


The Achilles Heel

This is the story of the greatest of all the
Greek heroes. Achilles the fierce. Achilles
the strong. Achilles the most courageous
man who ever lived. It is also a story of that
most terrible time in the history of ancient
Greece—about fourteen hundred vyears
before the birth of Christ—when so many

of its noblest princes were to fall in the ten.

long years of war at Troy.

You must imagine the city, vast and
impregnable, its massive walls facing out
toward a black, tormented sea. Overhead,
the sky is thick with the smoke that
pours out of the funeral pyres and from
the forges where the blacksmiths work
day and night, hammering at swords and
shields, sharpening spears and arrowheads,
fashioning the weapons of death. It is
cold. A wind sweeps across the fields and
a remorseless drizzle falls, stabbing at the
pools that have formed in the mud, the
water swirling around suddenly red as it
mixes with the blood from the day’s fighting.
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Between the city of the Trojans and the tents

of the Greeks nothing moves. Both sides are
sleeping.

This is the scene that was to shape the
legend of the life of Achilles. This was where
he was to meet his death.
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The Parents of Achilles

Achilles’s mother was Thetis, a Nererdmone
of the fifty nymphs of the sea who come
to the aid of sailors—and an Immortal. His
father was Peleus, king of the Myrmidons,
but a mortal. The difference between the
parents was to be the ruin of the marriage,
for Thetis had been forced to marry Peleus
against her own wishes. There had been a
time when Zeus had loved Thetis but she
had coldly rejected him. In revenge, Zeus
had decreed that she should never marry an
Immortal, a command that had infuriated
the proud Thetis.

"How can | live with a mere mortal?” she
had cried. “See what happens to mortal men
with the passing of years. Their skin withers
and their bellies sag. Their hair turns gray
and their eyes become weak. No more
can they run and fight. The passion within
them grows cold. Am I to live with a decrepit,
senile old man when | remain young

23



and beautiful? Am
| to see my children
grow old and die
when | remain alive?
It is unjust! It is an
outrage!”
The marriage
went ahead, but
when her first child
was born she stole it
-away and, holding it
by the heel, dipped
it in the chill
water of the River
Styx, which winds
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its way through the
Underworld. In this
» way did she make
ner child immortal.
But she made one
mistake, a mistake
. that was one day to
sg prove fatal. For she
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The Achilles Heel

forgot to immerse the heel itself and that
part of the baby remained mortal.

When Peleus found out what his wife had
done, he was furious. A mortal himself, he had
wanted his son to grow up the same way. He
therefore snatched the baby away—before
Thetis had even had time to breastfeed him.
For this reason, because his lips had never
touched his mother's breast, the baby was
named Achilles, which means “no lips.”

The Childhood of Achilles

Peleus and Thetis parted company
Immediately after this, Thetis returning
to her home in the sea. Achilles was then
entrusted to the care of Cheiron to be brought
up among the olive trees on the slopes of
Mount Pelion. Cheiron was a centaur, half
man and half horse—but unlike many of the
centaurs he was both gentle and wise.
Cheiron loved Achilles as though he were
his own son. He fed the boy on the flesh
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