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For Sharushka, with all my love

οὐ μὲν γὰρ τοῦ γε κρεῖσσον καὶ ἄρειον, ἢ ὅθ᾽ ὁμοφρονέοντε νοήμασιν οἶκον ἔχητον ἀνὴρ ἠδὲ γυνή










[image: ]





















[image: ]






































Contents

Preface vii

What’s in a Name? xi

Prologue 1

1 An Artful Dodge 8

2 An Epic Sulk 17

3 Blood, Sweat and Spears 26

4 Laps of Dishonour 36

5 Greek Tragedies 50

6 A Kingdom for a Horse? 59

7 Catastroyphe 71

8 Mourning after the Morning after 84

9 Flower Power 92

10 Pleased to Eat You 98

11 All at Stake 107

12 A Giant Disaster 120

13 Trapped Winds 129

14 An Enchanting Welcome 140

15 Saving the Bacon 151

16 The Talking Dead 163

17 Lives After Death 175

18 The Sound of Sirens 184

19 Monster Appetites 196

20 All at Steak 206

21 Love Island 215

22 Hope is the God with Feathers 222

23 Revenge is Salty 231

24 Rocky Horror 239

25 Scrubbing up Well 248

26 A Royal Welcome 261

















[image: ]






























27 Sportiness… 272

28 …and Naughtiness 282

29 I’m a Celebrity 291

30 Home Sour Home 300

31 Pork and Talk 313

32 Rising Son 321

33 Beggar at a Banquet 334

34 King of Suitors 345

35 King of Beggars 356

36 A Suitorble Plan 370

37 Sign Language 386

38 Bending the Rules 398

39 Moments of Tension 408

40 Opening Shots 421

41 Trouble in Store 431

42 Committing Suitorcide 441

43 Bloodbath Aftermath 455

44 Test Bed 465

45 Local Heroes 474

Epilogue 489

If you’re still young enough to be a “mutton buster”, you’ll

need to wait till you’re older before you can read this book.









[image: ]






Preface

Are you wondering whether you’re the right age to read or listen to this book?

Well, unless you’re still young enough to qualify for a “mutton busting” competition at a junior rodeo (“mutton busting” is an actual sport, where you ride on the back of a galloping sheep and see how long you can hold on before falling off), then the answer is definitely “Yes.”

You could be 10 years old, with the voyage of your life only just beginning.

You could be a teenager, and have already known the mood-swings of life’s weather – from its doldrums to its sudden storms.

You could recently have entered adulthood and, having learned most of the required ropes, be starting to sail into uncharted waters.

You could be middle aged, and some years back have produced some human cargo (or maybe lost some other cargo overboard – or unloaded it).

You could, for a hundred years, have navigated seas both rough and smooth, ridden nightmare storms, survived the direst of straits, found yourself marooned, seen members of your crew meet fatal fates, been lost and been found, and now have reached some calm, secluded bay…
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But as far as reading this book goes, it doesn’t matter which part of your life’s voyage you’re currently experiencing; I’ve written it for you.

Which doesn’t mean, of course, that I made the story of The Odyssey up myself – it’s been around for thousands of years, thanks to the mysterious Ancient Greek genius known as Homer. When I say “I’ve written it”, I mean I’ve written it in my own way.

“My own way” includes composing the story in a style that is very different to the one used by Homer, whose longer lines contain a distinctly rhythmic structure called “dactylic hexameter”.

The rhythm (or “meter”) that I have used is called “iambic tetrameter”, and I’ve also made each consecutive pair of lines rhyme with each other (if you’ve ever read things like Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes or Tam O’Shanter by Robert Burns then you’ll already be familiar with this structure).

The text doesn’t stick to this meter with superglue (to keep the “beat” from line to line I’ve sometimes played around with some things called “iambs”, “trochees” and “spondees”, and I’ve also made the meter a bit longer here and there), but what I haven’t budged on is the way that I’ve approached the rhyming aspect.

This is because ever since I wrote my first rhyming poem (Hello, Mr Poo) at the age of five, something in my brain has only ever wanted to use what are known as “full rhymes” – word pairings whose rhyming parts sound identical when you hear them, like poo and you, and do and loo. If you’ve ever read – or had read to you – a picture book like
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The Gruffalo by Julia Donaldson (or the aforementioned Revolting Rhymes), you’ll have seen what the consistent use of full rhymes looks like, and these are what you’re going to find in this book, too.

Obviously there aren’t many other similarities between The Epic Odyssey and The Gruffalo (although there are definitely some, including a journey, flesh-eating creatures and the use of trickery). And that’s fine, of course, because it would be pretty weird if a four year old enjoyed being tucked up in bed and listening to a story containing, among other age inappropriate things, multiple violent deaths. Just like it would be equally peculiar if your mum or dad read The Gruffalo to themselves before turning off the bedside light (not that you should judge them if they did; it’s a great book!).

The origins of this iambic tetrameter, rhyming version of Homer’s Odyssey go back to the earliest days of my teaching career, when I wrote a much shorter one for a whole school production of The Odyssey for John Hampden Primary School in Thame, Oxfordshire. Wearing a big white beard and reading from the text that I’d attached to a clipboard, I played the role of Homer, and as I narrated the tale, children from the infants upwards played all the other parts, from Odysseus’ crew to bleating sheep and oinking pigs. One of the most memorable aspects was a huge cyclops head, which some of the children kept towering in the air on the ends of long poles.

Ever since the time of that production – many years ago now – I planned to write this book, and it seems rather fitting that I wrote it whilst experiencing an odyssey (I like to call it an “edyssey”, because of my first name) of my own.
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The advantage of the rhyming iambic tetrameter structure meant that I could hold the words in my head while I was doing other things. So, for example, I composed this book whilst cycling to work and back in Singapore, whilst building sand castles on the Scottish island of Jura, and whilst blundering sweatily through the jungles of northeast Borneo.

It was in Borneo, where I lived for seven years, that I was

lucky enough to meet Stephanie Lu, who has done such a wonderful job with The Epic Odyssey’s illustrations. Appropriately enough, as well as being an extremely accomplished artist, Steph is also a fully trained ship’s officer, and she spends a large amount of time on odysseys of her own, sailing here and there across the South China Sea. It has been such fun collaborating with Steph over the past few years, and I am enormously grateful to her for all the hard work she has spent on the creation of the pictures, which have hugely enhanced the quality of the book.

Now, though – whatever your age – it’s time for you to join Odysseus on the epic-est odyssey of them all: the one he gave his name to.

I won’t say “Bon Voyage!” because, as maybe you know already, there’s more of the crappy than the happy in the fate of poor old Odysseus. What I will say is, Look lively, shipmate! The Epic Odyssey is about to set sail – and you’re needed on board… Ed H
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What’s in a Name?

No doubt you already know (I hope) how to pronounce modern names like “Taylor” or “Bob”, but what about all of the Greek names you’re going to come across in The Epic Odyssey?

Well, the good news is that they’re not written in actual Ancient Greek – a fascinating language which, although you’d recognise some of the letters, still has quite a challenging alphabet. But the bad news is that the way you pronounce the Greek names when they’re written in the alphabet I’m using right now (which is known as the Latin alphabet, which the Romans invented) can be quite confusing.

Panic not, though! If some of the names in this book are currently “all Greek to you” (a phrase that basically means “What the heck is all this gobbledegook?”), the pronunciation “Stress Management Guide” below should set you straight…

Key:

a = like the “a” in “cat”

e = like the “e” in “pet”

i = like the “i” in “pin”

ie = like the “ie” in “pie”

oe = like the “oe” in “toe”

ow = like the “ow” in “cow”

uh = like the “u” as “mug”

uss = like the “uss” in Puss-in-Boots If a part of a word is written in CAPITAL LETTERS, then that is the part of the word that you should emphasise more than the other parts.
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Achilles...................... ack - ILL - eez

Actaeon...................... ACT - ee - on

Aeolia......................... ee - OE - lee - uh

Aeolus........................ ee - OE - luss

Agamemnon.............. agg - uh - MEM - nonn

Ajax............................ AY - jax

Alcinous.................... al - SIN - oe - uss

Amphinomus............ am - FIN - uh - muss

Anticlea...................... an - tick - LEE - uh

Antinous.................... an - TIN - oe - uss

Aphrodite.................. aff - roe - DIE - tee

Apollo........................ uh - POLL - oe

Ares............................ AIR - eez

Arete.......................... a - REE - tee

Argonauts.................. AR - goe - norts

Argus......................... AR - guss

Artemis...................... AR - tem - iss

Athena....................... ath - EE - nuh

Aulis........................... OW - liss

Briseis......................... briss - AY - iss

Cadmus..................... KAD - muss

Calchas...................... KAL - kass

Calypso...................... kal - IPP - soe

Cassandra.................. cass - AN - druh

Charybdis.................. ka - RIB - diss

Chryseis..................... kriss - AY - iss

Cicones...................... SICK - oe - neez

Circe........................... SIR - see

Clytemnestra............. clie - tum - NEST - ruh

Clytoneus.................. clie - TOE - nee - uss

Cretan........................ KREE - tunn

Crete.......................... KREET

Ctesippus................... kuh - TESS - i - puss

Cyclops...................... SIE - klops
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Cyclopes.................... SIE - klop - eez

