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The Invasion of Asia Minor

In the spring of 334 BCE, a young king stood at the edge of the known world, his gaze fixed upon the shimmering waters of the Hellespont. For Alexander III of Macedon, this narrow strait was more than a physical boundary; it was the dividing line between the familiar realm of his father and the vast, legendary empire of the Achaemenid Persians. At just twenty-two years old, he was about to gamble everything on a daring invasion that would either crown him as history’s greatest conqueror or see him destroyed in ignominious defeat. Behind him lay the simmering resentments of the Greek city-states, forced into an uneasy alliance by his father Philip II. Ahead lay the sprawling territories of King Darius III, a monarch who commanded resources and manpower that dwarfed the young king’s own.

Yet Alexander possessed a weapon that no amount of gold could buy: a fierce, almost messianic belief in his own destiny. From his childhood tutelage under Aristotle, he had absorbed the Homeric ideal of kleos—eternal glory won through heroic deeds. He was determined not merely to match the achievements of his hero Achilles, but to surpass them. The invasion of Asia was not just a military campaign; it was a personal crusade, a calculated act of propaganda, and the first thunderous step toward forging an empire that would stretch from the Balkans to the Indus Valley.

The Legacy of a Father, the Vision of a Son

To understand Alexander’s invasion, one must first grasp the foundation laid by his father. Philip II had inherited a backward, tribal kingdom on the fringes of the Greek world and, through a combination of military genius and ruthless diplomacy, transformed Macedon into the dominant power in the Aegean. He revolutionized warfare by creating a professional army centered on the Macedonian phalanx, a bristling formation of infantry armed with six-meter-long pikes called sarissas. He also cultivated a powerful cavalry arm, the Companion Cavalry, which would serve as the hammer to the phalanx’s anvil.

In 338 BCE, Philip crushed the combined forces of Athens and Thebes at the Battle of Chaeronea, effectively ending the era of independent Greek city-states. He then forged the League of Corinth, a pan-Hellenic alliance that united the Greeks under his leadership for a single, grand purpose: a war of revenge against the Persian Empire. The League declared a crusade to ‘liberate’ the Greek cities of Asia Minor from Persian rule, a propaganda ploy designed to cloak Macedonian imperialism in the mantle of Hellenic freedom.

The dream, however, died with its dreamer. In 336 BCE, as Philip was preparing to launch his invasion, he was struck down by an assassin in the ancient capital of Aegae. The murder, committed by a disgruntled bodyguard named Pausanias, plunged Macedon into crisis. Surrounded by enemies who saw his youth as weakness, the twenty-year-old Alexander seized the throne with brutal efficiency. He moved swiftly to eliminate potential rivals, including his cousin Amyntas IV and the sons of his father’s general Attalus, establishing his authority through a calculated display of ruthlessness. With his northern and Greek frontiers temporarily secured, he could finally turn his attention to the great enterprise his father had left unfinished.

The Army of the Invasion

The force that Alexander assembled for the invasion was a marvel of its age, a professional military machine honed by decades of warfare under Philip and now led by the most ambitious general of his generation. While modern estimates vary, the main expeditionary force that crossed the Hellespont in 334 BCE consisted of approximately 32,000 infantry and 5,100 cavalry. This was a relatively small army by Persian standards, but it was a lethal, balanced, and highly mobile fighting force.

The backbone of the army was the Macedonian phalanx, numbering around 12,000 men. These were the Pezhetairoi, or ‘Foot Companions,’ professional soldiers armed with the sarissa, a pike so long that it required two hands to wield. When arrayed in a dense formation of sixteen ranks, the phalanx presented a terrifying hedge of spear-points to any frontal assault. Supporting the phalanx were 3,000 elite Hypaspists, or ‘Shield Bearers,’ a more mobile infantry force that served as a tactical link between the heavy phalanx and the cavalry.

The hammer of Alexander’s army was his cavalry, and its finest edge was the Companion Cavalry. Numbering some 1,800 men, these were the sons of the Macedonian nobility, trained from youth to fight as shock cavalry. Armed with a xyston (a long, two-handed lance) and armored in bronze, they charged in a wedge formation that could punch through even the most disciplined enemy line. Complementing them were 1,800 superb Thessalian cavalry, renowned as the best horsemen in Greece, and lighter contingents of Thracian and Paeonian scouts.

The army was further fleshed out with 7,000 allied Greek infantry, 5,000 mercenaries, and 1,000 skilled archers and javelin-men from Agrianes.

