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This essay will be an examination of both ancient sources and modern scholarship with the aim of identifying how and why Alexander The Great used the cavalry units at his disposal the way he did. I decided on this title because much scholarship on the topic of warfare under Alexander tends to focus on the infantry and the revolution of the phalanx that occurred under the reigns of Philip and Alexander. With this overall focus on the infantry within recent scholarship, I saw an opportunity to explore the make-up of Alexander's cavalry units, how they were used in various battles and whether Alexander took advantage of the cavalry under his command to their true extent. In this essay, I will be looking at the different categories and sub-categories of cavalry units within Alexander's army and looking at their strengths and weaknesses. In addition to this, I will include an analysis of cavalry tactics used in various battles by Alexander, particularly focusing on the Battles of the Granicus and Gaugamela.

We must start this essay by identifying the different kinds of cavalry units utilised within Alexander's army. For simplicity's sake, I will be splitting them into two over-arching sub-sections: Heavy and Light. Using Worley's definition, Heavy cavalry is used to describe any unit of horsemen whose primary role was to physically engage either other cavalry or infantry forces, usually armed with lances and typically at close quarters. Light cavalry is used to describe units of horsemen whose primary role is to harass and skirmish with the enemy, usually with javelins or longer-range weapons like sling shots.
 Alexander's army contained an array of cavalry units that were either heavy or light but each had it's individual strengths, weaknesses and place of origin.
We will begin by discussing the Companions. This was the primary cavalry unit of Macedonian origin and it was formed under Philip II. This regiment numbered about 8 ilai or squadrons at the time of Gaugamela, including the agema or 'Royal Bodyguard' which was traditionally led into battle by the King himself.
  Each ile was recruited regionally
 so the men would generally be fighting side-by-side with men from their local area, providing a possible link with strong unit cohesion. It should be noted here that while Worley claims that there were actually 14 ilai within the Companion Cavalry at Gaugamela, as well as the Royal Bodyguard; it is unclear how he came up with this number, as he does not provide a source. As such, I will be working with the number that Brunt provides, which he provided much evidence for through a comparison of Plutarch and Arrian. The make-up of the Companions changed over time as the numbers of re-enforcements grew. Brunt states that by the time of the Battle of Susa in 331BC, the ilai had grown too large and had become unwieldy as tactical units. As a result, Alexander split each ile up into two smaller units called lochoi. Each lochoi was commanded by a lochagoi.
  Further changes were made to the Companions during the Indian Campaign. The main change here was a transition from the ilai system to a 'Hipparchies' system. What this meant was that each squadron was larger than the original ilai which were made up of around 200 to 300 cavalrymen.
 This change was less about the actual function and purpose of the Companion Cavalry and more about Alexander's growing paranoia regarding the power structures that supported his military ventures. For further reading on this particular subject, P.A Brunt's 1963 article explores it more thoroughly. 
In terms of armour, these troops would have been heavily armed with a metal helmet and breastplate, although this breastplate may have been substituted by a thick cloth courslet.
 Underneath this breastplate they would have worn a short tunic and a leather or metal kiltlet (essentially a very thick belt used to protect the stomach and genitals) as well as a long cloak and sandals.
 These cavalrymen would be armed with a long lance featuring a a blade on each end which would be held with one arm as the other controlled the horse.
 The use of two blades served two main purposes. The first is that the rear blade acted as a counterbalance which would help the horsemen control such a long weapon, especially when riding at speed. The second was that if the lance snapped or broke on impact with the enemy, the rear blade could be used as a shorter stabbing spear. This is illustrated by Arrian at the Granicus when Alexander broke his lance in the initial push across the river but was unable to use his groom's lance because he too had broken his and was fighting with the rear blade instead.
 This lance or xyston would be around 11 to 12 feet in length according to Sidnell
 but the size of these lances is a subject of heavy debate amongst historians. I agree with Sidnell that these Companion lances were not the same as the sarissa used by the Macedonian Phalanx, a long lance that is estimated to be measured between 4 and 6 metres, but also that the Companions were not armed with the same lances as the sarissophoroi, a light cavalry unit in Alexander's army which I will explore in more depth later. The biggest advantage of these lances was the obvious ability to outreach their opponents weapons, most commonly short javelins. We know from the Arrian's account of the battle of the Granicus that the length of the lances was a decisive factor in the defeat of the Persian cavalry, who were armed with throwing javelins.