Demodocus............... dem - ODD - uh - kuss

Eros............................ EAR - oss

Eumaeus.................... yoo - MEE - uss

Eurycleia.................... yoo - ree - CLEE - uh

Eurylochus................ yoo - RILL - uh - kuss

Eurymachus............... yoo - RIM - uh - kuss

Grecian...................... GREE - shun

Hades......................... HAY - deez

Hector........................ HECK - tuh

Helios......................... HEE - lee - oss

Hephaestus................ heff - IE - stuss

Hera........................... HEAR - uh

Heracles..................... HEH - ruh - cleez

Hercules..................... HERK - yoo - leez

Hermes...................... HERM - eez

Ino.............................. IE - noe

Ismarus...................... ISS - muh - russ

Ismarian..................... Iss - MAIR - ee - unn

Irus............................. IE - russ

Ithaca......................... ITH - uh - kuh

Jason.......................... JAY - sun

Knossos...................... k - NOSS - oss

Laertes........................ lay - ER - teez

Laocoon..................... lay - OCK - oe - on

Laodamas................... lay - ODD - uh - mass

Medon....................... MEE - donn

Medusa...................... med - YOO - suh

Melanthius................. mel - ANTH - ee - uss

Memnon.................... MEM - nonn

Menelaus.................... men - e - LAY - uss

Mycenae..................... my - SEE - nee

Myrmidons................ MER - mid - onns

Nausicaa.................... NOW - sick - ay - uh
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Odysseus.................... uh - DISS - ee - uss

Olympus.................... uh - LIM - puss

Olympian.................. uh - LIM - pee - unn

Palamedes.................. pal - uh - MEE - deez

Paris............................ PA - ris

Patroclus.................... pat - ROCK - luss

Penelope.................... pen - ELL - oe - pee

Persephone................ puh - SEFF - uh - nee

Perseus....................... PER - see - uss

Phemius..................... FEE - mee - uss

Philoetius................... fill - OY - tee - uss

Polites......................... puh - LIE - teez

Poseidon.................... puh - SIE - dunn

Priam......................... PRIE - am

Scaean........................ SEE - unn

Scylla.......................... SILL - uh

Sinon.......................... SIE - nonn

Sisyphus..................... SISS - i - fuss

Sparta......................... SPAR - tuh

Styx............................ STICKS

Tantalus..................... TAN - tuh - luss

Telemachus................ tel - EM - uh - kuss

Tenedos...................... TEN - e - doss

Theban...................... THEE - bunn

Thetis......................... THET - iss

Thrace........................ THRAYSS

Tiresias....................... tie - REE - zee - ass

Trojan........................ TROE - junn

Zeus........................... Z - YOOSS
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The Epic Odyssey
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Prologue

Though not as all-knowing as mighty Zeus –

The god who, feared for his angry use

Of bolts of lightning, was their king –

The gods of Greece knew everything

About the heroes of the Greeks.

They watched them keenly from the peaks

Of Mount Olympus, where they dwelt;

And often a hero, who they felt

Was facing dangerous odds so high

It seemed quite likely he would die

Without their more involved attention,

Got some helpful intervention.

This assistance, once received,

Would see the hero’s task achieved

Without him getting fatally beaten,

Torn to pieces, roasted, eaten,

Turned to a statue, flattened, mangled,

Gored by a bull-headed muscle-man, strangled,

Crushed between cliffs, harpooned, beheaded,

Clamped between huge fangs and shredded,

Stretched till his arms and legs were torn off,

Shortened by having his ends sawn off,

Hurled from a clifftop, drowned, impaled,

Gassed by toxic breath he inhaled,

Or meeting another such horrible end

In line with this grim mythological trend.
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Young Perseus, for example, got

Assisted by the gods a lot

When wanting to behead Medusa.

Thanks to them, he got to use a

Range of helpful, magic things:

A pair of sandals – each with wings –

Kind Hermes (who was often sent

By Zeus on different errands) lent

The youth so he could fly to where

The snake-haired Gorgon had her lair;

The Underworld’s Lord Hades lent

A special cap to him, which meant

Medusa wouldn’t chance to spy him

Coming, and then petrify him

With her deadly, stony stare;

And, on his arm, he got to wear

An item wise Athena knew

Would help him keep success in view:

A shield whose shiny inner side

Became the mirror that he eyed

The gorgon with, whilst softly treading

To the place of her beheading

(Safely, thus, not catching her

Cold death-stare when dispatching her).

Jason and his Argonauts

Received support of different sorts

As well, when sailing east from Greece

Whilst questing for the Golden Fleece,

Not least from Hera, queen of the gods,

Who helped them beat the awful odds

Against their dangerous, highly stressful

Mission ending up successful;

And Heracles (or Hercules,
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Young Perseus, for example, got Assisted by the gods a lot…
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As, in this modern era, he’s

Most often called), although renowned

For his heroics, sometimes found

Himself – whilst working boldly through

The dozen tasks he had to do –

Receiving backup from Athena.

Most immortals, though, had meaner

Sides as well – unpleasant streaks

That caused much suffering for the Greeks.

Apollo, the sun god, wasn’t averse

To dooming people with a curse,

Or making plague-death numbers spiral

Out of control, by shooting viral

Arrows at communities

Where everyone’s immunities

Weren’t helped by any vaccinations

(Nor did effective medications

Help high death counts be prevented,

As, back then, they weren’t invented).

The sea god Poseidon sometimes used

Great storms to sink the ships that cruised

Too far from safer, inshore waters;

Ares the war god’s lust for slaughter’s

Bloodbaths, filled with death and pain,

Meant many men by him were slain;

The goddess of love, Aphrodite, could

Get mean with those she decided should

Have shown to her some more respect,

Ensuring marriages got wrecked

By making a partner stray elsewhere

To a soon-discovered love affair;

And Artemis, the huntress, ended

Lives on occasion, when offended,
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Like when Actaeon – whilst on

A hunt with his bloodhounds – came upon

Her naked in a woodland pool,

And broke her “Females Only” rule,

For which his punishment was severe:

Becoming transformed at once to a deer,

And then his hounds all treating him

To the thrill of the chased…then eating him.

In short, the gods made matters hard

For those they held in low regard,

Yet aided those whom they might deem

Deserving of their high esteem.

Such things the gods did frequently,

But never with more frequency

Than when they closely oversaw

The progress of the Trojan War.

The cause of this great conflict was –

As all on both sides knew – because

Of Zeus’s daughter, who had been

King Menelaus of Sparta’s queen.

Named Helen, she was super-hot –

A drop-dead gorgeous honeypot

Whose sweetness Greece’s lords had raced,

Like swarming bees, to try to taste,

By means of making her their bride.

Yet all proposals were denied

Except the lucky Spartan’s, whom

The princess chose to be her groom.

The pair had not been married long

Before, however, things went wrong:

With Aphrodite’s blessing, there

Had come a youth from far elsewhere –

A handsome prince from Troy called Paris.
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Hosted at the Spartan palace,

At first sight the Trojan fell in

Deeply passionate love with Helen,

Who (with Aphrodite’s touch

Upon her) loved him just as much,

And soon enough, in secret, they

For distant Troy had sailed away.

As soon as Menelaus heard

That this elopement had occurred,

He flew into a violent rage,

And vowed at once that he would wage

An all-out war – a vengeful strife –

To take back his unfaithful wife.

Yet such a war could not be made

Without his older brother’s aid:

For only could Mycenae’s king –

The mighty Agamemnon – bring

Together all the Greeks they’d need

To make the war with Troy succeed.

Lord Agamemnon, proud and vain,

Was keen to lead the great campaign,

And started off by first reminding

Greece’s kings they’d sworn a binding

Oath when Helen wed – a pact

That meant that they would have to act

To bring her back if someone tried

To take her from her husband’s side.

Because this now had just occurred,

The kings had thus to keep their word,

And all of them were told, therefore,

To get themselves prepared for war –

To muster all their fighting men,

Supply their ships with stores, and then,
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Along the shores of Aulis, meet

And gather into one great fleet.

The oath-bound leaders all obeyed

The summons Agamemnon bade

Them heed with all due haste, with none

Neglecting what he wanted done...

Well, almost none, for a certain lord,

Although he’d sworn the oath, ignored

The call to arms, for he foresaw,

With exceptional wisdom, how the war

Was doomed to be, once fully begun,

A dismally long and costly one,

Made worse by its theatre’s Trojan staging

Meaning that its bloody waging

Would occur in far-flung parts.

And with this situation starts

This epic story, told in rhyme,

Of the greatest hero of all time…
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An Artful Dodge

The hero of this tale was named

Odysseus, and he was famed

For being gifted with a mind

Of such a quick and cunning kind

That, every time that he would play

A crafty trick on people, they

Would find themselves completely fooled.

As Lord of Ithaca, he ruled

His island kingdom honorably,

Together with Penelope,

The queen he loved with all his heart.

He could not bear for them to part,

Nor also leave their baby boy

To go and fight at far-off Troy

For such a very long duration.

So, to stop this situation,

Long and hard he searched his mind

For a reason he could stay behind –

For a wily way that he could break

The oath that he’d been made to make;

For a crafty and a foolproof scheme:

A lie whose seeming truth would seem

So total – so beyond all doubt –

That none would ever find it out.

And thus it was that Odysseus had

A brainwave – he would fake being mad:
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With a skilled performance he’d pretend

He’d gone completely round the bend –

He’d play the fool, and act so dotty

Everyone would think him potty.

Greece’s lords would think it sad

That such a hero had gone mad,

And never let a man so barmy

Take his place in their great army

(Clearly one who’d gone insane

Would be no help to their campaign).

