The Defiant Son of the Soil
Maharaja Porus is little known to the South Asian folks when compared to the glamour of Alexander of Macedonia. He is often portrayed as a vanquished native warrior who couldn’t withstand the smashing power of Alexander the Great.
His poor war tactics and military strategies are ridiculed to acknowledge the supremacy of the Greek invaders, who were supposedly far ahead of Indians in ancient history. It is time to put history in order and acknowledge the great heroism of Maharaja Porus. In a recently published translation of Dr. Bhuda Parkash’s work on Maharaja Porus, many unexplored facts of the ancient past have been presented for the keen students of history. The book also triggers the debate of ascertaining the real place of Maharaja Porus in the post-colonial narratives. Was he a hero of our history? How should nationalist historians view his defiance and bravery in light of the mammoth power of Alexander that he confronted in the year 326 BC? Why has this brave son of Punjab remained hidden from alternative nationalistic discourses? These and many more queries are ably answered in the well-researched book ‘Maharaja Porus,’ translated into Urdu by Prof. Hameed Ullah Hashmi.
For an ordinary onlooker, the war ended in favor of the Greeks, but for a student of history, this war altered the course of history.
Alexander of Macedonia had a reason to invade India. In the ongoing power politics of great empires, he apprehended Indian support for his arch-rivals in Iran. While taking an ambitious start from his Macedonian state, he successfully subdued the Egyptians and Babylonians. In the territories he conquered, many fell in his way out of fear of his grand military might. Rulers one after another surrendered to him until the defiant son of Punjab, Maharaja Porus, came in his way. Porus refused to surrender before the Greeks. It was an audacious decision in a situation where the neighboring state of Taxila had extended allegiance to Alexander upon his arrival in 326 BC. Porus had no local rulers to support his war plans. His resources were meager, but his resolve was immense.
The Battle of Hydaspes (River Jhelum) was fought in May 326 BC. The details shared in the book provide sufficient information on how bravely and gracefully the Punjabi people defended their motherland. Upon arrival at the banks of the River Jhelum, the Greek forces faced tough terrain and the harsh summer of the subcontinent. The water flow in the river had risen to alarming levels. On one bank stood the 7-foot-tall Porus, ready to lead his people against the Greeks’ desire for subjugation. On the opposite bank, near Girjak (presently Jalalpur, Jhelum), stood Alexander, unaware that it would be his last battle halting his expansionist designs. Until then, the continuous, long, and tiring wars waged by the Greeks had eroded their interest in world conquest. It was also hard to ensure loyalty even after winning a war and killing thousands of people. The weather and terrain at every location were challenging. Alexander realized this reality when many of his soldiers left him even before this battle. Both forces collided passionately to tilt the balance of power, but fortune favored the Greeks. Though the Punjabi warriors provided a tough challenge to Alexander, their chariots, elephants, and weaponry couldn’t withstand the onslaught of the Greek forces. The giant elephants of Porus, instead of aiding him, damaged their own forces after being injured by the sharp spikes and javelins of the enemy. Porus, too, fell down from his elephant and was captured, brought before Alexander in a wounded condition.
Here, the oft-quoted anecdote of history came into being. Alexander asked Porus how he should be treated now. Porus bravely replied, “Treat me the way a king treats another king.” Alexander was deeply impressed by the valor and wisdom of Porus. He returned Porus’ territory to him, and the war ended with Porus back in command. The Greeks made some advancements until the River Beas after crossing the River Ravi but left the campaign inconclusive and decided to return.
For an ordinary onlooker, the war ended in favor of the Greeks, but for a student of history, this war altered the course of history. The brave Punjabi Porus taught courage and hope to his fellow Indians. He is a symbol of defiance, bravery, and wisdom. The book refers to the fact that there were no historical accounts preserved or written by Indian historians in ancient times to commemorate the nationalistic fervor of Maharaja Porus. All details gathered until now are from original sources written by Greek historians, who, under the patronage of Alexander, rated him too highly but also unfairly. The author corroborated the glorified facts stated by pro-Alexander historians with those from other Greek historians who had exposed the darker side of that military campaign. He has also incorporated certain narratives from that era which support the claims of the statesmanship and war success of Maharaja Porus. Since Indian historians in the past rarely attempted to challenge the self-claimed supremacy of Alexander, the place of Porus in the annals of history remained silent.
The dominant narrative overshadowed the legacy of this brave warrior. Muslims of subcontinent also rated Alexander high on account of his name as ‘Sikandar’ and his fight against a non-Muslim Porus whereas it is important to understand that the historical event occurred much before the advent of Islam. Maharaja Porus fought with chivalry for the love of his people and his soil. His defiance became a guiding light for the future generations of warriors and rulers of India. A much needed insight in the subject was certainly missing. Dr. Bhudda Parkash successfully highlighted the real character and significance of our unsung hero. Locals in Pakistan still celebrate and commemorate the glory of Alexander who attacked and plundered their ancestors but seldom remember their savior as ‘Porus the Great’.
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