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There is no clear line between legend and history.  Homer’s Trojan War is a major part of the history of Greece as well as of Western Civilization.  The Trojan War is too important part of Greek history to have been made up.  Today the body of evidence is overwhelming that there actually was a Trojan War and it was probably fought around 1250 BC, 450 years before Homer.  For centuries the stories of Troy were handed down verbally from generation to generation through bards like Homer.  Finally around 800 BC, Homer gave these stories their final shape.  Through modern advances in archeology and carbon dating, this is what we now know for sure:
The Cause
Troy was located in modern day Turkey on the Dardanelles (Pronounced: dar-dan-nells) Strait.  The Ancient Greeks called the Dardanelles Straits “the Hellespont” and the Dardanelles Strait connected the Aegean Sea with the Black Sea.  Troy was located on the Dardanelles Strait and thus controlled all shipping coming in and out of the Black Sea.  The reason why the Black Sea is so important is that, because Greece has so many mountains and so little fertile land, the Mycenaean Greeks were constantly fighting for fertile land and food.  Southern Russia was the second largest producer of grain in the ancient world, after Egypt.  We now know that Troy was enormously powerful and wealthy because of her ability to tax the grain ships coming in and out of the Black Sea.  Everything today points to a war fought to control the flow of grain and out of the Dardanelles Strait.  Because of a large population and a small amount of fertile land, the kingdom of Mycenae organized a massive Greek military alliance to capture Troy and to capture the control of grain coming from Southern Russia.
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Troy and the Hellespont (Dardanelles Strait)
The Size of the Greek Army

Homer’s account of the sheer size of the Greek expedition with more than 1000 ships and more than 50,000 men is unbelievable.  Like all good story tellers, Homer exaggerated everything to keep his audience interested.  In 1250 BC it would have been impossible for the Mycenaean Greeks to feed an army of 50,000 men.  They would have been fighting a war over 400 miles from home.  Supplying such a huge army would have been a nightmare.  The average soldier would have required three to four pounds of grain per day.  For the Greeks to feed and army of 50,000 men would have required a food surplus on scale with that of Old Kingdom Egypt.  Besides, the “fighting season” for the Ancient Greeks was roughly four months.  The Ancient Greek armies were composed of farmer soldiers that could only fight from June to September.  The fighting season began after the crops were planted and ended before the fall harvest.  Ancient armies never fought for an entire year, let alone for ten strait years.  We now know that the Greek armies camped next to the marshes below Troy.  Historically the size of the Greek Army was probably no larger than about 5000 men arriving on perhaps 100 ships.  Still, for 1250 BC, a 5000 man army was enormous, given the supply and food concerns.

The Location of the Greek Camp
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The Greeks would have had to camp north of the Simois River, between the river and the coast.  Fresh water would have been a major problem for the Greek army, especially if the army were 50,000 strong.  More of a problem would have been disease.  If the army was camped on low-lying ground surrounded by wetlands, malaria would have killed more Greeks than the Trojans.  Sanitation would have been a nightmare.  The average adult produces a over a pound of human waste per day.  Cholera is a water born disease caused by the pollution of drinking water with human feces and urine.  Had the Greeks camped in the same place for ten strait years, more Greeks would have died from disease than from actual combat.
A Series of Raids 
Rather than lasting ten long years, it seems more likely that the historical Trojan War (1250-1240 BC) was a series of raids over the course of many years.  The Greeks probably arrived during the fighting season, say the end of June after they had planted their crops.  They then tried to take Troy over the summer, and then left in September to get home to harvest their crops.  Raiding and fighting only four months a year, this cycle of fighting could have gone on for decades until Troy fell.
Impregnable Walls

“Impregnable” means “impossible to break into” or “impossible to break through”.  Homer said the walls of Troy were impregnable, meaning the Greeks had to siege the city.  A “siege”  means, the defenders (In this case, the Trojans) fight from within the city, using the city walls as a defense, while the attackers (In this case, the Mycenaean Greeks) try to break down the city walls or to starve out the population.  We know today exactly where ancient Troy was located.   Troy was built on top a high rocky plateau, resembling a huge castle of the Middle Ages.  Surrounding Troy were massive walls five yards thick and over thirty feet high.  Inside of the walls was dirt and soil making it impossible to pound down the walls with a battering-ram.  The Mycenaean Greeks couldn’t starve out the Trojans for two reasons.  First, the actual fighting only took place for four months, so every year the Trojans could bring enough food into the city to survive the annual Greek raids.  Second, since Troy controlled all the grain coming in and out of the Black Sea, Troy had an enormous food surplus. In siege warfare, you defeat the enemy by either breaking down their walls or by starving out the population.  Neither of these methods would work with Troy.
The Final Attack

After years of trying without success to take Troy, the Mycenaean Greeks probably decided on one final attack during the last season of warfare.  Obviously, the Greeks had to find a way into the city.  We now know the last season of the Trojan War, probably around 1240 BC, the Greeks decided to retreat to the island of Tenedos.  On the island the Greeks probably constructed and built massive siege towers and battering rams to get inside the walls of Troy.  The last season when the Greeks returned, they came armed with siege equipment, the Trojan horse.
The Trojan Horse
One of the most curious features of men is they tend to come up with names for their weapons, their cars and their penises.  The Mycenaean Greeks were no exception.  Somehow the Greeks were able to build an enormous siege engine to pound down and to get over the walls of Troy.  Homer called it the Trojan horse.  The Mycenaean Greeks probably called it “the horse”.  The Trojan horse (see below) was probably a combination of a massive siege tower to get over the walls of Troy and a huge battering ram to pound down the gates.  At some level the siege engine probably resembled a horse¸ hence the nickname.
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Battering Ram used to pound through enemy walls
Siege Tower used to get over enemy walls.

The Death of Achilles
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According to Homer, Achilles died from an arrow that hits him in his heel, the only place on his body not touched by the water when he was dipped into the River Styx by his mother.  There is no way an arrow wound in the heel would kill a man.  Yet, the Trojans were considered to be the best archers in the Ancient World.  Trojan archers were armed with the composite bow.  This is a bow made from horn, wood, and sinew glued together. The horn is on the belly, facing the archer, and sinew on the back of a wooden core. Sinew and horn will store more energy than wood for the same length of bow.  The composite bow had a killing range of over fifty yards.  We also know that the Trojans and the Mycenaean Greeks dipped their arrows in feces and urine.  An arrow dipped in human waste and then shot into any part of a man’s body, even the heel, would have caused a massive sepsis infection. Death would have resulted in a matter of days.
Trojan archer with a composite bow, 1250 BC
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