 In addition to the lance used by the Companion Cavalry, they had a back-up weapon of a kopis, a curved slashing sword which was ideal as a close-range weapon to use on horseback.

The purpose of the Companion cavalry was to be a heavy shock troop, capable of slamming into the opposing force or carving through them and weakening them immensely. The preferred formation to achieve this purpose was that of the wedge, introduced by Philip who likely learned it from the Scythians or Thracians.
 This wedge would be formed of around 16 ranks, if we assume that each full squadron was involved in the formation, and would begin with a singular rider at the front and each successive rank containing more and more men. What this formation achieved was the ability for a large body of horsemen to penetrate any point in the enemies line and force themselves through with relative ease. This was due to the fact that the leading rider only needed to find a gap big enough for himself and his horse to fit through because each following rank of horsemen would force the gap wider and wider until the whole squadron could push through.
 This combination of the effectiveness of the wedge formation and the superiority of weaponry made the Companion Cavalry the most successful heavy cavalry unit at Alexander's disposal.
It is important to note here that Alexander had several different heavy cavalry regiments within his army. The two most important ones are the Thessalians, who fought in a rhomboid formation and were armed with javelins rather than lances, and the various Greek heavy cavalry supplied by the Hellenic League who would have fought in a square formation.
 Both of these cavalry regiments were instrumental in the military victories of Alexander but this essay will be focusing on the cavalry of Macedonian origin, thus, many regiments of Greek or Eastern descent will not be explored in any great depth.
Alexander's cavalry was not only made up of heavy shock troops like the Companions. He also had light cavalry which were primarily used as scouting regiments. The light cavalry of Macedonian nationality were called the 'Prodromoi' or 'sarissophoroi', named thus for their weapon of choice, the sarissa carried by the Phalanx. Worley tells us that the Prodromoi were organised slightly differently to the Companions. As discussed earlier, the Companions were originally split into 8 ilai, numbering about 200 to 300 men each with a commander for each ilai and then an overall Companion commander. In comparison, the Prodromoi were arranged into four squadrons, each numbering 100 men and these 4 squadrons combined into a single regiment, led by one Commander.
 This enabled the unit to be wielded quickly and efficiently, a particularly useful trait for a unit that was used both as a quick and light scouting regiment as well as a shock troop.
As mentioned earlier, the Prodromoi were a light cavalry unit. As such, they utilised different armour and weaponry to their comrades, the Companions. The Prodromoi would have worn very little protective armour, probably only a metal helmet and a leather or cloth 'breastplate'.
This would have been a far more effective choice of arms for these scouts, compared to the heavy metal breastplates worn by the men of the Companions. As mentioned previously, the sarissophoroi were armed with an infantry sarissa, measuring approximately 15 to 18 feet in length, if we are to agree that they fought with an infantry sarissa and not a adapted model of that lance for better use on horseback. This is an argument which historians seem to be split on. Worley argues that the Prodromoi used an unadapted infantry sarissa,
 an idea also put forward by Hammond and Sidnell, but Hammond does suggest that it is possible that the sarissa was closer to a slightly longer version of the Companion lance rather than an infantry sarissa.
 I side with the evidence of Sidnell in this argument. He points out that, using the research done by Peter Connolly
 on creating a lance based on the artefacts used by Markle, it would be incredibly difficult for a heavy unit like the Companions to effectively use an infantry sarissa with their close-knit wedge formation. However, with a light unit like the Prodromoi, their looser formations and typical use as a scouting troop makes it perfectly probable that they were indeed armed with an unadapted infantry sarissa.
 Interestingly, Brunt notes in his article that after 329BC, the Prodromoi are not mentioned again in any of the historical texts. His belief is that, by this point, the 4 regiments of Macedonian scouts had been incorporated into the Companion cavalry due to their Macedonian nationality.
