Achilles & The Myrmidons

The Myrmidons are familiar from the story of the Trojan War because they were the troop of men Achilles led to Troy. They were called Myrmidons because it is the Greek word for ant.  The  Myrmidons were the first to build ships with sails. They were known for their skill in battle and loyalty to their leaders. In pre-industrial Europe the word "myrmidon" carried many of the same connotations that "minion" does today. Myrmidon later came to mean "hired ruffian" or "a loyal follower, especially one who executes orders without question, protest, or pity - unquestioning followers.” 


Achilles is often considered to be the greatest warrior of all time. He was the son of King Peleus and the daughter of the minor god Nereus named Thetis. Since Thetis was immortal, Achilles was semi-divine. King Peleus ruled the Myrmidons.  A generation before the Trojan War, Peleus accompanied Jason on the Quest for the Golden Fleece as one of the Argonauts. Achilles was only an infant when Peleus sailed with the Argonauts.

The wedding of Thetis and Peleus was the setting for a defining event which set the stage for the Trojan War. This event has come to be known as The Judgment of Paris although at that time, it was just another demonstration of the rivalry between the Immortals. Eris created an argument that led to the conflict between Troy and Sparta.
Thetis and Peleus had a magnificent son which they named Achilles. Thetia held her son by the ankle and dipped him into the River Styx.  Every part of his body that the water touched was invincible. The fate of Achilles was only partially known to Thetis in that she knew that Achilles's life would take one of two courses: 1) he could refuse to go to Troy, inherit his father's kingdom, die in old age and be forgotten or 2) he could die at Troy and be remembered forever as a hero. He chose to go to Troy and die with such glory that his name would be remembered longer than many of the gods and goddesses.

After Thetis deserted Peleus and Achilles, the young boy was given over to the centaur Cheiron (Cheron) for an education. Cheiron was a renowned teacher of young boys with successful students like Herakles (Heracles) and Jason. As a young man, Achilles returned to the home of his father and befriended Patroklos (Patroclus) and they became lifelong companions. Before leaving for Troy, King Peleus made Patroklos swear that he would always give good advice to Achilles and even though Achilles was of higher birth, Patroklos was older than Achilles and capable of reasoning with the predictably over-proud Achilles. The death of Patroklos would later play a defining role in the outcome of the Trojan War.

King Agamemnon of Mycenae led the army in the Trojan War. The greatest warrior in Agamemnon's army was Achilles. He joined Agamemnon with fifty ships and 2,500 Myrmidon soldiers. Achilles was the fastest, bravest, largest and most blood thirsty warrior at Troy. No man alive could match his fighting skills or his utter contempt for death. It is no exaggeration to say that Achilles killed hundreds, if not thousands, of Trojans and Trojan allies. The Trojan War made Achilles an immortal hero and his bloody reputation will never be equaled.  The Iliad opens with the argument between Agamemnon and Achilles. Both men were proud and obstinate but the blame for their dispute clearly fell on Agamemnon.
As the tenth year of the war began, the Achaeans came under attack from the god Apollon. Chryses was a priest of Apollon and his daughter, Chryseis was mistreated by Agamemnon. Apollon’s punishment would only end when Agamemnon returned Chryses's daughter. Agamemnon not only refused to give Chryses his daughter, but he insulted him and threatened to kill him.
Apollon insisted upon the return of the daughter.  Agamemnon announced that Chryseis would be returned to her father and that he would take Achilles's slave girl Briseis as compensation for his loss.

Achilles was furious. He rose to his feet and called Agamemnon a coward and a pitiful excuse for a king. He told Agamemnon that he would no longer fight the Trojans unless they threatened to burn his ships ... the Achaeans would have to fight without him and his Myrmidon soldiers.  Achilles refused to fight.  Patroklos wore his armor and rode his chariot into battle and was killed by Hector.  Hector took possession of Achilles’ armor.
At Thetis’ request, Hephaestus create truly body armor and a shield for Achilles.  His mother knew he would die it it.  Achilles used the armor to kill Hector.  He dragged his body behind his chariot and refused proper burial due to the death of Patroklos.  Zeus intervened and Achilles gave the body to King Priam for proper funeral rites.

Achilles was shot in the heel with an arrow by Paris which led to his death. The Achaeans wanted Achilles' body to pay tribute to their greatest warrior but the Trojans wanted his body to disgrace it in retribution for Hector. As befitting the death of a hero, Achilles's body was placed on a pyre and burned. The solemn occasion was attended by Achilles's mother Thetis and Achilles’ bones were placed in the same urn which held the bones of Patroklos. A tomb was built but its size and location are unknown. After Troy was leveled, King Priam's daughter Polyxena was taken to Achilles's tomb and ceremonially sacrificed.


Achilles became immortal in legend.  Even today, the tendon of the heel has become known as Achilles Tendon and the term Achilles'  Heel has become a metaphor for vulnerability of any sort. 
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