Logistically, the invasion was a gamble. Alexander carried only enough supplies for thirty days, and his treasury was alarmingly lean. He had borrowed heavily from his generals and commanders, and he was acutely aware that his army would have to live off the land, or else capture Persian treasure to pay his troops. His only naval support was a small fleet of some 160 ships, provided by the allied Greeks. This was a paltry force compared to the massive Achaemenid navy, which fielded perhaps 400 state-of-the-art Phoenician triremes. Alexander’s strategy, therefore, was not to fight a naval war but to neutralize the Persian fleet by capturing its coastal bases on land. It was a high-stakes plan that required speed, surprise, and a relentless offensive.

Crossing the Hellespont: The Prophetic Landing

In the early spring of 334 BCE, the Macedonian army began its march from the capital at Pella. The column snaked through the rugged passes of Thrace, past the marshes of Lake Cercinitis, and across the River Hebrus. After a rapid march of twenty days, they arrived at the Hellespont, the narrow strait that separates Europe from Asia. The crossing point was the Thracian Chersonese, near the town of Sestus.

The Persian fleet, despite its overwhelming superiority, was nowhere to be seen. The reasons for this strategic blunder are debated by historians, but it likely stemmed from a combination of overconfidence and a lack of centralized command. The Achaemenid satraps of Asia Minor, the regional governors, had assembled an army to oppose Alexander, but King Darius III himself remained far away in the Persian heartland, preoccupied with internal threats and perhaps underestimating the young king’s resolve. The absence of the Persian navy gave Alexander a clear, unobstructed crossing.

As the army prepared to embark, Alexander orchestrated a scene of profound symbolic power. He entrusted the transport of the main body of infantry and cavalry to his trusted general Parmenio, who would cross from Sestus to the Asian port of Abydos. Alexander, however, chose to make his own crossing from the promontory of Elaeus, the legendary departure point of the Greek fleet in Homer’s Iliad.

Before setting sail, he performed a sacrifice at the tomb of Protesilaus, the first Greek to leap ashore at Troy, who was also the first to die. Alexander’s sacrifice was a prayer that his own landing would be more fortunate. Then, with dramatic flair, he took the helm of the lead ship. As he reached the midpoint of the strait, he sacrificed a bull to Poseidon and the Nereids, pouring a libation into the churning sea from a golden goblet. Then, according to the ancient accounts, he was the first man to leap ashore in full armor, a warrior-king leading his people into a new world. To mark the moment, he erected altars to Zeus, Athena, and Heracles on both shores.

The Pilgrimage to Troy: Claiming the Mantle of Achilles

From the landing point, Alexander’s first destination was not a strategic objective but a mythical one: the ruins of ancient Troy. He was not merely a tourist; he was a pilgrim seeking to forge a spiritual link with the heroes of the past. Accompanied by his lifelong companion Hephaestion, he visited the legendary sites of the Trojan War.

At the temple of Athena Ilias, Alexander offered lavish sacrifices and dedicated his own armor, taking in exchange some relics that were said to date back to the Trojan War. These sacred arms were thereafter carried before him into battle by his shield-bearing guards. He then visited the tomb of Achilles, anointing the grave with oil and running around it naked with his companions, an ancient athletic rite honoring the hero. He laid a garland upon the tomb and declared Achilles fortunate, not for his life, but for having Homer to immortalize his deeds. Hephaestion, for his part, paid similar homage at the tomb of Patroclus, Achilles’ beloved companion.

This was more than just romantic posturing. By consciously casting himself as a new Achilles, Alexander was legitimizing his invasion as a heroic quest. In the Greek imagination, the Trojan War was the original war of revenge against Asia. By identifying with its greatest hero, Alexander was telling his troops and the world that he was not merely a Macedonian king, but the heir to the entire Hellenic heroic tradition. He was a man of destiny, walking in the footsteps of demigods.

The Persian War Council at Zelea

While Alexander was paying homage to his mythical ancestors, the Persian commanders in the region were holding a far more urgent meeting. The satraps of western Asia Minor had gathered at the town of Zelea (modern-day Sarıköy), about twenty miles from the expected line of march. 

The assembled leaders represented the upper echelon of Achaemenid power in Anatolia: Arsites, the satrap of Hellespontine Phrygia, whose territory Alexander had just invaded; Spithridates, the satrap of Lydia and Ionia; Arsames, the satrap of Cilicia; Mithridates, the son-in-law of Darius III; and several other powerful nobles. Also present was a man whose wisdom they would tragically ignore: Memnon of Rhodes.

Memnon was a Greek mercenary commander in Persian service, a man who knew the Macedonians intimately. He had fought against Philip, had visited the Macedonian court, and understood the power of the new Macedonian army better than any Persian noble. When the council opened, Memnon delivered a strategic assessment that was as brilliant as it was unpalatable to Persian pride. He argued that a pitched battle against Alexander was foolhardy. The Macedonian infantry, he pointed out, was far superior to anything the Persians could field, and Alexander’s presence on the battlefield was a force multiplier. Moreover, Darius was not there to take command; the satraps would be fighting without their king.