 By this point in Alexander's campaign, I think it was highly likely that Alexander no longer had need of Macedonian scouts, as he had the use of the Persian light cavalry, who were not trained in the use of the sarissa, so it seems logical to use the Prodromoi as part of the Companion cavalry to aid in their more aggressive battle tactics. 
Now that the most important information about the various cavalry units and their functions has been addressed, I would like to look at some of the individual battles fought by Alexander in his Asian campaign and the impact of the cavalry in each. 
The first battle to look at is the Battle of the Granicus in 334BC. This was the first of the three major battles fought between Alexander and the Persian Empire, although King Darius himself was not involved in it. Placed in the midst of Asia Minor, the Granicus is a river where the Persian's set up their position on the eastern bank and the Macedonian's came from the west, forced to cross the river to engage the Persian's. In terms of numbers, Fuller suggests that the Macedonian cavalry force would have been made up of  between 2000 and 2500 Companion cavalry, 2000 Thessalian heavy cavalry and approximately 1200 light cavalry, made up of 400 Prodromoi as well as various Paeonians, Thracians and Odrysians.
 Arrian tells us that the Persian force, commanded by the several Persian satraps and the Greek mercenary general Memnon, numbered approximately 20,000 cavalry and a similar number of infantry, made up of Greek mercenaries.
 Diodorus claimed that the Persian's actually had 100,000 infantrymen
 at the Battle of the Granicus but most historians tend to agree that this number is ridiculously high. Fuller says that it is far more likely that there were closer to 5,000 Greek mercenaries at the battle with a similar number of local levies and probably more like 10,000 Persian cavalry, rather than 20,000.

According to Arrian's account of the battle, Alexander had his army formed up with the Thessalian and allied Greek cavalry on the left wing, the phalanx and other infantry in the centre and the Companions on the right wing, with the Prodromoi and Paeonian light cavalry to their left.
 The Persian battle line was arranged with the Persian cavalry in the front, on the eastern bank of the river with the Greek mercenary infantry behind them. Interestingly, Arrian indicates that Alexander began by using the Prodromoi and Paeonian units, accompanied by one infantry unit and Socrates' unit of Companion cavalry as a vanguard, sending them into the river first.
 This brings us to a point of disagreement amongst historians. Plutarch says that Alexander went into the river with thirteen units of horsemen.
 It was this statement that, I assume, gave Worley the idea that the Companions was made up of 14 ilai rather than 8. Clearly these numbers create a problem for us. Arrian tells us that 6 cavalry units and 1 infantry unit was in the vanguard, 4 units of Prodromoi, 1 unit of Paeonians and the Companion unit led by Socrates. In order to reach the number of units given by Plutarch, it would be necessary to assume that all 8 units of Companion cavalry were also in the vanguard and that there was no infantry unit involved in the vanguard at all. Brunt follows this line of thought and thinks that all of the cavalry, bar the allied Greek and Thessalian cavalry on the left wing, were the first to cross the river.
 Fuller gives the most compelling argument, using Arrian's description. He argues that the Vanguard was actually the Paonians, the Prodromoi, 1 battalion of Hypaspists and Socrates' squadron, under the command of Amyntas and that this vanguard crossed the river diagonally, in front of the Companions, and attacked the far left of the Persian line, with the aim of forcing the Persian commanders to re-enforce their left wing with cavalry from their centre-left.

Once this had happened, Fuller argues that Alexander then led the Companions, supported by two battalions of Hypaspists and the 3 right battalions of the Phalanx straight into the centre-left of the Persian line.
 What follows is a vicious cavalry battle, which Arrian says was 'more like an infantry battle'
 as the two sides of cavalry met and fought one-on-one, due to the lack of a charge and the struggle of the Macedonian side to climb up the opposite river bank. One would imagine that the superior ground and superior numbers held by the Persian cavalry, both in terms of height and in terms of the river in front of them, would give them the upper hand but Arrian tells us that the Macedonian cavalry quite rapidly pushed the Persian forces back because of the advantage of using the longer lances against the Persian short javelins.
 The Persian cavalry fled the battle, leaving the Greek mercenaries with the Macedonian infantry on their front and the cavalry behind them, giving Alexander and his men a fairly easy victory. 