Odysseus being satisfied

His cunning ruse was worth being tried,

He thought it would be best if he

Discussed it with Penelope,

Who, knowing she’d be broken-hearted

If her lord and she were parted,

Straightaway declared she’d gladly

Help him when he acted madly,

And thus help his plan succeed.

They’d scarcely on their scheme agreed,

When, all too soon, an envoy came

(Prince Palamedes was his name)

To let Odysseus know that he

Must sail to war immediately

(Such orders he’d been sent before,

But these he’d chosen to ignore).

The king being not around to greet him,

Penelope had gone to meet him,

Carrying her infant son

Telemachus, who, not yet one,

Was sleeping off his breakfast, wrapped

Within a blanket as he napped.

Because the queen had seemed distraught
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On meeting with him at the port,

Prince Palamedes soon expressed

Concern that she was looking stressed –

That her demeanour seemed so strained.

At this the queen had then explained:

‘It saddens me to have to tell

You that my husband is unwell.

His mind has undergone a change,

And his behaviour is now strange:

You’d never even know he knew me –

All he does is look straight through me;

Neither does he seem to know

Telemachus, my son here, so

I fear the change within his brain

Has meant that he has gone…insane.’

At this the mainland noble raised

His eyebrows as though quite amazed

To hear Odysseus might be mad.

This news, if true, was very bad...

Yet, having thought the king might use

Precisely such an artful ruse

To dodge the war, the Greek suspected

That a trick had been effected:

Odysseus, he knew, was sly –

So who knew what the king might try

In order that he might evade

The call to arms that had been made?

He therefore said: ‘I must concede

That this is shocking news indeed.

Yet, though I feel for your distress,

I have strict orders to address

Odysseus in person, so

I ought to do this, even though
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He’s in his current sad condition;

Thus I must complete my mission

As Lord Agamemnon meant me

To complete it when he sent me.’

Expecting this, Penelope

Replied by saying, ‘Follow me’,

Then led the Greek along the shore

Till he, to his bemusement, saw

Odysseus doing what by far

Was definitely the most bizarre

Activity he’d ever seen.

‘I see,’ the Greek said, ‘what you mean.

I realise, having seen this shocker,

That your husband’s off his rocker…’

Palamedes voiced this comment for,

Straight up and down the sandy shore,

Odysseus steered a farmer’s plough

Behind a donkey and a cow

(The bulging udders of the latter

Hardly could have been much fatter),

Rather than two oxen, which

A man who wasn’t mad would hitch

In harness to the pulling shaft.

Odysseus seemed clearly daft

To use to help him pull the plough

The beasts that he was using now,

But there was something else to add

To the evidence that he was mad,

Because the king, instead of throwing

Seeds upon the ground, was sowing

Salt, which every farmer knows

Pollutes the soil so nothing grows.

‘My husband’s state of lunacy
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Seems chronic,’ sighed Penelope.

‘When all this started, I was sure

That I would quickly find a cure;

But this I have not done, and so

It’s obvious he cannot go

To Troy with you to do his bit –

His mind just isn’t up to it.’

With another sigh, Penelope

Hoped Palamedes would agree,

But then, in total shock, she gasped;

For, with a sudden move, he grasped

Her baby from her arms, and raced

Away from her, then quickly placed

Him on the ground, so that he lay

Directly in the plodding way

Of both the beasts Odysseus steered.

Yet though the screaming mother feared

Telemachus would soon be harmed,

She had no need to be alarmed:

For straightaway her husband steered

The cow and donkey so they veered

Quite harmlessly around his son.

And yet, although no harm was done

That hurt the tiny, shrieking boy,

Prince Palamedes’ risky ploy

To test Odysseus had succeeded –

Now he’d got the proof he needed

That the king had not gone mad.

‘My lord!’ he cried, ‘I am so glad –

So tremendously relieved –

That, though your loving wife believed

Some madness had come over you,

Her understanding wasn’t true!
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…then quickly placed

Him on the ground…
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She said you did not recognise

Your son, yet, to my great surprise,

You didn’t let yourself allow

These mismatched beasts to pull the plough

On top of him and therefore hurt him,

Steering them so they would skirt him!’

Odysseus knew now he was licked –

The famous trickster had been tricked.

‘It seems,’ he said, ‘my head has cleared;

My goodness, I was feeling weird!’

And then in Palamedes’ ear

He hissed a warning, sharp and clear:

‘Lay hands upon my son again

And I’ll ensure that you are slain.

Now leave my island straightaway,

And tell your lords and masters they

Have got what they were hoping for:

I’ll help them fight their Trojan war.’

And with these words, Odysseus spun

Straight round and went to see his son

Who, cuddled by Penelope,

Was crying uncontrollably.

She handed him the little mite,

And then he held both loved ones tight,

His wife and him both heavy-hearted

At the thought they’d soon be parted.

*

Ithaca’s harbour’s shore was lined

With those who would remain behind –

The womenfolk, the old and young –

As prayers were said, and hymns were sung
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To various immortals, whose

Protection of the dozen crews

Now heading seawards under oars

To fight on distant, hostile shores

Would help each member to survive

The war and thus return alive.

For a god to whom one prayed to heed

One’s prayers could not be guaranteed,

As every Greek was well aware;

And yet each person standing there

Along the shore prayed fervently –

Including Queen Penelope.

The night before, her lord had tried

To soothe away the fears inside

The thoughts that teemed within her brain,

As, close entwined, they both had lain

Together in their marriage bed.

Their secret sanctuary, its stead

Odysseus had partially

Created from an olive tree:

He’d fashioned it by making three

Fine bedposts first, and then the tree –

To bring their number up to four –

He’d utilised as one post more.

The secret of this bed was known

To only them, and them alone,

And whilst Odysseus held her tight

Within that special place that night,

Penelope had heard him say

That soon enough would come the day

When they could both resume the life

They loved so much as man and wife.

Odysseus, at his warship’s stern,
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Prayed also for his safe return

Whilst gazing back towards his four

Relations grouped upon the shore

To watch the leaving of his ship:

Penelope with, upon her hip,

Telemachus, and standing near,

His weeping mother, Anticlea;

And Laertes, his dear father,

Who, years back, had felt he’d rather

Not be king, which meant, ahead

Of time, his son had ruled instead.

To Odysseus’ favourite goddess – wise

Athena of the sea-grey eyes –

He prayed once more for a quick campaign

So he could soon come home again.

The goddess heard Odysseus pray,

And noted all he had to say.

In her belief – as a goddess who

Was gifted with a high IQ –

Of all the mortals in existence,

He deserved the most assistance

From the gods, especially

From one so wise and shrewd as she,

Who, since his childhood, had divined

And loved his quick and cunning mind.

Yet well she knew, despite her great

Desire to help him, that his fate

In different distant seas and lands

Could not be altered by her hands –

No matter how extremely direly

Things transpired for him – entirely:

How he’d survive his destiny’s grim

Dilemmas was mainly down to him.
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An Epic Sulk

A thousand black-hulled warships bore

The Greeks’ great army off to war:

The Trojan War that, now begun,

Most reckoned would be swiftly won –

An end result foreseen, not least,

As certain vessels sailing east

Contained great heroes whose prowess

In warfare would ensure success

In any combat with their foes.

Undoubtedly the best of those

Supremely skilful supermen

Was Prince Achilles, for whom – when

A tiny baby – there had been

An early, violent death foreseen.

His mother, Thetis, tried to fix

This problem with the River Styx,

The Underworld’s grim border which,

As cold as ice and black as pitch,

Possessed enchantments that could save

Achilles from an early grave.

A sea nymph, she had gone to kneel

Upon its bank, and with his heel

Held firmly, had commenced to dunk him.

Right from head to toe she’d sunk him

In the magic water – letting

All of him receive a wetting –
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Thereby getting it to charm

His body against all future harm…

Except his heel which, covered by

His mother’s gripping hand, stayed dry –

A blip that, having missed her eye,

The sea nymph didn’t rectify.

This weakness, though, no mortal knew,

And when the half-immortal grew

To full-blown manhood, he became

A hero of enormous fame,

And all believed this principal

Greek warrior invincible.

The Trojans soon would come to know

The worth of their most deadly foe

When, vainly hoping to defeat

The troops of the invasion fleet

In battle on the Trojan shore,

It wasn’t very long before

They’d seen Achilles and his horde

Of “Myrmidons” jump overboard

Without the slightest hesitation,

Then a scene of decimation

Starting to at once occur.

For Achilles, in a deadly blur

Of quick-as-lightning movements, speared

The men who barred his way, and cleared

A path of death, through which the horde

Of warriors behind him poured,

Exploiting, as they left the beach,

Their leader’s spear-cut, corpse-strewn breach –

A gap the Trojans might have tried

To deal with, if not terrified

Completely by the sight they’d seen
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For Achilles, in a deadly blur

Of quick-as-lightning movements, speared

The men who barred his way…
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Of Greece’s brutal death-machine

Racking up kill after kill after kill.

And thus it wasn’t long until

What started off as shock and fright

Had worsened into headlong flight,

As every Trojan left his post

To flee the slaughter at the coast

That one young Greek had brought about.

As flight soon turned to bloody rout,

Troy’s bravest man, Prince Hector, tried

To stem the flooding Trojan tide,

But soon too fled the hopeless fray

To live to fight another day.

To the safety of their massive walls

The Trojans ran, the Greeks’ loud calls

Of boastful triumph and disdain

Pursuing them across the plain –

The land with scarcely hill or tree

Between the city and the sea.

Their beachhead won, the mighty host

Of Greeks encamped along the coast.

