The Battle of the River Hydaspes, India, May 326 B.C.

(Arrian pgs. 266-282 Plutarch pgs 317-318)

This river is now called the Jhelum. It was the monsoon season of 326 B.C. 

The river, swallowed with rainwater, was around 800 meters wide. 

Alexander and his army crossed the River Indus into India. He was met by Taxiles, a prince who controlled this area, who gave him gifts. It was there that Alexander was told that Porus, King of the Pauravas, whose kingdom extended from the Hydaspes to the Punjab, was waiting for him with a large army on the far bank of the river Hydaspes, barring the entrance to his kingdom. The Taxiles reinforced Alexander’s army with 5,000 troops. 

Porus army comprised (estimates only) 50,000 infantry (mostly archers), 4,000 cavalry, 300 war chariots, and 200 elephants, which were unknown to the Macedonians used as weapon of war.  


Alexander ordered that the ships he had used to cross the River Indus should be cut into sections and brought over land by ox-carts to the banks of the River Hydaspes and re- assembled. The Macedonian army positioned directly opposite Porus’ army.

On the banks of the river followed a war of nerves. It looked like stalemate and Alexander had a huge consignment of grain and other supplies brought to the camp. Porus probably believed that the Macedonians would not attack till the monsoon was over; the high waters and the elephants were quite a deterrent. 

The Crossing 

Porus sent groups of troops to every point across the river where he thought Alexander might cross. Alexander, on the other hand, kept his enemy on their toes, keeping his army moving up and down the river constantly, even at night, and making as much noise as possible. 

Porus had his troops and elephants move up and down his side of the river following the sound of the Macedonian. This went on for a long time eventually Porus gave up, as the Macedonians never tried to cross. Porus was lulled into a false sense of security. His men could not remain on the alert indefinitely and so he allowed them to relax.  

About 30 kilometres from base camp, Alexander scouts found a potential crossing place. This was a large wooded island with only a narrow channel on either side of it. Alexander decided that this was a good spot because Porus’ scouts would not be able to see them. Alexander also heard that an ally of Porus (Abisares) was not far off with a large army and he knew that he had to attack soon rather than letting them join forces. 

The element of surprise was only of so much use as once he started to cross, Porus would know about it. So a division of forces was necessary to keep Porus guessing. Alexander left Craterus in charge of the troops in the camp opposite Porus, with orders not to cross the river until Porus had moved from his position to attack Alexander or if Craterus was sure that Porus was in retreat and the Macedonians had won the day. Also Craterus was not to cross the river if the elephants were still there, as they would frighten the horses making a successful landing unlikely. 

Alexander left three groups of mercenary cavalry and infantry at different points along the river bank between Craterus’ troops and the spot opposite the island where he was going to cross. They had order to cross the river as soon as the battle between Alexander and Porus’ main force had started to fight. 

At night Alexander took his troops inland, so that he could move them down to the spit of land opposite the island without letting Porus know they were planning an attack. Alexander had already had ships and floats moving upstream to the spot where he was going to cross and had them hidden in the trees. 
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Under his command for the crossing Alexander had Companion cavalry, the Bactrian cavalry, the Schythian cavalry and the mounted archers (Alexander was now Great King and had the Persian Army as well as the Macedonian army at his command). He also had the Guards infantry, the archers and the Agrianes. In total 5,000 cavalry and 10,000 infantry all considered elite. 

So Alexander’ shock troops crossed the river in terrible storm conditions in the middle of the night. The daring and skill needed for this operation was astounding and the logistics involved were daunting. In one way the storm was good because of the noise but conditions were appalling. 

On disembarking a terrible mistake was discovered, due possibly to faulty intelligence or the low visibility during the storm. When they had reached the opposite site of the wooded island, they realized they had landed on a second island, and they would have to cross another section of the river. Because of the storm the level of the river had risen and they had to look form a ford. They had to cross with the water up to the men’s armpits and the horse’s necks. 

Once they had reached to opposite bank of the river Alexander’s force formed up in battle positions. He had the mounted cavalry on the right with the mounted archers ion front of them as a screen. Behind them he positioned the infantry. The Agrianes and the javelin-men were to protect both flanks of the phalanx. Alexander moved ahead quickly with 5,000 cavalry and the infantry were to follow as quickly as they could.

 Arrian gives three different accounts of what happened when Alexander crossed from the second island to the mainland:

1. Porus’ son arrived with 60 chariots just as Alexander first troops were crossing on to the mainland. These troops could have had serious effect on Alexander’ troops if they had gotten off their chariots and attacked on foot. Instead they drove off. Alexander sent his mounted archers after them and many of them were wounded.

2. Porus’ son attacked Alexander cavalry during this engagement Porus’ son wounded Alexander and killed Bucephalus, Alexander’s horse. 

