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The Old Man of the Sea  
 

You all know a bit about the story of Odysseus and his return home from Troy – how he 

slipped past the Sirens and became the only mortal to have heard their song and escaped 

with his life, or how he outwitted the fierce Cyclops Polyphemus after the monster had 

devoured some of his crew, or how he escaped the deadly jaws of many-headed Scylla, 

only to meet with Poseidon’s anger and be swept off course time and time again, before 

finally reaching Ithaca and having to deal with the intruders in his palace… What you 

might not know, though, is that there were other heroes who also had quite a few 

problems getting back home after the ten long years at war with Troy. 

This is the story of how Menelaus, the king of Sparta and husband of Helen, wound up 

stuck on a little island near Egypt, with apparently no hope of ever getting back home… 

On his way back from Troy, Menelaus and his crew stopped off in Egypt. After all, after 

such a long time – ten years! – camping in the fields around Troy, who wouldn’t want to 

do a bit of sightseeing? The journey there was easy, and they made it across the 

Mediterranean Sea in what seemed like no time at all. It was such an easy journey, in fact, 

that, when they arrived, they completely forgot to make sacrifices to the Olympian gods 

to thank them for their protection.  

Now as we know, of course, it is never a good idea to upset the gods – and this was no 
exception.  

Menelaus and his men had forgotten this simple fact though, and after a few days enjoying 

the sights of Egypt, they set out once more to the island of Pharos, just a short voyage 
away by ship. This was where their trouble started.   

As soon as they moored up in the harbour, the wind which had propelled them across the 

sea suddenly dropped to nothing, and an eerie quiet fell over the whole deserted island. 

At this, the hairs on the back of Menelaus’ neck stood up, and the hero shuddered, 

wondering what had brought on this uncomfortable feeling.  

‘Over here, king!’ one of his crewmen shouted from across the harbour, where they had 

set up camp and cooked a meal. ‘We’ve saved the best portion for you.’ At this, Menelaus 
turned and made his way over to the fire, distracted, for the moment, from his worrying.  

Two days later, though, when the Spartans tried to get back to Egypt, the wind was still 

quiet, and so they delayed their journey for another day. The same thing happened on the 

next day, and the day after that, and the day after that. In fact, there was no wind at all for 

the next month, and Menelaus’ worries only got worse as their supplies of food and water 
dwindled to next to nothing and his crew became increasingly restless and bored… 

He just couldn’t work out what had gone wrong – their prayers were going unanswered, 

and despite Menelaus’ best intentions, it seemed that the gods had abandoned them. In 
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his despair, he wandered away from his men, along the shore. After a while, he heard a 

whispering noise coming from the ocean, and all of a sudden a beautiful goddess 

appeared from out of the sea and approached Menelaus. 

‘You foolish man,’ she began. ‘You stand here moping around, and you can’t even get off 

this island by yourself. All the other gods despise you and, soon, very soon, you will perish 
here…’ 

‘G-g-goddess!’ Menelaus stammered. ‘Whoever you are – I will do all I can… please – 

please tell me what I can do to make the gods forgive me.’ 

‘My name is Eidothea,’ she replied, ‘and I can’t tell you that… but I do know who can. My 

father, Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea, can help you. But you’ll have to catch him first – 

no easy task for a human. Lucky for you, I’m willing to help you with that. First, you need 

to take three of your most trusted crewmembers and meet me at the caves over there at 
midday.’ She gestured towards the bay further up the beach.  

‘Proteus is no ordinary god,’ she continued. ‘He can tell you what you need to do to escape 

this island, but first you’ll have to… get around his abilities. You think you’ve had it bad 

so far? Ha! This is where your trouble really starts. Whatever you do, don’t let go of him 

for a second…’ And she told Menelaus all about Proteus’ magical talents, and everything 

he needed to know about the Old Man of the Sea and how to get the information he 

needed… 

And so it was that the next day, when the sun was at its highest point, and the heat was 

almost unbearable, Menelaus found himself waiting for Eidothea in the place she had 
pointed out. ‘Goddess!’ he called. ‘We are here, please help us!’ 

In response, the men heard nothing but the deafening silence of the island… silence, that 

is, until ripples started to appear on the water, and suddenly Eidothea stood before them, 
holding three stinking seal-skins at arm’s length.  

‘Put these on,’ she said, shoving the skins towards them. ‘Proteus will be here soon, and 
this way he will think that you are part of his flock of seals, and suspect no trap.’ 

Menelaus and his men did as they were told, but the horrible smell of the dead seals was 

unbearable. It was so bad that, try as they might not to react, they were all choking on the 

stench – until Eidothea gave each of them some ambrosia – the food of the gods – to 

destroy the smell. With that, she vanished back into the sea as quickly as she had 
appeared, leaving them alone to wait for the sea-god.  

Soon enough, ripples appeared once more on the surface of the sea, and Proteus walked 

out of the water, followed by a herd of seals who flopped around Menelaus and his men 

on the beach. The sea-god looked around, checked his flock, and soon lay down to sleep 
in the heat of the midday sun. 

This was just what Menelaus and his men had been waiting for: with a shout, they threw 

off the seal skins and sprinted over to Proteus, grabbing hold of the sleeping god. But the 
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Old Man of the Sea wouldn’t be caught quite so easily. As soon as they got hold of him, he 

transformed into a ferocious lion, roaring in their grasp and baring his teeth. Even though 

Menelaus was prepared for this, it was quite a shock to experience and the hero nearly 

let go, but he just about managed to keep his grip. In the next moment, the lion became a 

gigantic snake, writhing and hissing in Menelaus’ face, and preparing to strike with its 

deadly fangs dripping with venom – and then again, he changed into a huge spotted 

leopard – a blur of sharp claws and teeth – and then a wild boar, with tusks as big as 

Menelaus’ arm and a roar as loud as the lion’s. Again, Menelaus stood his ground and 
managed – just about – to hold onto the god as he went through these transformations.  

After what felt like an eternity, and just when Menelaus thought he couldn’t take it any 

longer, the shape-changes slowed down… and, eventually, stopped altogether, until 
Menelaus and his men were left holding onto the sea-god in his human form once more.  

‘What do you want?’ Proteus hissed, disgusted. ‘How DARE you, a mere, pathetic mortal, 

confine me? What do you hope to get out of this?’ 

‘You know what I want, Old Man. You know everything, after all. Tell me what I must do 

to get off this little island, and get back to my beloved Sparta…please,’ he added, hurriedly. 

‘Ugh, very well,’ said Proteus. ‘You have, after all, proven yourself. And don’t think, 

daughter, that I don’t see your hand in all this,’ he shouted to the sea. 

Turning back to Menelaus and his men, he continued, ‘you angered the gods when you 

failed to give thanks for your safe voyage to Egypt – ungrateful wretches! Now you must 

sacrifice all the best items you have in your possession, if you ever hope to see the towers 

of Sparta again. You should count yourself lucky though. Odysseus, your old companion, 

is stuck far away from home and won’t make it back to Ithaca for many more years to 

come… And many of your companions won’t make it home at all…’ And so Proteus told 

Menelaus all about the other heroes of Troy, and how some of them had arrived safely 

home, and how others had met their end at sea… Thanks to Eidothea, though, and poorer 

after many, many more sacrifices, Menelaus finally managed to appease the gods. He and 
his men sailed, safely, straight home from Egypt, as fast as the wind would carry them! 

 