And then next day, against the portion

Of his lords advising caution

(Odysseus was one of these),

Lord Agamemnon tried to seize

The city in a difficult

And ultimately doomed assault.

For – as Odysseus had predicted –

Casualties were fast inflicted

By the Trojans, who had manned

In full their towering ramparts and,

As archers, shot the Greeks with bows
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And arrows or, with downward throws,

Unleashed on them a rain of rocks

(Of which they had abundant stocks).

With all the ladders that they’d brought

Being also, as they found, too short;

And all who tried to get some slams

Upon the gates with battering rams –

With straining arms and desperate grunts –

Being shot by deadly shafts at once,

The Greeks’ attack thus wholly failed:

The gates stayed strong and the walls weren’t scaled.

So Agamemnon called a halt

Eventually to the assault,

And back the Greeks then bore the maimed,

And those whose lives their foes had claimed,

Away across the plain, the cheers

Of Trojans ringing in their ears.

And so commenced a nine year state

Of siege at Troy – a stalemate

Where neither side could hope to score

Enough success to win the war:

The Trojans knew to go outside

The city would be suicide,

For any force which dared to try

To do so would be challenged by

Achilles, and then fast by Greece’s

Foremost fighter cut to pieces.

The Greeks’ hands also, though, were tied,

For they could no more get inside

The walls than on that first occasion,

Shortly after their invasion,

When, to their substantial shame,

They’d been frustrated in their aim.
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With both sides thus unbeatable

Because they weren’t defeatable,

The war progressed, the Greek invaders

Turning into coastal raiders,

While the Trojans stayed supplied

With necessaries from outside,

Conveyed at night past thinly manned

Greek outposts in the hinterland.

Thus year by year the deadlocked war

Continued as an even draw,

Until at last the state of play

Began to go the Trojans’ way.

*

It started with a pretty maid

Some Greeks had captured in a raid

Upon a township up the coast,

Whom Agamemnon, as the most

Important Greek (who thus could choose

The best of the plunder as his dues),

Attracted by her youth and beauty,

Collared as his piece of booty.

Named Chryseis, this enslaved

Young woman hoped that she’d be saved

From the awful life ahead of her,

And soon it seemed this might occur:

For her aged father came to plead

With the king for his daughter to be freed,

Suggesting Agamemnon trade

Some treasure for the captive maid.

This deal the king, though, fast refused,

The old man being much abused
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In a threateningly rude tirade:

The king would not release the maid,

And though her father was a priest

Of Lord Apollo, not the least

Concern disturbed him in relation

To that high and holy station.

This, however, was to prove

To be a very foolish move:

For all too soon the old priest prayed

That Agamemnon be repaid

With vengeance for the way he’d acted,

And Apollo fast reacted,

Sending down a plague which spread

Like fire and soon left hundreds dead.

Requiring thus a strategy

To deal with this catastrophe,

The lords of Greece, behind closed doors,

Discussed the fatal fever’s cause,

And heard their prophet Calchas’ claim

That Agamemnon was to blame.

The prophet then went on to say

The king should free the girl, and pay

Apollo handsome compensation

For the rude humiliation

Of his representative,

Before proceeding then to give

The guilty monarch full advice

About the needed sacrifice,

In which, he said, to make amends,

A hundred bulls should meet their ends.

This blow to Agamemnon’s pride

Had angered him, and he’d replied

He’d free the girl, with all due haste,
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As soon as she had been replaced;

And since Achilles, as he knew,

Possessed a female trophy too –

Another captive, called Briseis,

Just as pretty as Chryseis –

He, as the leading Greek, would make her

Leave the prince, so he could take her.

Achilles, who was present at

The meeting, was enraged by that:

The king, he thought (and he was right)

Had acted solely out of spite –

From out of that resentful hate

The older man had felt, of late,

Towards the younger, brighter star

Whose fame outshone his own by far.

Odysseus observed, dismayed,

Agamemnon and Achilles trade

Both threats and insults, loud and rude,

And then beheld their rants conclude

With Achilles storming off, allowing

What the king desired, but vowing

Fiercely that he’d nevermore

Do battle in the Trojan War –

That even if their foes should start

To win it, he would not take part.

*

The Trojans were delighted by

The news reported by a spy

Who came in from the cold that night:

Achilles wasn’t going to fight

For Greece’s army anymore,
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And with him out, now, of the war,

The greatest danger that they’d feared

Above all else had disappeared!

They therefore sprang to battle stations,

Making hasty preparations

For a great attack that would

Defeat – they hoped – their foes for good.

As for the Greeks, the gods ensured –

Not least as they were either bored

Or driven to states of great frustration

By the deadlocked situation –

That they too would want to fight

A battle with their foes, despite

The absence of their all-supreme,

Most skilful player from the team.

And so both sides, as Dawn arose,

Prepared at last to come to blows,

With each believing that they’d gain

Complete success on the Trojan plain –

To win in battle gloriously,

And end the war victoriously.

And as each separate Greek formation

Moved to its allotted station

Opposite the Trojan horde,

Odysseus, who’d climbed aboard

His chariot, bade the charioteer

Who stood beside him steer it clear

Of all his warriors, so that he’d

Be able, as their lord, to lead

Them straight towards the battle’s brunt –

To the jaws of death – from out in front.
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Blood, Sweat and Spears

The noise was unbelievable,

The chaos scarce conceivable

As men within the thick of battle

Killed like butchers, died like cattle,

Yelled in rage or screamed in pain

Across the teeming Trojan plain.

As if a horde of smiths toiled there

At one great forge, the dust-choked air

From one end to the other rang

With every kind of bash and bang

As sounds of sharpened metal whanging

Metal made a constant clanging;

Swords struck shields with whacks and whams,

And thuds and thumps and bams and blams;

Spear-shafts splintered, snapped and shattered;

Arrows into war gear clattered;

Charging chariots creaked and rattled

As their lordly riders battled;

Cornered men for back-up bawled;

Commands were bellowed, comrades called;

Abusive words, directed at

Opposing men, were spewed and spat;

Cries for mercy were ignored

And silenced fast with spear or sword;

Horses whinnied, screamed or neighed

When struck by arrow, spear or blade;
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Youngsters, lying disembowelled,

In agony for mothers howled;

Married warriors, having been downed,

By fatal wounds, upon the ground

On which they soon would lose their lives,

Gasped names of children and of wives;

Harnesses of horses jingled…

All these sounds and others mingled

Into one appalling din

As each side did its best to win

Against the other, through recourse

To savage, bloody, brutal force.

Warriors darted, ducked and dashed;

Sword blades spliced and sliced and slashed;

Spearheads skewered, thrust and stabbed,

Impaled in depth or quickly jabbed;

Skulls by speeding spears were split;

Lungs were punctured, stomachs slit;

Men felt bronze within their guts;

Arms and legs were gashed with cuts;

Heads from necks were hacked and chopped;

Wrists were severed; arms were lopped;

Spearheads straight through faces punched;

Bones were shattered, cracked and crunched;

Lifeblood spilled and spewed and spattered,

Sprayed and spurted, splashed and splattered;

Blood-slick sandals slid and slipped;

Feet on mangled corpses tripped:

Weaponless warriors wrestled entangled

In the dust till one died strangled;

Arcing clouds of arrows hummed

And into human targets drummed,

Penetrating brains through eyes,
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Or piercing throats and arms and thighs;

Horsewhips lashed as drivers steered

Their teams of steeds that wove and veered

Along on crazy corpse-strewn courses;

Harnessed still to chariots, horses –

With their drivers lying speared

Behind them – twisted, bucked and reared;

Men lay mangled, maimed and mauled;

Wounded warriors rearwards crawled...

Thus with clamorous violence fraught

With chaos was the battle fought.

For guts and sheer belligerence,

Odysseus’s regiments

Surpassed or equalled all of those

Deployed by either friends or foes,

And feats of daring were displayed

By every man in his brigade.

Yet those they fought were tough as well,

And many brave companions fell.

The sight of one such falling figure

Straightaway commenced to trigger

Something in Odysseus which

Increased his rage to a frenzied pitch:

The man – a friend – had dropped beside him

With a spearhead deep inside him.

Blood came pouring from the slit

Within his groin where he’d been hit,

At which a loud, triumphant jeer

Had burst from him who’d thrown the spear.

At this, Odysseus, seeing red,

Had hurled his spear at the Trojan’s head,

The weapon flying straight and hitting it
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Hard upon the forehead, splitting it.

Instantly the man was brained

By all the bronze his head contained,

And scarcely had he thus been felled

Than loudly had Odysseus yelled

In fury, charged ahead and laid

About him with his sharp bronze blade,

Fast wrong-footing men who reeled

Misbalanced from his shoving shield:

Men whose lifeblood burst and sprayed

From holes and gashes that he made

Within their flesh as he attacked them –

As he stabbed and chopped and hacked them.

And all the while he battled, there

Continued mayhem everywhere

Around him as the forces fought

To seize the triumph that each sought –

The victory that neither gained.

And when at last the grim day waned,

And dusk began to turn to night,

Both Greeks and Trojans ceased to fight,

The lack of visibility

Affecting their ability

To try to end the lives of those

With whom they might have come to blows.

The day’s result was thus a draw;

But soon they would be back for more.

When next the mighty armies met

In battle, Troy’s Prince Hector set

A brilliant example to

The Trojans near him as he slew

The Greeks in droves untiringly,
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Attacking them inspiringly.