3. Arrian thinks that this story is more likely to be true. Porus’ son had 2,000 cavalry and 200 chariots, (a small enough force, considering that the ground was muddy and the chariots all but useless). He arrived after the Macedonians had reached the riverbank and landed his troops. Alexander sent the mounted archers against them because he thought that they were the vanguard of Porus’ army and that the whole Indian army was just close behind them. When Alexander realized that they were on their own and Porus was behind them he attacked with the Companions. The Indian broke and ran. 400 Indian cavalry were killed including Porus’ son, all the chariots were destroyed. 

 Porus left a small section of his army and some of his elephants to fight Craterus as he tried to cross the river. At the same time a Macedonian force under Meleager had crossed the river and had joined up with Alexander how was pressing head with the cavalry. 

The Battle 

Porus now decided correctly that the main battle had to be fought on his side of the river and moved to meet Alexander. Moving along the bank he picked his place carefully, a level sandy plain, free from mud. Porus drew his army in a wide, central front with the elephants stationed every 25 meters or so, (they looked like castle with towers). On either wing he placed a row of chariots with infantry and cavalry behind them, amassed at the centre of the field. The overall line was probably over 5 kilometres long, of which most was infantry and its biggest drawback was probably lack of flexibility. 
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Alexander could not risk bringing the horses face up to the elephants so he had to think of something else. He decided to send his cavalry against the Indians’ left wing and hope that Porus would shift his right wing cavalry around in help of his left wing. Meanwhile he left two cavalry division (under Coenus and Demetrius) out of sight ready to sweep around behind enemy lines and attack from the rear. 

The attack on the left wing began with mounted archers against the chariots. Then Alexander charged at the head of his cavalry and Porus did exactly as he had hoped, he moved his right wing cavalry around to his hard pressed left. At once Coenus led the two division in reserve right around behind the enemy. Soon afterwards the infantry charged on Porus’ centre, which was already unsettled from the Companion cavalry attack on the left.  

The elephants were by then surrounded by infantry and the Indian cavalry on all sides and they were trampling Indians and Macedonians alike. The Macedonians, though, had more room to manoeuvre and could move out of the elephants’ way better than the Indian who were confined by the Macedonian phalanx and cavalry attack. The elephants soon grew tired and stop charging. Alexander decided that the best way to deal with them was fist to let the archers shoot the mahouts, then throw spears and javelins at the animal themselves and then finishing them off with swords and axes. The sarissas proved very useful too. Once the momentum of the attack was maintained the elephants proved to be just as much of a problem to their own side. 
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Finally Craterus crossed the river and attacked the camp. The final stage of the battle was hand to hand fighting at which the Macedonians were far more experience and effective, being Porus’ infantry mainly composed by archers. Eventually when it was clear that there was no hope, Porus left the battlefield badly wounded on his elephant (contrast to Darius).  They are coins showing Alexander cheekily chasing an elephant from behind with his long sarissa, possibly representing n actual episode of the battle (see picture at the end the article). Wisely Abisares and his army arrived to late for the battle.

“Gaugamela was fought against heavier odds and far more hung on its outcome but at the Hydaspes Alexander displayed a flexible resourcefulness of strategy which he never equalled on any other occasion, from his initial brilliant dispositions to the final ruse by which he outmanoeuvred Porus’ cavalry” (Peter Green). To napoleon   this was Alexander finest victory.

	Porus’ Losses

20,000 Infantry

3,000 Cavalry

300 Chariots

Two of Porus’ sons

All the commanders of the elephants, chariots and cavalry.
	Alexander’ Losses

20 Infantry

10 Mounted Archers

20 Companion Cavalry

200 Other cavalry


The Aftermath

Alexander was very impressed by Porus, because unlike Darius he had not run away to try to save himself but had remained fighting until the last when he was wounded in the shoulder, and only then did he retreat. He had also sacrificed the life of two of his sons for the protection of his kingdom. 

Alexander wanted to save the life of his opponent. He sent the Indian prince Taxiles to speak to Porus. Porus and Taxiles had been enemies and Porus charged his elephant at Taxiles and tried to kill him with his lance, Taxiles moved out of the way in the nick of time. Alexander sent another group of Indians to speak to Porus, including Meroes who was a friend of Porus. 

Porus got off his elephants and had a drink before he went to meet Alexander. Porus was very tall, Arrian says he was over two meters high, towering over the not-so-tall Alexander. Alexander asked him what he wanted to be treated. Porus replied that he wanted to be treated like a king. Alexander agreed to his demand. Alexander also asked Porus if he wanted anything else. Porus replied: ‘Everything is contained in this one request’. Alexander was impressed by this exchange that he restored his kingdom to hum and increased the territory under Porus’ control.

Alexander founded two cities near the site of the battle, one he called Nicaea (Nike=victory) and the other Bucephala after his horse who died either from battle wounds or old age according to which story it is to believe. Soon afterwards Alexander continued eastwards to the river Hyphasis where the Macedonians will mutiny out of sheer exhaustion.
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