.

“Those sandals and that sword,”continued his
mother, “belonged to your father, Aegeus of
Athens. ” Then she told Theseus the story of her
marriage and of his birth,and the whole secret that
she had kept for so long. “And you must go forth,”
said she. “Your father commanded that you should
leave Troezen and cross the sea to Athens, there to
make yourself known to him. ”
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“T will go forth to meet my father,”replied the
youth. “But I will not cross the sea,for the way by
sea is too safe and certain. I will take the dangerous
road by land,and by the time my journey is ended I
shall have proved myself worthy to be called
Aegeus’s son.” ,

Aethra tried for a long time to turn aside the
yourth from this enterprise, for the road between
Troezen and Athens was perilous for travellers. But
Theseus was determined,and very soon he had taken
leave of his mother and had set forth on his way.

Before he left home, Theseus had heard men
speak of the giant Periphetes, who had his dwelling
not far from Troezen. Periphetes was the son of
Vulcan, the smithgod,and Vulcan had fashioned for
his son a gigantic iron club, covered with sharp
spikes. Men said that from dawn to sunset Periphetes
stood, club in hand, astride the narrow roadway,
waiting for travellers to approach.

So after the youth had gone a mile or so, he was
not in the least surprised to see this giant barring the
roadway at a little distance from him. Theseus merely
grasped his sword in readiness and moved steadily
.on,watching with keen eye for a chance to strike. He
did not pause till he was only a few paces from the
giant. Periphetes immediately swung his huge
weapon; but Theseus leapt aside, and the club
thundered to the ground and awoke the echoes among
the rocks. Before the giant could again raise his club,
Theseus sprang quickly in and dealt him a fatal
wound.
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“My adventures are well begun,” thought
Theseus ,as he stepped up to where the giant lay,and
remeved the club from his dead grasp. “I have now a
weapon to help me in my encounters with other
enemies. ” Saying this he resumed his road and
travelled for some time, finding food and shelter
where he could.

It was not until he approached the Isthmus of
Corinth that he found another chance of showing his
strength and courage. As he journeyed he was met by
an old man, who warned him that he must go no
further. “For not far from this place,”said the old
man, “the giant Sinis, whom they call the Pine-
Bender,lies in wait for you. ”

“What manner of giant is Sinis the Pine-
Bender?”asked Theseus.

“A very crafty giant indeed,” replied the old
man. “When you meet with him you will find him
struggling to bend a huge pine-tree,and he will call
upon you to give him help. After you have helped him
to bend the pine so that its top touches the ground,he
will ask you if you have a firm hold;and upon your
saying that your hold is firm,he will suddenly loosen
his own. The pine will shoot upright, you will be
flung high into the air,and when you fall you will be
dashed to pieces on the sharp rocks below. ”

Theseus smiled on hearing this story, and
replied: “I am very glad of your warning. I will be
prepared for him. ”And the youth had not proceeded
very much further when he saw near the pathway
this same Sinis, struggling to bend a tall pine-tree.
Sinis caught sight of Theseus and hailed him.
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