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The Trojan War is a major part of Greek history and the history of Western Civilization.  For hundreds of years storytellers, called bards, told the great stories of the Iliad and the Odyssey.  The stories were passed down verbally from generation to generation through the bards.  Finally in 800 BC the two most famous epic poems of all time, the Iliad and the Odyssey, were written down. The most famous of all bards was Homer and he probably gave the Iliad and the Odyssey the versions we read today. 

Homer’s Iliad is a war story about the Trojan War.  The title refers to the Greek name for Troy, Ilium. The Odyssey is a travel story about Odysseus’ return from fighting in Troy to his home in Ithaca.  According to Homer, the cause of the Trojan War was a woman.  Paris, a prince of Troy, kidnapped the queen of Sparta, Helen (“the face that launched 1000 ships”).  Helen’s husband was Menelaus, King of Sparta and the brother of King Agamemnon of Mycenae.
The roots of the Trojan War, according to Homer, began with the marriage of Peleus and Thetis. Eris, the goddess of discord (conflict), had not been invited to the wedding, and in a fit of rage, she crashed the wedding by throwing a golden apple into the reception. In an attempt to spark competition between the three most magnificent goddesses, Athena, Hera, and Aphrodite, Eris proclaimed that the apple belonged to the “fairest.” As Athena, Hera, and Aphrodite fought over the apple and title of “fairest,” Zeus attempted to reconcile the competition by claiming that Paris, the most handsome man and prince of Troy would act as a judge. 

All three goddesses tried to bribe the young prince in hopes of getting the apple. Athena promised that Paris would be the wisest of all men. Hera promised that he would become the most powerful ruler of all. Aphrodite promised him the love of the most beautiful woman in the world. It should be no surprise that Paris chose Aphrodite. And, so, it was decided that Helen, the wife of Menelaus, and the Queen of Sparta, was the most beautiful woman in the world. According to Homer, Helen fell in love with Paris while he was visiting Sparta as a royal guest. In the dark of night, Paris and Helen escaped to Troy and were married. 

King Agamemnon assembled all of the Greek kings in Mycenae and announced he was going to organize a massive military alliance to attack Troy and to win back Helen for the honor of his brother, Menelaus, and for the honor of Greece.  According to Homer the Greeks assembled over 50,000 men and set sail in over 1000 ships.  The Greeks camped on the beach below Troy next to some marshes.  For ten years the war went on; day after day, week after week, month after month and year after year.  Months dragged on into years and still Troy stood.  No matter how hard they tried, the Greeks could not break through the walls of Troy.  Troy, like Mycenae, was built on a rocky plateau, and was surrounded by massive walls over thirty feet tall and over fifteen feet thick. 

Homer tells us that over the course of the nine years, there were numerous heroic single combats between the heroes of both armies.  The leading Greek hero was of course Achilles.  According to legend, Achilles could not be killed in battle.  When he was first born, his mother the sea goddess Thetis dipped the baby into the river Styx.  By bathing the infant in the Styx, Achilles could not be killed by mortal men, unless struck in the heel where his mother had held him.  Hector, brother of Prince Paris and son of the Trojan King Priam, was the main Trojan hero.  Early in the war Menelaus fought Paris in single combat, but Paris became so frightened and beaten down that he had to be rescued by his brother Hector.  Hector killed Menelaus resulting in a huge mêlée where hundreds of warriors from both sides were slaughtered. A mêlée is combat where it is every man for himself.  In a mêlée there are no battle lines.  The killing is from all sides and ferocious.  Homer says after the mêlée between the Greeks and the Trojans, the fields before Troy were slick with gore, bodies piled in lifeless stacks of stinking corpses and hacked off limbs.  Hector killed Achilles ‘cousin, Patroclus, in heroic single combat because Patroclus was wearing Achilles’ armor, and Hector mistook Patroclus for the famous Greek hero, Achilles.  Finally in the ultimate test of heroic single combat, Achilles killed Hector in front of the entire city of Troy and in a horrible act of disrespect; Achilles stripped Hector naked, punched holes through his heels and then dragged his body around and around the walls of Troy.  This was done in front of Hector’s father, King Priam of Troy, and in front of Hector’s wife and infant son sickening and horrifying all who watched.
After nine long years of war, the Greeks grew tired and sickened by all of the death and destruction.  Most of the Greek hero’s were dead.  Achilles had fallen from an arrow wound to his heel, shot by Paris.  Thousands of Greeks had died over the years from plague, disease and battle wounds, yet Troy still stood, undefeated and unbowed.  Finally in the tenth year, the Greek hero Odysseus proposed something brand new and original.  The Greeks would construct a massive wooden horse, hollow on the inside to hide an elite group of warriors.  They would leave the horse on the beach below Troy and retreat behind a line of islands off in the distance.  Troy would then believe they had won the war and pulled the horse into the city.  Homer said this is exactly what happened.  The Greeks burned Troy to the ground and slaughtered the entire city.  Odysseus took years to return back to Greece, but this is the stuff of another story, the Odyssey.
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