In terms of cavalry tactics, we can see Alexander cleverly using his light cavalry regiments as a distraction, forcing the Persian's to weaken their centre-left in order to re-enforce their left wing against the squadrons moving diagonally against them. While this is not a unique tactic to cavalry units, Alexander used it to great effect and the weakened centre-left of the Persian cavalry line was an easy target for the heavily armed Companions to destroy, once they had successfully crossed the river. Furthermore, it is clear that Alexander leading the Companions into the enemy line himself created a rather large distraction, with the Persian's fighting hard to kill and wound Alexander, enabling the infantry to cross the river relatively unimpeded. This meant that once the Persian cavalry had fled, the Macedonian cavalry could easily advance and swarm around the Greek Mercenary forces and crush them by using the 'hammer and anvil' tactic, a favourite of Alexander's. By using the awe-inspiring force of the Phalanx to assault the front of an enemy unit while keeping them surrounded by the powerful beasts of the heavy and light cavalry, there was nowhere for the Persians to run and, according to Arrian: 'not one got away, except by escaping notice among the dead, and some two thousand were taken prisoners'.
 So, even though the Persian force was numerically superior and held the higher ground, they were essentially massacred by the Macedonian army, a credit I believe is due to the superior weaponry and tactics of the Macedonian cavalry.
The next battle to discuss is Alexander's greatest battle, the Battle of Gaugamela in 331BC. This was the instrumental battle in Alexander's victory against Darius and was on an absolutely vast scale. It took place on a plain in modern-day Iraq where Darius is said to have flattened the ground so that he could use his chariots to greater effect.
 This meant that unlike the Battle of the Granicus, Alexander's army was not disadvantaged by being on lower ground but they were at a significant numerical disadvantage. The estimates of the Persian numbers given by the classical historians are quite fantastic, with Arrian claiming 40,000 cavalry, 1,000,000 infantry, 200 chariots and 15 elephants while Curtius Rufus provides a more conservative estimate of 45,000 cavalry, 200,000 infantry and 200 chariots.
 Fuller suggests that an estimate of 4000 Persian infantrymen would be fairly accurate, because Arrian failed to mention the 'Immortals' being present at the battle, numbering a traditional 10,000. This seems like a very weak estimate and Robin Lane Fox points out that the Persian infantry were 'conspicuously weak, for though plentiful, they had none of the drill of Alexander's Foot Companions'.
 Thus, it would be more reasonable to suggest that Alexander's 24,000 infantrymen
 (according to Diodorus' account of the the army Alexander brought across the Hellespont, re-enforcements are not included in this number) were outnumbered by Darius' men but the Macedonian force was of a far better quality. In terms of cavalry, Alexander did not yet have the vast swathes of Oriental cavalry that he used in his Indian Campaign so the make-up of the cavalry would have been very similar to that of the Battle of Granicus, probably amounting to between 6000 and 8000 men, the majority being Heavy Cavalry. Alexander was heavily outnumbered on both the infantry and the cavalry front, which resulted in an intelligent use of cavalry and infantry tactics to outmanoeuvre the Persian forces. 
The basic premise of Alexander's actions at the Battle of Gaugamela was based on the fact that the Persian line was far larger than the Macedonian one. As such, Alexander's main target here was to remain on the defensive until gaps appeared between the Persian cavalry on the wings and the main body of the infantry. At this point, Alexander could use the effective wedge formation to charge the Companions into and through the Persian front line and cause chaos.
 In order to achieve this, Alexander arranged his troops with the right wing made up of the Companions with some archers, javelin-men and Agrianians in front of them flanked on the right by a guard made up of the light cavalry and the remaining archers, javelin-men and Agrianians. In the centre he placed the Phalanx, as per usual, with a smaller phalanx behind them in reserve. On the left wing there is the remaining heavy cavalry, including the Thessalians, as well as some Cretan archers. As with the right wing, Alexander placed a guard on the far left of the wing made up of the remaining light cavalry.

