The Odyssey was based
on an oral tradition about
the Greek hero. Here is
another version of one of
Odysseus’s adveniures.

Polyphemus
(pahl uh FEE muhs)

phlegmy  full of
mucus
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‘The Cyclops’s Cave

Bemard Ewvslin

Odysseus, known as Ulysses to the Romans, encountered many
froubles on his way home after the Trojan War. In this excerpt from Greeks'
Bearing Gifts, Ulysses and his crew land on the island of the Cyclopes, one-
eyed giants. They enter a cave where they are trapped by one of the giants. .

s Ulysses and his horrified men watched, the great
| hand bore the struggling little men to the glant’s
»” B mouth. He ate them, still wriggling, the way a cat eats
a grasshopper, he ate them clothes and all, growlmg over their
raw bones. :

The men had fallen to their knees and were whimpering like
terrified children, but Ulysscs stood there, sword in hand, his
agile brain working mote swiftly than it ever had before.

“Greetings,” he called. “May 1 know to Whom we are in-
debted for such hospitality?”

The giant belched and spat buttons. “I'am Polyphemus,” he
growled. “This is my cave, iny mountain, and everything that
comes here is mine. I do hope you can all stay to dinner. There are

just enough of you to make a meal. Ho, ho....” And he laughed

a great, choking phlegmy laugh, swiftly 1unged and caught an-
other sailor, whom he lifted into the air and held before his face.

“Wait!” cried Ulysses.

“What for?” :

“You won’t enjoy him that way. He is from Attica, where the
olives grow. He was raised on olives and has a very delicate oily.
flavor. But to appreciate it, you must taste the wine of the country

“Wine? What is wine?” _

“It is a drink. Made from pressed grapes. Have you never
drunk it?” E

“We drink nothing but ox blood and buttermilk here.”

“ Ah, you do not know what you have missed, gentle Poiyphe-
mus. Meat-eaters, in particular, Jove wine. Here, try it for your-
self.” :

Ulysses unstung from his belt a full ﬂask of unwatered wine.
He gave it to the giant, who put it to his hps and gulped. He
coughed violently, and stuck the sailorin a httle niche high up in




the cave wall, then leaned his great slab of a face toward Ulysses
and said; ' T '
“What did you say this drink was?”
“Wine. A gift of the gods to man, to make women look better
and food taste better. And now it is my gift to you.” '
. “It's good, very good.” He put the bottle to his lips and swal-
lowed again. “You are very polite. What's your name?”
“My name? Why [ am—-nobody.” : o
“Nobody. . . . Well, Nobody, I like you. You're a good fellow.
And do you know what I'm going to do? I'm going to save you
+ill last. Yes, I'll eat all your friends first, and give you exira time,
that's what I'm going to do.” - : :
‘Ulysses looked up into the great eye and saw that it was red-
der than ever. It was all a swimming redness. He had given the
‘monster, who had never drunk spirits before, undiluted wine.
Surely it must make him sleepy. But was a gallon enough for that
great gullet? Enough to put him to sleep—or would he want to
eat again first? : :

“Eat ‘em all up, Nobody—save you till later. Sleep.a little first.
Shall I? Won't try to run away, will you? No-——you can't, can’t
open the door—too heavy, ha, ha. .. You take a nap too, Nobody.
'l wake you for breakfast. Breakfast. . ..” .

The great body crashed full-length on the cave floor, making

the-very walls of the mountain shake. Polyphemus lay on his
back, snoring like a powersaw. The sailors were still on the floor, -
almost dead from fear. : -

“Up!” cried Ulysses. “Stand up like men! Do what must be
done! Or you will be devoured like chickens.” _

He got them to their feet and drew them about him as he
explained his plan. . .

“1isten now, and listen well, for we have no time. I made
him drunk, but we cannot tell how long it will last.”

Ulysses thrust his sword into the fire; they saw it glow
white-hot. ' : ' o

“There are ten of us,” he said. “Two of us have been eaten,
and one of our friends is still unconscious up there on his shelf of
rock. You four get on one side of his head, and the rest on the
other side. When [ give the word, lay hold of the ear on your side,
each of you. And hang on, no matter how he thrashes, for [ am
going to put out his eye. And if T am to be sure of my stroke you
must hold his head still. One stroke is all T will be allowed.”

Then Ulysses rolled a boulder next to the giant’s head and
climbed on it, so that he was looking down into the eye. It was
lidless and misted with sleep—big as a furnace door and glowing
softly like a banked fire, Ulysses looked at his men. They had
done what he said, broken into two parties, one group at each ear.
He lifted his white-hot sword.