His Trojan comrades’ confidence

Increasing as a consequence,

Courageously they followed him

Before the fighting swallowed him,

Widening the gap he’d cleaved

Until they had, by dusk, achieved

Advantage as their overawed

Greek enemies in panic poured

Across the deep-dug ditch they’d made

And got behind their palisade –

The wall of timber they’d designed

With just such dangerous times in mind.

Convinced the Greeks felt such dismay

That they would shortly sail away,

Prince Hector bade his men encamp

Outside so they could set their stamp

Upon what he perceived would be

A total Trojan victory…

That evening, with the plain alight

With Trojan campfires burning bright,

Lord Agamemnon said that he

Would set Achilles’ slave-girl free –

A contrite offer he’d increase

With treasures – if the prince would cease

His sulky mood, and help regain

The fortunes of the Greek campaign

By starting up a sudden strife

And terminating Hector’s life.

Odysseus, as someone who

Spoke cleverly, was chosen to

Convey this message to the prince.
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Yet even he could not convince

Achilles, for his hardened heart

Could not be moved by verbal art,

Nor softened up by being bribed

With any of the gifts described.

The offer thus he turned down flat:

He’d stay on strike and that was that;

Without his help the Greeks must fight –

He’d not assist them in their plight.

Next day at dawn, although they lacked

Achilles’ help, the Greeks attacked.

Immortal Zeus instilling them

With confidence, and filling them

Completely with the urge to try

And slaughterously rectify

Their problematic situation,

They, with grim determination,

Hit the Trojans hard, and racked

Up countless kills as they attacked,

Reaping men like stalks of wheat.

Yet though they’d hoped that they might beat

The Trojans back across the plain,

Their foemen managed to maintain

Enough resistant force to stop

The Greek advance, and reap a crop

Of lives themselves in doing so.

And then the fray began to go

In favour of the Trojans, when

The Greeks lost several leading men:

First Agamemnon came to harm

When a Trojan sword blade slashed his arm,

From which a gush of blood came bleeding,
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Meaning he – who’d just been leading

At that time a strong attack –

Requiring treatment, then fell back,

The Greeks who’d fought beside him slowing

Their momentum at his going.

The leaving of the Mycenaean

From the field proved not to be an

Isolated situation:

After his evacuation

Other wounded lords required

Immediate treatment and retired,

Their absences dismaying those

Whom they had led against their foes.

Then suddenly Odysseus found

That there were Trojans all around –

That many were surrounding him

And with their weapons hounding him:

Lunging at him, stabbing at him,

Darting up and jabbing at him.

With his sword Odysseus tried

To turn the thrusting spears aside,

As desperately he dodged and spun

To keep from getting struck by one.

Then someone threw a spear instead

Of thrusting with it, and it sped

So swiftly that he couldn’t knock it

From its course or dodge or block it,

Cheers erupting from its thrower

As the spearhead pierced his lower

Abdomen. Odysseus gasped

In agony and shock, then clasped

The spear, to which he gave a yank

That pulled it fully from his flank.
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The advantage of the rhyming iambic tetrameter structure
meant that I could hold the words in my head while I was
doing other things. So, for example, I composed this book
whilst cycling to work and back in Singapore, whilst
building sand castles on the Scottish island of Jura, and
whilst blundering sweatily through the jungles of northeast
Borneo.

It was in Borneo, where I lived for seven years, that I was
lucky enough to meet Stephanie Lu, who has done such a
wonderful job with The Epic Odyssey’s illustrations.
Appropriately enough, as well as being an extremely
accomplished artist, Steph is also a fully trained ship’s
officer, and she spends a large amount of time on odysseys
of her own, sailing here and there across the South China
Sea. It has been such fun collaborating with Steph over the
past few years, and I am enormously grateful to her for all
the hard work she has spent on the creation of the pictures,

which have hugely enhanced the quality of the book.

Now, though — whatever your age - it’s time for you to
join Odysseus on the epic-est odyssey of them all: the one
he gave his name to.

I won’t say “Bon Voyage!” because, as maybe you know
already, there’s more of the crappy than the happy in the
fate of poor old Odysseus. What I will say is, Look lively,
shipmate! The Epic Odyssey is about to set sail - and you're
needed on board...

EdH
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What’s in a Name?

No doubt you already know (I hope) how to pronounce
modern names like “Taylor” or “Bob”, but what about all
of the Greek names you’re going to come across in The

Epic Odyssey?

Well, the good news is that they’re not written in actual
Ancient Greek - a fascinating language which, although
you’d recognise some of the letters, still has quite a
challenging alphabet. But the bad news is that the way you
pronounce the Greek names when they’re written in the
alphabet ’'m using right now (which is known as the Latin
alphabet, which the Romans invented) can be quite
confusing.

Panic not, though! If some of the names in this book are
currently “all Greek to you” (a phrase that basically means
“What the heck is all zhis gobbledegook?”), the
pronunciation “Stress Management Guide” below should
set you straight...

Key:

a = like the “a” in “cat”

e = like the “e” in “pet”

i = like the “i” in “pin”

ie = like the “ie” in “pie”
oe = like the “oe” in “toe”
ow = like the “ow” in “cow”

uh = like the “u” as “mug”

uss = like the “uss” in Puss-in-Boots

If a part of a word is written in CAPITAL LETTERS,
then that is the part of the word that you should emphasise
more than the other parts.

xi
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Young Perseus, for example, got
Assisted by the gods a lot

When wanting to behead Medusa.
Thanks to them, he got to use a

Range of helpful, magic things:

A pair of sandals — each with wings —
Kind Hermes (who was often sent

By Zeus on different errands) lent

The youth so he could fly to where
The snake-haired Gorgon had her lair;
The Underworld’s Lord Hades lent

A special cap to him, which meant
Medusa wouldn’t chance to spy him
Coming, and then petrify him

With her deadly, stony stare;

And, on his arm, he got to wear

An item wise Athena knew

Would help him keep success in view:
A shield whose shiny inner side
Became the mirror that he eyed

The gorgon with, whilst softly treading
To the place of her beheading

(Safely, thus, not catching her

Cold death-stare when dispatching her).
Jason and his Argonauts

Received support of different sorts

As well, when sailing east from Greece
Whilst questing for the Golden Fleece,
Not least from Hera, queen of the gods,
Who helped them beat the awful odds
Against their dangerous, highly stressful
Mission ending up successful;

And Heracles (or Hercules,
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Prologue

Though not as all-knowing as mighty Zeus —
The god who, feared for his angry use

Of bolts of lightning, was their king -

The gods of Greece knew everything
About the heroes of the Greeks.

They watched them keenly from the peaks
Of Mount Olympus, where they dwelt;
And often a hero, who they felt

Was facing dangerous odds so high

It seemed quite likely he would die
Without their more involved attention,
Got some helpful intervention.

This assistance, once received,

Would see the hero’s task achieved
Without him getting fatally beaten,

Torn to picces, roasted, eaten,

Turned to a statue, flattened, mangled,

Gored by a bull-headed muscle-man, strangled,
Crushed between cliffs, harpooned, beheaded,
Clamped between huge fangs and shredded,
Stretched till his arms and legs were torn off,
Shortened by having his ends sawn off,

Hurled from a clifftop, drowned, impaled,
Gassed by toxic breath he inhaled,

Or meeting another such horrible end

In line with this grim mythological trend.
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Like when Actacon — whilst on

A hunt with his bloodhounds - came upon
Her naked in a woodland pool,

And broke her “Females Only” rule,

For which his punishment was severe:
Becoming transformed at once to a deer,
And then his hounds all treating him

To the thrill of the chased...then eating him.
In short, the gods made matters hard

For those they held in low regard,

Yet aided those whom they might deem
Deserving of their high esteem.

Such things the gods did frequently,

But never with more frequency

Than when they closely oversaw

The progress of the Trojan War.

The cause of this great conflict was —

Asall on both sides knew — because

Of Zeus’s daughter, who had been

King Menelaus of Sparta’s queen.

Named Helen, she was super-hot —

A drop-dead gorgeous honeypot

Whose sweetness Greece’s lords had raced,
Like swarming bees, to try to taste,

By means of making her their bride.

Yet all proposals were denied
Except the lucky Spartan’s, whom

The princess chose to be her groom.

The pair had not been married long
Before, however, things went wrong:
With Aphrodite’s blessing, there

Had come a youth from far elsewhere -

A handsome prince from Troy called Paris.
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As, in this modern era, he’s

Most often called), although renowned
For his heroics, sometimes found
Himself - whilst working boldly through
The dozen tasks he had to do -
Receiving backup from Athena.

Most immortals, though, had meaner
Sides as well — unpleasant streaks

That caused much suffering for the Greeks.
Apollo, the sun god, wasn’t averse

To dooming people with a curse,

Or making plague-death numbers spiral
Out of control, by shooting viral
Arrows at communities

Where everyone’s immunities

Weren’t helped by any vaccinations
(Nor did effective medications

Help high death counts be prevented,
As, back then, they weren’t invented).
The sea god Poscidon sometimes used
Great storms to sink the ships that cruised
Too far from safer, inshore waters;

Ares the war god’s lust for slaughter’s
Bloodbaths, filled with death and pain,
Meant many men by him were slain;
The goddess of love, Aphrodite, could
Get mean with those she decided should
Have shown to her some more respect,
Ensuring marriages got wrecked

By making a partner stray elsewhere

To a soon-discovered love affair;

And Artemis, the huntress, ended

Lives on occasion, when offended,
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Along the shores of Aulis, meet

And gather into one great fleet.

The oath-bound leaders all obeyed

The summons Agamemnon bade

Them heed with all due haste, with none
Neglecting what he wanted done...

