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HOMER
For almost three thousand years, The Iliad and
The Odyssey have thrilled people with tales of
adventure in ancient Greece. The stories of
Helen and Paris, the Greek gods, the Trojan
War, Achilles and of Odysseus’ ten year quest
to return home after the war are known all over
the world among all cultures. But so much
about the life of the man responsible for those
epic poems remains a mystery that for a while
some scholars doubted he even really existed.
Despite the controversies surrounding him,
Homer is still honored as one of civilization’s
greatest poets. He overcame childhood poverty
and adult blindness to achieve fame as a
legendary story-teller whose epics kept his
audiences spell-bound. His poems were so
vivid that 19th century archeologists used
descriptions in The Iliad to locate the city
of Troy. Though many facts about his life
remain unknown, his genius as a story-
teller remains undisputed.
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ONE

A MYTH COMES ALIVE

CHAPTER

Over three thousand years ago the bustling city of Troy was
famous. Completely surrounded by a thick wall, the city was
impenetrable to attack. Only one huge set of gates allowed access
in or out of the city. For hundreds of years, the walls had kept the
city safe from enemies looking to steal its great wealth.

But the city’s peace was shattered after Paris, Prince of Troy,
stole Helen, the wife of Menelaus, King of Sparta. Furious,
Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon joined with other Greeks
and declared war on Troy. For ten years the battles raged as the
Greeks tried to storm the city, but the mighty wall of Troy kept
the invaders out and its citizens safe.

One morning the citizens of Troy, known as the Trojans,
awoke and were stunned to see that the Greek soldiers had
disbanded their camp and set sail for home. Standing outside the
gates to the city was a gigantic wooden horse, which they were
told was a gift to the goddess Athena from the defeated Greeks.
Deliriously happy that the war was finally over, the gates to the
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In order to defeat their enemies, the Greeks tricked the Trojans into
accepting the gift of a giant wooden horse, which was filled with Greek
soldiers.

Chapter ONE

city were opened and the horse was pulled into the center of
town.

Little did they suspect that the wooden horse was a trap.
Silently cramped inside was a group of Greek soldiers, including
the hero Odysseus, who had devised the plan. Knowing they
would never be able to penetrate the wall of Troy, Odysseus
decided the only way to get inside was by trickery. He convinced
the other Greeks to build a wooden horse big enough to hold him
and a group of soldiers. Once the soldiers were inside, the horse
would be left at the gates of Troy while the rest of the Greek
troops would set sail, pretending to return to Greece.

The Trojans were eager to see the unique peace offering up
close. King Priam’s daughter Cassandra, however, warned her
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father that bringing in the horse would lead to the destruction of
Troy. The god Apollo had given Cassandra the ability to see the
future as a special gift. However, when she refused his romantic
advances, he added a curse to the gift: no one would believe her
prophecies. Cassandra watched in despair as the gates were
opened and the rejoicing Trojans hauled the horse into the
center of town and began celebrating. She knew it was only a
matter of time before their destruction and went to pray at the
altar of the goddess Athena.

The Trojans feasted, drank, and danced until late into the
night. Finally, one by one, they passed out from either exhaus-
tion or drunkenness. Hearing the quiet around them, Odysseus
and the others opened the trapdoor and jumped down to the
ground. There was a full moon overhead, so they could see
everything around them. They immediately killed the sentries
and flung the gates open, allowing in the rest of the Greek
soldiers, who had sailed back and had been hiding nearby.

Caught completely off guard, the Trojans were slaughtered.
Nearly every male in the city was killed, including the children
of Troy’s heroes. The swords of the Greeks ran red with blood
and the skies above the city were filled with shrieks of terror
and cries of agony. Menelaus had vowed to kill Helen for her
betrayal, but when he finally confronted her, he once again was
so taken with her beauty, he spared her life and they left Troy
together.

After the Greeks had plundered Troy’s wealth, they set fire
to the city. Troy was burned to the ground. So complete was the
destruction that in later years nobody knew if the city of Troy
had ever really existed. And we might have never known if it
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Self-taught German
archaeologist Heinrich
Schliemann grew up
fascinated by stories of the
Trojan War and was
determined to prove the city
had really existed.

Chapter ONE

weren’t for two men named Frank Calvert and Heinrich
Schliemann.

While still a child, Schliemann became obsessed with
discovering Troy.1 His father gave him a book of stories about
the beautiful city known for its prosperity and beauty—and its
impenetrable wall. But it wasn’t until 1868, when he was 46 years
old and financially secure, that Schliemann took up archaeology.
The few scientists and scholars who believed Troy had been a
real place thought it would have most likely been located in
Turkey on a hill known as Bunarbashi, which was a few miles
inland from the Aegean Sea.
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While traveling the area, Schliemann visited a mound in
Turkey called Hisarlik. There he met Frank Calvert, a British
archaeologist who had spent fifteen years excavating in the
region. Calvert had found enough tantalizing evidence to be
convinced he had found the true location of Troy. In order to
have unrestricted access to the site, Calvert bought part of the
land from the Turkish government. But not everyone agreed with
Calvert’s analysis. The British Museum, which was funding his
digs, was skeptical and didn’t want to give him any more money.
By the time Schliemann arrived, Calvert was desperate for funds,
so he confided in Schliemann and revealed his discoveries. He
explained why he believed Troy lay buried beneath Hisarlik.2

Schliemann returned to Paris, France, and spent the next six
months immersing himself on the history of Troy. He kept in
touch with Calvert, asking his opinion about where the best place
to dig would be and what equipment would be needed for the
excavation. Two years later, Schliemann returned to Hisarlik and
began excavating using a permit Frank Calvert had obtained for
him and employing members of Calvert’s crew. At the time,
Schliemann’s experience as an archaeologist consisted of two
excavations totaling less than five days.

Over the next three years Schliemann found evidence that
several cities had been built on the site of Hisarlik over the
millennia. Near the bottom of the excavation, at about 53 feet
down, were the ruins of an ancient city with massive walls, well-
built houses, and treasures of gold and silver. There was no
doubt in his mind that this was the ancient city of Troy.

Since then, over one hundred excavations have been
made at the site. Archaeologists have discovered ten different
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Chapter ONE

settlements on the site where Troy stood, beginning as far back
as 2300 B.C., with each new city built on the ruins of the one
before it. Today, most scholars believe the seventh city was the
legendary city of Troy. Scientists have uncovered evidence that
the city was indeed destroyed by a huge fire that consumed the
structures inside and outside the fortification walls. Human
skeletons that appear to have been left lying in the open have
also been found, indicating some type of massacre.

The reason Calvert succeeded where others had failed was
because he relied on the writings of an ancient Greek poet
named Homer. Homer’s Iliad tells the story of the Trojan War,
and Calvert used descriptions given in the verses as a guide; they
directed him to the mound at Hisarlik. Without Calvert, the true
power and importance of Homer’s classic masterpiece might have
never been known. Once it became clear that the Trojan War had
been an actual event, scholars took a fresh look at Homer, the
poet who kept alive the heroics that occurred during one of the
most significant wars in the history of Greece, and which in turn
paved the way for the rise of classical Greek civilization.
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