As the battle began, Alexander moved his advance towards the right so that Parmenion's wing was closer to the Persian centre. When Darius noticed what Alexander was doing, he sent a detachment of Scythian cavalry to try and push Alexander back but they were 'brushed off'.
 By this point, Alexander was advancing rapidly and was almost onto the unleveled ground which would have made Darius' chariots useless so Darius attempted to hold them back by sending the Bactrian and Scythian cavalry to wheel around to Alexander's right flank and bring it to a halt.
 When Alexander realised what Darius was doing, he sent one of his mercenary cavalry units forward but they were rapidly overwhelmed. As a result, Alexander sent the rest of the Greek mercenary cavalry and the Paeonian unit forwards to charge the Scytho-Bactrians and they successfully began to push the enemy cavalry back. Before the Scytho-Bactrian units could be driven from the field, the commander Bessus sent forward the remaining Bactrian cavalry and these large numbers began to turn the tide of the battle in the Persian's favour.
 
Fuller points out that there is a general disagreement amongst historians about what exactly happened next. He states that Tarn argues that the Scythians broke through the flank guard and charged into the ranks of the Companions while G.T. Griffith and A.R. Burn suggest that Alexander sent in the flank guard, including the Prodromoi, who repelled the Scythians. They argue that this was the case because Alexander was saving his Companions for the decisive push against Darius.
 At this point, Bessus began to wheel around Alexander's right flank guard to the rear and, in what historians assume is the result of a communication error, as Darius advanced his whole force, the entire cavalry on his left wing galloped after Bessus, leaving no-one to combat the Companions. At this point, Alexander saw his opportunity and charged his Companions in the wedge formation directly at Darius, accompanied by the Hypaspists and four battalions of the Phalanx.
 According to Arrian, Darius was so filled with fear at the sight of Alexander charging towards him that he was the first to flee the battlefield.
 Arrian states that Alexander and the Companions pursued the fleeing Persians but upon receiving a message that Parmenion's wing was struggling, turned his troops around and charged into a head-on collision with 'Parthians, some Indians and the main host of the Persians' resulting in the fiercest cavalry engagement of the entire battle.
 Rather than the typical javelin throwing and manoeuvring typical of a cavalry battle, this was a fight for their lives and a chaotic push. Fuller states that many Persians broke through the Companions and fled the field but rather than pursue them, Alexander pushed forward towards his left wing but by the time he arrived, the Thessalians had broken the Persian right and were chasing them from the field. As such, Alexander turned back around and began the long pursuit of Darius.

While one can argue, that Alexander' victory at Gaugamela was due to the errors within Darius' army, particularly that which resulted in the entire Persian left wing galloping away to try and get behind Alexander's right wing. Regardless of that, one can see that Alexander used some incredibly efficient cavalry movements in order to claim victory. Firstly, the use of the wedge formation with the Companion Cavalry to break the Persian centre caused Darius to flee the field, undoubtedly an instrumental moment within the battle. Similar to Granicus, Alexander used the light cavalry on his right wing as a distraction and the first point of contact for the enemy. It can also be noted that the Thessalian cavalry, although less talked about in academic circles than the Companions, held their own on the Macedonian left wing and had already won their part of the battle before Alexander could reach them. As such, Gaugamela is the perfect battle to demonstrate the roles and importance of each cavalry unit and how Alexander used them to impeccable effect.
In summary, Alexander's cavalry units and the tactics he used in battle are one of the primary causes for his victories in his Persian campaign. Without this tactical genius, that perfect balance between light and heavy cavalry, the cohesion between each individual unit and the rigid training and manoeuvring these men endured, I would argue that Alexander never would have conquered Persia. As demonstrated within the discussion about the Battles of the Granicus and Gaugamela, it was the cavalry, not the infantry that won his battles. I'd also like to mention the marked importance of the Companion Cavalry in particular. While every cavalry unit under Alexander's command had it's own role and moment of glory, the Companions were the finest unit in his arsenal and may have been the finest cavalry unit in the whole of ancient history. Alexander's Persian campaign, more than any other, demonstrates the paramount importance of the cavalry in post-classical warfare and, possibly, the need for historians to focus less on the infantry in the great campaigns of the past.
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