Well, almost none, for a certain lord,
Although he’'d sworn the oath, ignored
The call to arms, for he foresaw,

With exceptional wisdom, how the war
Was doomed to be, once fully begun,

A dismally long and costly one,

Made worse by its theatre’s Trojan staging
Meaning that its bloody waging

Would occur in far-flung parts.

And with this situation starts

This epic story, told in rhyme,

Of the greatest hero of all time...
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Hosted at the Spartan palace,

At first sight the Trojan fell in

Deeply passionate love with Helen,
Who (with Aphrodite’s touch

Upon her) loved him just as much,
And soon enough, in secret, they

For distant Troy had sailed away.

As soon as Menelaus heard

That this elopement had occurred,

He flew into a violent rage,

And vowed at once that he would wage
An all-out war - a vengeful strife -

To take back his unfaithful wife.

Yet such a war could not be made
Without his older brother’s aid:

For only could Mycenae’s king —

The mighty Agamemnon - bring
Together all the Greeks they’d need

To make the war with Troy succeed.
Lord Agamemnon, proud and vain,
Was keen to lead the great campaign,
And started off by first reminding
Greece’s kings they’d sworn a binding
Oath when Helen wed - a pact

That meant that they would have to act
To bring her back if someone tried

To take her from her husband’s side.
Because this now had just occurred,
The kings had thus to keep their word,
And all of them were told, therefore,
To get themselves prepared for war —
To muster all their fighting men,
Supply their ships with stores, and then,
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With a skilled performance he’d pretend
He'd gone completely round the bend -
He’d play the fool, and act so dotty
Everyone would think him potty.
Greece’s lords would think it sad

That such a hero had gone mad,

And never let a man so barmy

Take his place in their great army
(Clearly one who'd gone insane

Would be no help to their campaign).
Odysseus being satisfied

His cunning ruse was worth being tried,
He thought it would be best if he
Discussed it with Penelope,

Who, knowing she’d be broken-hearted
If her lord and she were parted,
Straightaway declared she’'d gladly

Help him when he acted madly,

And thus help his plan succeed.

They'd scarcely on their scheme agreed,
When, all too soon, an envoy came
(Prince Palamedes was his name)

To let Odysseus know that he

Must sail to war immediately

(Such orders he’d been sent before,

But these he’d chosen to ignore).

The king being not around to greet him,
Penelope had gone to meet him,
Carrying her infant son

Telemachus, who, not yet one,

Was sleeping off his breakfast, wrapped
Within a blanket as he napped.

Because the queen had seemed distraught
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An Artful Dodge

The hero of this tale was named
Odysseus, and he was famed

For being gifted with a mind

Of such a quick and cunning kind
That, every time that he would play

A crafty trick on people, they

Would find themselves completely fooled.
As Lord of Tthaca, he ruled

His island kingdom honorably,
Together with Penelope,

The queen he loved with all his heart.
He could not bear for them to part,
Nor also leave their baby boy

To go and fight at far-off Troy

For such a very long duration.

So, to stop this situation,

Long and hard he searched his mind
For a reason he could stay behind -
For a wily way that he could break

The oath that he’d been made to make;
For a crafty and a foolproof scheme:

A lie whose seeming truth would seem
So total - so beyond all doubt -

That none would ever find it out.

And thus it was that Odysseus had

A brainwave — he would fake being mad:

8
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He’s in his current sad condition;
Thus I must complete my mission

As Lord Agamemnon meant me

To complete it when he sent me.’
Expecting this, Penelope

Replied by saying, ‘Follow me’,

Then led the Greek along the shore
Till he, to his bemusement, saw
Odysseus doing what by far

Was definitely the most bizarre
Activity he'd ever seen.

Tsee,” the Greek said, ‘what you mean.
I realise, having seen this shocker,
That your husband’s off his rocker...’
Palamedes voiced this comment for,
Straight up and down the sandy shore,
Odysseus steered a farmer’s plough
Behind a donkey and a cow

(The bulging udders of the latter
Hardly could have been much fatter),
Rather than two oxen, which

A man who wasn’t mad would hitch
In harness to the pulling shaft.
Odysseus scemed clearly daft

To use to help him pull the plough
The beasts that he was using now,
But there was something else to add
To the evidence that he was mad,
Because the king, instead of throwing
Seeds upon the ground, was sowing
Salt, which every farmer knows
Pollutes the soil so nothing grows.
‘My husband’s state of lunacy

11
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On meeting with him at the port,
Prince Palamedes soon expressed
Concern that she was looking stressed —
That her demeanour seemed so strained.
At this the queen had then explained:
‘It saddens me to have to tell

You that my husband is unwell.

His mind has undergone a change,
And his behaviour is now strange:
You’d never even know he knew me —
All he does is look straight through me;
Neither does he seem to know
Telemachus, my son here, so

I fear the change within his brain

Has meant that he has gone...insane.”
At this the mainland noble raised

His eyebrows as though quite amazed
To hear Odysseus might be mad.

This news, if true, was very bad...

Yet, having thought the king might use
Precisely such an artful ruse

To dodge the war, the Greek suspected
That a trick had been effected:
Odysseus, he knew, was sly —

So who knew what the king might try
In order that he might evade

The call to arms that had been made?
He therefore said: ‘T must concede
That this is shocking news indeed.

Yet, though I feel for your distress,

T have strict orders to address
Odysseus in person, so

I ought to do this, even though

10
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If you're still young enough to be a “mutton buster’, you'll
need to wait till you're older before you can read this book.
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Preface

Are you wondering whether you’re the right age to read or
listen to this book?

Well, unless you’re still young enough to qualify for a
“mutton busting” competition at a junior rodeo (“mutton
busting” is an actual sport, where you ride on the back of a
galloping sheep and see how long you can hold on before
falling off), then the answer is definitely “Yes.”

You could be 10 years old, with the voyage of your life only
just beginning.

You could be a teenager, and have already known the
mood-swings of life’s weather — from its doldrums to its
sudden storms.

You could recently have entered adulthood and, having
learned most of the required ropes, be starting to sail into
uncharted waters.

You could be middle aged, and some years back have
produced some human cargo (or maybe lost some other
cargo overboard — or unloaded it).

You could, for a hundred years, have navigated seas both
rough and smooth, ridden nightmare storms, survived the
direst of straits, found yourself marooned, seen members
of your crew meet fatal fates, been lost and been found,
and now have reached some calm, secluded bay...
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Seems chronic,’ sighed Penelope.
“When all this started, I was sure
That I would quickly find a cure;
But this I have not done, and so

It’s obvious he cannot go

To Troy with you to do his bit -

His mind just isn’t up to it.’

With another sigh, Penelope

Hoped Palamedes would agree,

But then, in total shock, she gasped;
For, with a sudden move, he grasped
Her baby from her arms, and raced
Away from her, then quickly placed
Him on the ground, so that he lay
Directly in the plodding way

Of both the beasts Odysseus steered.
Yet though the screaming mother feared
Telemachus would soon be harmed,
She had no need to be alarmed:

For straightaway her husband steered
The cow and donkey so they veered
Quite harmlessly around his son.
And yet, although no harm was done
That hurt the tiny, shrieking boy,
Prince Palamedes’ risky ploy

To test Odysseus had succeeded -
ow he’d got the proof he needed
hat the king had 70f gone mad.
‘My lord!” he cried, ‘Tam so glad —
So tremendously relieved -

That, though your loving wife believed
Some madness had come over you,
Her understanding wasn’t true!

= Z
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But as far as reading this book goes, it doesn’t matter which
part of your life’s voyage you’re currently experiencing;
Pve written it for you.

Which doesn’t mean, of course, that I made the story of
The Odyssey up myself — it’s been around for thousands
of years, thanks to the mysterious Ancient Greek genius
known as Homer. When I say “/’ve written it”, I mean I’ve
written it in my own way.

“My own way” includes composing the story in a style that
is very different to the one used by Homer, whose longer
lines contain a distinctly rhythmic structure called “dactylic
hexameter”.

The rhythm (or “meter”) that I have used is called “iambic
tetrameter”, and I’ve also made each consecutive pair of lines
rhyme with each other (if you’ve ever read things like Roald
Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes or Tam OShanter by Robert
Burns then you’ll already be familiar with this structure).

The text doesn’t stick to this meter with superglue (to keep
the “beat” from line to line I've sometimes played around
with some things called “iambs”, “trochees” and
“spondees”, and I've also made the meter a bit longer here
and there), but what I haven’t budged on is the way that
P’ve approached the rhyming aspect.

This is because ever since I wrote my first thyming poem
(Hello, Mr Poo) at the age of five, something in my brain
has only ever wanted to use what are known as “full rhymes”
— word pairings whose rhyming parts sound identical when
you hear them, like poo and you, and do and loo. If you’ve
ever read — or had read to you - a picture book like
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The Gruffalo by Julia Donaldson (or the aforementioned
Revolting Rbhymes), you’ll have seen what the consistent use
of full rhymes looks like, and these are what you’re going to
find in this book, too.

Obviously there aren’t many other similarities between
The Epic Odyssey and The Gruffalo (although there are
definitely some, including a journey, flesh-eating creatures
and the use of trickery). And that’s fine, of course, because
it would be pretty weird if a four year old enjoyed being
tucked up in bed and listening to a story containing,
among other age inappropriate things, multiple violent
deaths. Just like it would be equally peculiar if your mum
or dad read The Gruffalo to themselves before turning off
the bedside light (not that you should judge them if they
did; it’s a great book!).