Instead of a direct confrontation, Memnon proposed a strategy of calculated retreat and scorched earth. He urged the Persians to avoid battle, fall back, and systematically destroy the countryside—burning crops, poisoning wells, and demolishing towns. Without forage, Alexander’s army, which was short on supplies, would be forced to withdraw or starve. Simultaneously, Memnon advocated using the superior Persian fleet to transport an army across the Aegean and strike at Macedon itself, carrying the war into Alexander’s homeland. It was a masterful plan, one that recognized the true nature of the threat and sought to defeat Alexander without ever fighting his army.

The reaction of the Persian satraps was predictable. Arsites, whose own lands would be the first to be devastated by a scorched-earth policy, was vehemently opposed. He swore that he would not permit a single house in his satrapy to be burned. The other nobles, steeped in a martial culture that prized bold action, scoffed at Memnon’s ‘cowardly’ advice. They had the numbers, they had the home field, and they were eager to teach this upstart Macedonian a lesson. The counsel of the Rhodian was overruled. The decision was made to fight.

The Armies Take the Field

The Persian army chose its ground with care. They advanced to the banks of the Granicus River (modern-day Biga Çayı), a swift-flowing stream about fifty to eighty feet wide, with steep, muddy banks that rose to a height of ten to twelve feet. The Persians deployed their forces on the eastern bank, using the river itself as a natural defensive barrier. Their battle plan, as reported by the ancient historian Arrian, was to place their cavalry in the front line, arrayed in a dense formation along the water’s edge. Behind the cavalry, on the higher ground, stood the infantry—including a core of some 5,000 to 20,000 Greek mercenary hoplites, heavily armored and highly disciplined.

The logic of this deployment was simple: the Persian cavalry would charge down the steep bank and into the river, engaging and destroying the Macedonian vanguard as it struggled to cross. If the Macedonian cavalry survived the river crossing and the initial charge, they would then be confronted by the second line of Greek mercenaries, who would finish the job. It was a plan that relied on aggressive forward defense.

Alexander, for his part, advanced from Troy and camped on the western side of the Granicus. As he surveyed the Persian deployment, his veteran general Parmenio offered a cautionary assessment. It was late afternoon, the sun was sinking in the west, and the enemy held the high ground on the far bank. Parmenio urged Alexander to wait until morning, to cross the river under cover of darkness, or to find a ford downstream. It was, by any conventional military standard, excellent advice. But Alexander was not a conventional commander.

According to Arrian, Alexander rejected Parmenio’s advice with characteristic bravado, declaring that he would be ashamed to halt at a mere stream like the Granicus after having crossed the Hellespont. The historian Diodorus Siculus, however, presents a different account, claiming that Alexander did wait until the next morning and crossed undetected at a ford. Modern scholarship, while divided, tends to favor the version of a late-afternoon assault. It was in Alexander’s nature to strike when least expected, to use the element of surprise and the setting sun to his advantage. The Persians, who would have to look into the blinding western sun, would be at a distinct disadvantage.

The Battle of the Granicus River: The First Clash of Empires

As the afternoon of May 334 BCE wore on, Alexander ordered his army to prepare for an immediate assault. He deployed his forces in a standard Macedonian formation: the heavy infantry phalanx in the center, with the cavalry on the wings. On the left, Parmenio commanded the Thessalian cavalry and the allied Greek horse. On the right, Alexander placed himself at the head of the Companion Cavalry, supported by the Hypaspists and the archers and javelin-men of the light infantry.

Alexander’s battle plan was a masterful application of the oblique order, a tactical innovation that would become his signature. He deliberately weakened his left wing, ordering Parmenio to simply hold the line against the superior Persian cavalry on that flank. Meanwhile, he massed his own striking power on the right, intending to smash through the Persian left wing, roll up their line, and shatter their formation. The plan was risky, but it offered the possibility of a decisive victory.

The opening move was a feint. Alexander ordered a small advance force of cavalry and light infantry, the prodromoi, to cross the river ahead of the main army. This was a sacrificial probe, designed to draw the Persian cavalry down the steep bank and into the water. The Persians took the bait. Their right wing, commanded by Memnon and his sons, charged into the river, meeting the Macedonian advance guard in a swirling, chaotic melee. The Macedonians were outnumbered and outmatched. They fought bravely but were driven back, suffering heavy losses. The Persian commanders, emboldened by their success, pressed their advantage, pushing their cavalry further across the stream.