“Now!” he eried.
Driving down with both hands, and all the strength of hzs
-back and shoulders, and all his rage and all his fear, Ulysses
stabbed the glowing spike into the giant’s eye.
His sword jerked out of his hand as the-head flailed upward,
“men pelted to the ground as they lost their hold. A. huge screech-
ing curdling bellow split the air.

“This way!” shouted Ulysses.” -

He motioned to his men, and they crawled on their bellies to-
ward the far end of the cave where the herd of goats were teth-
ered. They slipped into the herd and lay- among the goats as the
giant stomped about the cave, slapping the walls with great blows
of his hands, picking up boulders and cracking them together-in
agony, splitting them to flinders, clutching his eye, a scorched
hole now from which the brown blood jelled. He moaned and -
gibbered and bellowed in frightful pain; his groping hand found
the sailor in the wall, and he tore him to p}.eces between his fm—-
gers: Ulysses could not even hear the man-scream because the
giant was bellowing so.

Now UIysses saw that the Cyclops s wild stampedmg was
~ giving place to a plan. Fo¥ now he was stamping the floorina -
-regular pattern, trying to find and crush them beneath his feet. He

stopped moaning and listened. The sudden silence dazed the men
with fear. They held-their breath and tried to muffle the sound of
their beating hearts; all the giant heard was the breathing of the
goats. Then Ulysses saw him go to the mouth of the cave, and
swing the great slab aside, and stand there. He realized just in
time that the goats would rush outside, which is what the giant
wanted, for then he could search the whole cave.

Ulysses whispered, “Qu 1Ck1y, swing under the bellies of the
rams. Hurry, hurry!”

‘Luckily, they were giant goats and thus abie to carry the men
who had swung themselves under their bellies and were clmgmg
to the wiry wool. Ulysses himself chose the largest ram. They
moved toward the mouth of the cave, and crowded through. The
Cyclops’s hands came down. and brushed across the goats’ backs
feeling for the men, but the animals were huddled too closely to-
gether for him to reach between and search under thezr bell;es, 80
he let them pass through. .

Now, the Cyclops rushed to the corner where the goats had:
been tethered, and stamped, searched, and roared through the -
whole cave again, bellowing with fury when he did not find
them. The herd grazed on the slope of the hill beneath the cave:
There was a full moon; it was almost as bright as day.

“Stay where you are,” Ulysses whispered.

He heard a crashing, peered out, and saw great shadowy fig-
ures converging on the cave. He knew that the other Cyclopes of




the island must have heard the noise and come to see. He heard
the giant bellow. T L

The others called to him: “Who has done it? Who has blinded
you?” : '
“Nobody. Nobody did it. Nobody blinded me.”
“ Ah, you have done it yourself. What a tragic accident.”

And they went back to their own caves.
“Now! said Ulysses. “Follow me!” o
He swung himself out from under the belly of the ram, and
raced down the hill. The others raced _aftér him. They were
halfway across the valley when they heard great footsteps rushing
after them, and Polyphemus bellowing nearer and nearer.
© " “He’s coming!” cried Ulysses. “Run for your lives!” _
_ They ran as they had never run before, but the giant could
cover fifty yards at a stride. It was only because he could not see
and kept bumping into trees and rocks that they were able to
reach the skiff and push out on the silver water before Po_lyphé-’--- : skiff a flat-bottomed
mus burst out of the grove of trees and rushed onto the beach. : open boat
- They bent to the oars, and the boat scudded toward the fleet. ‘ scudded skimmed
Polyphemus heard the dip of the oars and the groaning of the p swiftly
oarlocks, and, aiming at the sound, hurled huge boulders after '
them. They fell around the ship, but did not hit. The skiff reached
Ulysses’ ship, and the sailors climbed aboard. :
" Haul anchor, and away!” cried Ulysses. And then called to
the Cyclops, “Poor fool! Poor blinded drunken gluttonous fool—if
anyone else asks you, it is not Nobody, but Ulysses who has done
this to you.” - M
But he was to regret this final taunt. The gods honor courage,
but punish pride. '
Polyphemus, wild with rage, waded out chest-deep and
hurled a last boulder, which hit mid-deck, almost sunk the ship,
and killed most of the crew—among them seven of the nine men
who had just escaped. \ = o
And Polyphemus prayed to Poseidon, “God of the Sea, Ibeg i1 Poseidon (poh SYD n)
you, punish Ulysses for this. Visit him with storm and shipwreck
and sorceries. Let him wander many years before he reaches o ' sorceries  acts of evil
home, and when he gets there let him find himself forgotten, -~ - supernatural power
unwanted, a stranger.” . o - _ e
Poseidon heard this prayer, and made it all happen just that way.

Further Reading o
Ancient Greece. Susan Purdy. Step-by-step directions show how to make
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The God Beneath the Sea. Leon G‘arfiela and Edward Blishen. This book
retells Greek myths about the gods and goddesses on Olympia.