The origins of this iambic tetrameter, rthyming version of
Homer’s Odyssey go back to the earliest days of my teaching
career, when I wrote a much shorter one for a whole school
production of The Odyssey for John Hampden Primary
School in Thame, Oxfordshire. Wearing a big white beard
and reading from the text that I'd attached to a clipboard,
I played the role of Homer, and as I narrated the tale,
children from the infants upwards played all the other
parts, from Odysseus’ crew to bleating sheep and oinking
pigs. One of the most memorable aspects was a huge
cyclops head, which some of the children kept towering in
the air on the ends of long poles.

Ever since the time of that production — many years ago
now — I planned to write this book, and it seems rather
fitting that I wrote it whilst experiencing an odyssey (I like
to call it an “edyssey”, because of my first name) of my own.

ix
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She said you did not recognise

Your son, yet, to my great surprise,

You didn’t let yourself allow

These mismatched beasts to pull the plough
On top of him and therefore hurt him,
Steering them so they would skirt him!”
Odysseus knew now he was licked —
The famous trickster had been tricked.
‘It seems,” he said, ‘my head has cleared;
My goodness, I was feeling weird!’

And then in Palamedes’ ear

He hissed a warning, sharp and clear:
‘Lay hands upon my son again

And I’ll ensure that you are slain.

Now leave my island straightaway,

And tell your lords and masters they
Have got what they were hoping for:
Pll help them fight their Trojan war.’
And with these words, Odysseus spun
Straight round and went to see his son
Who, cuddled by Penelope,

Was crying uncontrollably.

She handed him the little mite,

And then he held both loved ones tight,
His wife and him both heavy-hearted
At the thought they’d soon be parted.

*

Ithaca’s harbour’s shore was lined
With those who would remain behind —
The womenfolk, the old and young -

As prayers were said, and hymns were sung
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Prayed also for his safe return

Whilst gazing back towards his four
Relations grouped upon the shore

To watch the leaving of his ship:
Penelope with, upon her hip,
Telemachus, and standing near,

His weeping mother, Anticlea;

And Laertes, his dear father,

Who, years back, had felt he'd rather
Not be king, which meant, ahead

Of time, his son had ruled instead.

To Odysseus’ favourite goddess — wise
Athena of the sea-grey eyes —

He prayed once more for a quick campaign
So he could soon come home again.
The goddess heard Odysseus pray,
And noted all he had to say.

In her belief - as a goddess who

Was gifted with a high IQ -

Of all the mortals in existence,

He deserved the most assistance

From the gods, especially

From one so wise and shrewd as she,
Who, since his childhood, had divined
And loved his quick and cunning mind.
Yet well she knew, despite her great
Desire to help him, that his fate

In different distant seas and lands
Could not be altered by her hands -
No matter how extremely direly
Things transpired for him — entirely:
How he'd survive his destiny’s grim
Dilemmas was mainly down to him.
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To various immortals, whose
Protection of the dozen crews

Now heading scawards under oars
To fight on distant, hostile shores
Would help each member to survive
The war and thus return alive.

For a god to whom one prayed to heed
Oneé’s prayers could not be guaranteed,
As every Greek was well aware;

And yet each person standing there
Along the shore prayed fervently -
Including Queen Penelope.

The night before, her lord had tried

To soothe away the fears inside

The thoughts that teemed within her brain,
As, close entwined, they both had lain
Together in their marriage bed.

Their secret sanctuary, its stead
Odysseus had partially

Created from an olive tree:

He'd fashioned it by making three

Fine bedposts first, and then the tree —
To bring their number up to four -
He'd utilised as one post more.

The secret of this bed was known

To only them, and them alone,

And whilst Odysseus held her tight
Within that special place that night,
Penelope had heard him say

That soon enough would come the day
When they could both resume the life
They loved so much as man and wife.
Odysseus, at his warship’s stern,

15





OEBPS/images/p34.jpg
Thereby getting it to charm

His body against all future harm...

Except his heel which, covered by

His mother’s gripping hand, stayed dry —
A blip that, having missed her eye,

The sea nymph didn’t rectify.

This weakness, though, no mortal knew,
And when the half-immortal grew

To full-blown manhood, he became

A hero of enormous fame,

And all believed this principal

Greek warrior invincible.

The Trojans soon would come to know
The worth of their most deadly foe
When, vainly hoping to defeat

The troops of the invasion fleet

In battle on the Trojan shore,

wasn’t very long before

hey'd seen Achilles and his horde

f “Myrmidons” jump overboard
Without the slightest hesitation,

Then a scene of decimation

Starting to at once occur.

For Achilles, in a deadly blur

f quick-as-lightning movements, speared
he men who barred his way, and cleared
path of death, through which the horde
f warriors behind him poured,
Exploiting, as they left the beach,

Their leader’s spear-cut, corpse-strewn breach —
A gap the Trojans might have tried

To deal with, if not terrified

Completely by the sight they’d seen

[oR=0>

o HO
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An Epic Sulk

A thousand black-hulled warships bore
The Greeks’ great army off to war:

The Trojan War that, now begun,
Most reckoned would be swiftly won —
An end result foreseen, not least,

As certain vessels sailing east
Contained great heroes whose prowess
In warfare would ensure success

In any combat with their foes.
Undoubtedly the best of those
Supremely skilful supermen

Wias Prince Achilles, for whom — when
A tiny baby - there had been

An early, violent death foreseen.

His mother, Thetis, tried to fix

This problem with the River Styx,

The Underworld’s grim border which,
As cold as ice and black as pitch,
Possessed enchantments that could save
Achilles from an early grave.

A sea nymph, she had gone to kneel
Upon its bank, and with his heel

Held firmly, had commenced to dunk him.

Right from head to toe she’'d sunk him
In the magic water - letting
All of him receive a wetting —
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Of Greece’s brutal death-machine
Racking up kill after kill after kill.

And thus it wasn’t long until

What started off as shock and fright
Had worsened into headlong flight,

As every Trojan left his post

To flee the slaughter at the coast

That one young Greek had brought about.
As flight soon turned to bloody rout,
Troy’s bravest man, Prince Hector, tried
To stem the flooding Trojan tide,

But soon too fled the hopeless fray

To live to fight another day.

To the safety of their massive walls

The Trojans ran, the Greeks’ loud calls
Of boastful triumph and disdain
Pursuing them across the plain —

The land with scarcely hill or tree
Between the city and the sea.

Their beachhead won, the mighty host
Of Grecks encamped along the coast.
And then next day, against the portion
Of his lords advising caution
(Odysseus was one of these),

Lord Agamemnon tried to scize

The city in a difficult

And ultimately doomed assault.

For — as Odysscus had predicted -
Casualties were fast inflicted

By the Trojans, who had manned

In full their towering ramparts and,
As archers, shot the Greeks with bows
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For Achilles, in a deadly blur
Of quick-as-lightning movements, speared
The men who barred bis way...
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With both sides thus unbeatable
Because they weren’t defeatable,

The war progressed, the Greek invaders
Turning into coastal raiders,

While the Trojans stayed supplied
With necessaries from outside,
Conveyed at night past thinly manned
Greck outposts in the hinterland.
Thus year by year the deadlocked war
Continued as an even draw,

Until at last the state of play

Began to go the Trojans’ way.

*

It started with a pretty maid

Some Greeks had captured in a raid
Upon a township up the coast,

Whom Agamemnon, as the most
Important Greek (who thus could choose
The best of the plunder as his dues),
Attracted by her youth and beauty,
Collared as his piece of booty.

Named Chryseis, this enslaved

Young woman hoped that she'd be saved
From the awful life ahead of her,

And soon it scemed this might occur:

For her aged father came to plead

With the king for his daughter to be freed,
Suggesting Agamemnon trade

Some treasure for the captive maid.

This deal the king, though, fast refused,
The old man being much abused
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And arrows or, with downward throws,
Unleashed on them a rain of rocks

(Of which they had abundant stocks).
With all the ladders that they’d brought
Being also, as they found, too short;

And all who tried to get some slams

Upon the gates with battering rams —

With straining arms and desperate grunts —
Being shot by deadly shafts at once,

The Greeks’ attack thus wholly failed:

The gates stayed strong and the walls weren’t scaled.
So Agamemnon called a halt

Eventually to the assault,

And back the Greeks then bore the maimed,
And those whose lives their foes had claimed,
Away across the plain, the cheers

Of Trojans ringing in their ears.

And so commenced a zine year state

Of siege at Troy - a stalemate

Where neither side could hope to score
Enough success to win the war:

The Trojans knew to go outside

The city would be suicide,

For any force which dared to try

To do so would be challenged by

Achilles, and then fast by Greece’s
Foremost fightcr cut to pieces.

The Greeks’ hands also, though, were tied,
For they could no more get inside

‘The walls than on that first occasion,
Shortly after their invasion,

When, to their substantial shame,

They’d been frustrated in their aim.
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In a threateningly rude tirade:

The king would not release the maid,
And though her father was a priest

Of Lord Apollo, not the least
Concern disturbed him in relation

To that high and holy station.