They had played directly into Alexander’s hands. As the Persian cavalry became mired in the muddy riverbank and disorganized in the fierce hand-to-hand fighting, Alexander seized his moment. At the head of the Companion Cavalry, he plunged into the river with a thunderous war cry. The Macedonian wedge, a tight formation of elite horsemen, smashed into the weakened Persian left wing. The shock was tremendous. The long xyston lances of the Companions, used as both thrusting and thrusting weapons, pierced the lighter armor of the Persian horsemen, while the sheer weight and momentum of the charge drove them back.

The battle devolved into a savage, personal struggle. The Persian nobles, many of them kinsmen of the king, recognized Alexander’s distinctive armor and the tall white plumes on his helmet. They converged on him, determined to end the war with a single, heroic blow. What followed was a scene of almost mythical violence.

According to Plutarch and Arrian, Alexander’s spear was shattered in the initial clash. He called to his attendant for another, but the man’s own spear was broken as well. At that critical moment, a Persian noble named Mithridates, the son-in-law of Darius, charged at Alexander. The king evaded his thrust and, with the broken shaft of his own spear, impaled Mithridates through the face.

No sooner had Mithridates fallen than another Persian noble, Rhoesaces, rode at Alexander from behind and smashed his sword against the king’s head. The blow was so powerful that it cut through Alexander’s helmet and gashed his scalp. Dazed but not defeated, Alexander wheeled his horse and was about to engage Rhoesaces when a third Persian, Spithridates, the satrap of Lydia and Ionia, raised a heavy battle-axe for a killing blow. He was just about to bring it down on the king’s unprotected neck when a Macedonian officer named Cleitus the Black, the brother of Alexander’s wet nurse, rode up at the last possible moment and ran his spear through Spithridates’ shoulder, severing his arm and saving Alexander’s life.

The Tide Turns

The death of Spithridates and Mithridates proved to be the turning point. The Persian nobles, their leaders falling one after another, began to lose heart. The Companion Cavalry, reinforced by the Thessalian horse, pressed their advantage. The Persian cavalry, unable to withstand the relentless pressure, broke and fled. Their flight exposed the second line of Greek mercenaries, who had been waiting on the higher ground behind the riverbank.

What followed was not a battle but a slaughter. The Macedonian phalanx, having crossed the river unopposed, advanced in perfect order. The Greek mercenaries, caught between the advancing phalanx and the victorious cavalry, had no chance. They had been hired to fight for Persia, and Alexander, in a calculated act of terror, gave them no quarter. He ordered his men to surround them, and the mercenaries were cut down where they stood. Of the thousands who served as the elite of the Persian infantry, only a handful survived. Most of the survivors were sent back to Macedon in chains to work the brutal silver mines, a grim fate that served as a warning to any Greek who would dare fight for the Persian king.

The Persian losses were staggering. Arrian reports that 20,000 Persian infantry and 2,500 cavalry perished, while the Macedonians lost only 34 men in total, 9 of whom were infantry. The figures are almost certainly exaggerated—a product of the pro-Alexander sources—but the scale of the disaster is undeniable. The entire Persian command structure in Anatolia had been decapitated. Arsites, the satrap who had refused Memnon’s advice, fled the battlefield in disgrace and, unable to bear the shame, committed suicide soon after.

Aftermath: The Conquest of the Coast

The Battle of the Granicus River was over in a matter of hours, but its consequences would ripple across the ancient world. The victory was not merely a military success; it was a psychological masterstroke. The invincible aura of the Achaemenid Empire had been shattered. A Persian army, led by the king’s own satraps and supported by elite Greek mercenaries, had been annihilated by a smaller, foreign force.

The strategic implications were immediate. The road to the heart of Asia Minor lay open. Alexander, ever mindful of his logistical vulnerability, did not immediately march east to confront Darius. Instead, he turned south, moving to secure the coastal cities of the Aegean. His goal was to ‘liberate’ the Greek cities of Asia Minor from Persian rule and, more importantly, to deny the Persian navy its bases. A fleet without ports was a fleet without a purpose.

The campaign of liberation was remarkably swift. Sardis, the ancient capital of Lydia and the seat of the Persian satrapy, surrendered without a fight. Its citadel commander, Mithrenes, handed over the city and its treasury to Alexander, a gesture that would later be richly rewarded. Alexander, in turn, restored the city’s laws and customs, and offered a sacrifice to Zeus Olympius. Ephesus followed suit. When the pro-Persian faction in the city attempted to resist, the populace rose up and massacred them, welcoming Alexander as a liberator.

Not all cities were so cooperative. Miletus, a powerful port
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