This, however, was to prove

To be a very foolish move:

For all too soon the old priest prayed
That Agamemnon be repaid

With vengeance for the way he'd acted,
And Apollo fast reacted,

Sending down a plague which spread
Like fire and soon left hundreds dead.
Requiring thus a strategy

To deal with this catastrophe,

The lords of Greece, behind closed doors,
Discussed the fatal fever’s cause,

And heard their prophet Calchas’ claim
That Agamemnon was to blame.
The prophet then went on to say
The king should free the girl, and pay
Apollo handsome compensation

For the rude humiliation

Of his representative,

Before proceeding then to give

The guilty monarch full advice
About the needed sacrifice,

n which, he said, to make amends,
A hundred bulls should meet their ends.
This blow to Agamemnon’s pride
Had angered him, and he’d replied
He'd free the girl, with all due haste,

—
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And with him out, now, of the war,
The greatest danger that they’d feared
Above all else had disappeared!

They therefore sprang to battle stations,
Making hasty preparations

For a great attack that would

Defeat — they hoped - their foes for good.
As for the Greeks, the gods ensured —
Not least as they were cither bored

Or driven to states of great frustration
By the deadlocked situation —

That they too would want to fight

A battle with their foes, despite

The absence of their all-supreme,

Most skilful player from the team.

And so both sides, as Dawn arose,
Prepared at last to come to blows,

With cach believing that they’d gain
Complete success on the Trojan plain -
To win in battle gloriously,

And end the war victoriously.

And as each separate Greek formation
Moved to its allotted station

Opposite the Trojan horde,

Odysseus, who'd climbed aboard

His chariot, bade the charioteer

Who stood beside him steer it clear

Of all his warriors, so that he'd

Be able, as their lord, to lead

Them straight towards the battle’s brunt -
To the jaws of death — from out in front.
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As soon as she had been replaced;

And since Achilles, as he knew,
Possessed a female trophy too —
Another captive, called Briseis,

Just as pretty as Chryseis —

He, as the leading Greek, would make her
Leave the prince, so he could take her.
Achilles, who was present at

The meeting, was enraged by that:

The king, he thought (and he was right)
Had acted solely out of spite —

From out of that resentful hate

The older man had felt, of late,
Towards the younger, brighter star
Whose fame outshone his own by far.
Odysseus observed, dismayed,
Agamemnon and Achilles trade

Both threats and insults, loud and rude,
And then beheld their rants conclude
With Achilles storming off, allowing
What the king desired, but vowing
Fiercely that he’d nevermore

Do battle in the Trojan War —

That even if their foes should start

To win it, he would not take part.

*

The Trojans were delighted by

The news reported by a spy

Who came in from the cold that night:
Achilles wasn’t going to fight

For Greece’s army anymore,
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Youngsters, lying disembowelled,

In agony for mothers howled;

Married warriors, having been downed,

By fatal wounds, upon the ground

On which they soon would lose their lives,
Gasped names of children and of wives;
Harnesses of horses jingled...

All these sounds and others mingled

Into one appalling din

As each side did its best to win

Against the other, through recourse

To savage, bloody, brutal force.

Warriors darted, ducked and dashed;

Sword blades spliced and sliced and slashed;
Spearheads skewered, thrust and stabbed,
Impaled in depth or quickly jabbed;

Skulls by speeding spears were split;

Lungs were punctured, stomachs slit;

Men felt bronze within their guts;

Arms and legs were gashed with cuts;
Heads from necks were hacked and chopped;
Wrists were severed; arms were lopped;
Spearheads straight through faces punched;
Bones were shattered, cracked and crunched;
Lifeblood spilled and spewed and spattered,
Sprayed and spurted, splashed and splattered;
Blood-slick sandals slid and slipped;

Feet on mangled corpses tripped:
Weaponless warriors wrestled entangled

In the dust till one died strangled;

Arcing clouds of arrows hummed

And into human targets drummed,
Penetrating brains through eyes,
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Blood, Sweat and Spears

The noise was unbelievable,

The chaos scarce conceivable

As men within the thick of battle

Killed like butchers, died like cattle,

Yelled in rage or screamed in pain

Across the teeming Trojan plain.

As ifa horde of smiths toiled there

At one great forge, the dust-choked air

From one end to the other rang

With every kind of bash and bang

As sounds of sharpened metal whanging
Metal made a constant clanging;

Swords struck shields with whacks and whams,
And thuds and thumps and bams and blams;
Spear-shafts splintered, snapped and shattered;
Arrows into war gear clattered;

Charging chariots creaked and rattled

As their lordly riders battled;

Cornered men for back-up bawled;
Commands were bellowed, comrades called;
Abusive words, directed at

Opposing men, were spewed and spat;

Cries for mercy were ignored

And silenced fast with spear or sword;
Horses whinnied, screamed or neighed
When struck by arrow, spear or blade;
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Hard upon the forehead, splitting it.
Instantly the man was brained

By all the bronze his head contained,
And scarcely had he thus been felled
Than loudly had Odysseus yelled

In fury, charged ahead and laid

About him with his sharp bronze blade,
Fast wrong-footing men who reeled
Misbalanced from his shoving shield:
Men whose lifeblood burst and sprayed
From holes and gashes that he made
Within their flesh as he attacked them —
As he stabbed and chopped and hacked them.
And all the while he battled, there
Continued mayhem everywhere
Around him as the forces fought

To seize the triumph that each sought —
he victory that neither gained.

nd when at last the grim day waned,
nd dusk began to turn to night,

oth Greeks and Trojans ceased to fight,

>

i W

he lack of visibility
Affecting their ability
To try to end the lives of those

With whom they might have come to blows.
The day’s result was thus a draw;

But soon they would be back for more.

‘When next the mighty armies met
In battle, Troy’s Prince Hector set
A brilliant example to

The Trojans near him as he slew
The Greeks in droves untiringly,
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Or piercing throats and arms and thighs;
Horsewhips lashed as drivers steered
Their teams of steeds that wove and veered
Along on crazy corpse-strewn courses;
Harnessed still to chariots, horses —

With their drivers lying speared

Behind them - twisted, bucked and reared;
Men lay mangled, maimed and mauled;
Wounded warriors rearwards crawled...
Thus with clamorous violence fraught
With chaos was the battle fought.

For guts and sheer belligerence,
Odysseus’s regiments
Surpassed or equalled all of those

Deployed by cither friends or foes,

And feats of daring were displayed

By every man in his brigade.

Yet those they fought were tough as well,

And many brave companions fell.

The sight of one such falling figure
Straightaway commenced to trigger
Something in Odysseus which

Increased his rage to a frenzied pitch:

The man - a friend - had dropped beside him
With a spearhead deep inside him.

Blood came pouring from the slit

Within his groin where he’d been hit,
Atwhich aloud, triumphant jeer

Had burst from him who’d thrown the spear.
At this, Odysseus, seeing red,

Had hurled his spear at the Trojan’s head,
The weapon flying straight and hitting it
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Yet even he could not convince

Achilles, for his hardened heart

Could not be moved by verbal art,

Nor softened up by being bribed

With any of the gifts described.

The offer thus he turned down flat:

He'd stay on strike and that was that;
Without his help the Greeks must fight -
He'd not assist them in their plight.

Next day at dawn, although they lacked
Achilles’ help, the Greeks attacked.
Immortal Zeus instilling them

With confidence, and filling them
Completely with the urge to try

And slaughterously rectify

Their problematic situation,

They, with grim determination,

Hit the Trojans hard, and racked

Up countless kills as they attacked,
Reaping men like stalks of wheat.

Yet though they’d hoped that they might beat
The Trojans back across the plain,
Their foemen managed to maintain
Enough resistant force to stop

The Greek advance, and reap a crop

Of lives themselves in doing so.

And then the fray began to go

In favour of the Trojans, when

The Greeks lost several leading men:

First Agamemnon came to harm

When a Trojan sword blade slashed his arm,
From which a gush of blood came bleeding,
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Attacking them inspiringly.

His Trojan comrades’ confidence
Increasing as a consequence,
Courageously they followed him
Before the fighting swallowed him,
Widening the gap he'd cleaved

Until they had, by dusk, achieved
Advantage as their overawed

Greck enemies in panic poured

Across the deep-dug ditch they’d made
And got behind their palisade -

The wall of timber they’d designed
With just such dangerous times in mind.
Convinced the Greeks felt such dismay
That they would shortly sail away,
Prince Hector bade his men encamp
Outside so they could set their stamp
Upon what he perceived would be

A total Trojan victory...

That evening, with the plain alight
With Trojan campfires burning bright,
Lord Agamemnon said that he

Would set Achilles’ slave-girl free —

A contrite offer he’'d increase

With treasures - if the prince would cease
His sulky mood, and help regain

The fortunes of the Greek campaign
By starting up a sudden strife

And terminating Hector’s life.
Odysseus, as someone who

Spoke cleverly, was chosen to

Convey this message to the prince.
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Meaning he — who'd just been leading
At that time a strong attack —
Requiring treatment, then fell back,
The Greeks who'd fought beside him slowing
Their momentum at his going.

The leaving of the Mycenacan

From the field proved not to be an
Isolated situation:

After his evacuation

Other wounded lords required
Immediate treatment and retired,
Their absences dismaying those
Whom they had led against their foes.
Then suddenly Odysseus found

That there were Trojans all around -
That many were surrounding him
And with their weapons hounding him:
Lunging at him, stabbing at him,
Darting up and jabbing at him.

With his sword Odysseus tried

To turn the thrusting spears aside,

As desperately he dodged and spun
To keep from getting struck by one.
Then someone threw a spear instead
Of thrusting with it, and it sped

So swiftly that he couldn’t knock it
From its course or dodge or block it,
Cheers erupting from its thrower

As the spearhead pierced his lower
Abdomen. Odysseus gasped

In agony and shock, then clasped
The spear, to which he gave a yank
That pulled it fully from his flank.
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