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OPS/image28.jpg
The following week, Sundari trained Lakshmi to lead the
elephants with the heavy golden howdah on her back.

When the big day arrived, the fabulous traditional frontlet was
attached to Lakshmi’s forehead with great care. The jewellery
was so heavy that tiny Sundari needed three muscular men to
help her! Together, they draped yards of brocaded silk and
strapped the famous howdah on to Lakshmi’s back.

Then the priest performed a long pooja to Goddess
Chamundeshwari, and placed the idol inside the howdah.
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OPS/image10.jpg
A few months before Dussehra,

at the stables, Drona, the hero

of the processions, suddenly fell ill.
Finding a replacement was
difficult as none of the other
bulls were as majestic as the
old hero. Drona’s own sons
were disappointingly
ordinary bulls.
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At the temple complex where
the girls practised their dances,
Sundari tried very hard to be

a bad dancer. She deliberately
made mistakes, ruining the neat
formations the dancers created.
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A Pair of Twins

Lakshmi and Sundari are an unusual pair of twins
with a deep connection. But not everyone knows how
special they are, until they’re both called upon to save
the day.

Kavitha Mandana tells an uplifting story
of gender role reversal, while Nayantara Surendranath
lends vibrancy with her magnificent artwork.

“Kavitha Mandana’s storytelling and Nayantara Surendranath’s vibrant illustrations
make the story come alive. No matter what age you are, it's a keeper.”
- The Hindu

"...[challenges] gender and societal norms
without being preachy...this one ticks all the boxes."
- Lightroom Bookstore
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OPS/image29.jpg
With Lakshmi ready, Sundari dashed off
to get dressed. Nobody knew what she
was going to wear till she reappeared,
excited and nervous at the same time.
She had flowers in her hair and looked
resplendent in her turquoise blue
dancer’s sari!

The sari had been the Maharani’s idea and it was
perfect for a young girl to sit astride an elephant.
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But Vikram, at twelve, had different plans
for his future. “No smelly elephant stables

for mel” he swore to himself. He hoped

to join the palace band as the lead drummer.
“Because,” he explained to Sundari, “whoever
beats the big drum, gets the best uniform.”
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Sundari’s remarks about Lakshmi rang in
Rajanna’s ears. So, in spite of Muniyappa’s
protests, he paraded Lakshmi.

“This is Lakshmi,” Rajanna explained,
“Our Drona’s daughter.”

The king and his mother were delighted.
“What a graceful and regal elephant,”
the king remarked.“She is the one,”

the Maharani declared.

“Lakshmi will lead the procession this year!”
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hey were born on the

same day, just a few

minutes apart. One was
a healthy three-and-a-half kilo
baby girl whom her mother
named Sundari, the other was
a 100-kilo elephant calf that the
mahouts called Lakshmi.
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“Lakshmi can easily take Drona’s
place,” Sundari suggested to the
worried mahouts.

“She is taller than her brothers and
is the easiest to train.”

“You can’t have a female elephant
lead the procession,” said old
Rajanna, Lakshmi’s mahout.
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But old Rajanna began to fidget.

“Is there something you wish
to say, Rajanna?” the king asked.
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Sundari thanked the Maharani. Muniyappa suggested that since
there were no costumes for female mahouts, Sundari could
just dress like a man, hiding her plaits under a turban.
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Throughout September, Sundari nursed Drona.

If it hadnt been for her, the old bull might have died.
But his recovery was slow, and as October approached,
the mahouts sadly realised that he would be too weak
to carry the heavy golden howdah.
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“Lakshmi has not been trained to carry the heavy howdah
and lead a procession. Also | am an old man now, Yuvaraja,”
he hung his head regretfully as he confessed, “I don’t think

| can train her before Dussehra.”

When the young king and his mother looked worried,
Rajanna swiftly reassured them, “Thankfully, there is
someone very capable, who can train Lakshmi in time.”

“Well, who is it?” the Maharani asked.

“Sundari, Muniyappa’s daughter,” Rajanna replied.
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It was only at the stables that
Sundari’s talents bloomed.
By the time she was thirteen,
she was so good with the
elephants, the mahouts
accepted her as some sort of
unofficial elephant nurse.
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From the time Sundari could
crawl, her father had carried
her off to the elephant stables
to play with Lakshmi.

The young child spent hours
frolicking at the feet of her large
‘twin sister .
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She looked at her father to
check if he was angry. But after
hearing allthe mahouts praise
her, Muniyappa couldn’t help
feeling proud of his daughter.

“Naturally, she will be good
with elephants. After all, Whose
daughter is she?”
he muttered
under his breath.
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“What's the matter, Muniyappa?”
the king asked, noticing his glum
face. The chief mahout described

Drona’s slow recovery.

“Why don't you parade all the
young elephants that could
replace Drona?” suggested the
Mabharani. “We need to choose
one quickly, as there are just

a few weeks left for Dussehra.”
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W notg about Pusseghra

1 Dussehra, a festival of ten days that usually falls in the month of

» October marks the death of the demon prince Mahishasura, who
was slayed by Goddess Chamundeshwari. It is celebrated to honour and signify
the victory of good over evil. Dussehra is the grandest festival in Karnataka.

The city of Mysore in the state of Karnataka gets its name from Mahishasurana
Ooru meaning the town of Mahishasura in Kannada. The festival is celebrated
over nine days and culminates on the tenth day which is called Vijayadasami.
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As each elephant walked past the
young king and the Maharani,
disappointment showed on their
faces. Drona had been so
outstanding that these young
bulls seemed like pale shadows
compared to him.
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Sundari’s father, Muniyappa
was the chief mahout.

And Lakshmi’s father, Drona,
was the star of the stables —
the majestic bull elephant

who had led the Dussehra
procession through Mysore city
for the last ten years.
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Sundari was brought before the
royal family. The Maharani
held her hand and gently asked,
“So are you ready to ride your

Lakshmi and lead the Dussehra

procession this year?”

Sundari was speechless.
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“Why not? It’s plain silly not to
let Lakshmi lead the procession,
especially when she’s perfect
for the part,” argued Sundari.

“It is just the way it is,”
said Rajanna. “Stop arguing.”





OPS/image25.jpg
Sundari’s face fell. Her disappointment
was so obvious that the Maharani
immediately asked what had upset
her so.

“I don’t want to dress like a man,”
Sundari said.

“For the first time in the history
of Mysore, a female elephant
and a girl mahout are to lead
the Dussehra procession.





OPS/image21.jpg
That got Muniyappa even angrier. He glowered
at his son and roared, “| forbid you to waste

the years | spent training you to become a mahout.
No son of mine will ever be a silly band-boy.”

It was the Maharani’s patience that calmed everyone
down. And after the mahouts all sheepishly admitted
that not one of them could train Lakshmi as well as
Sundari, Lakshmi’s ‘twin” was sent for.
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On the tenth day of Dussehra,

the crowds went wild as Lakshmi
stepped out onto the main street of the city.
Children had come from many miles away to

see Drona’s daughter walk tall — the first cow

elephant ever to carry the golden howdah.

And on her back sat the city’s young heroine:

Sundari, the first girl ever to become a royal

mahout and ride with Goddess
Chamundeshwari.
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“Why ever not?” asked the Maharani.
“You're right, young girl. After all, Dussehra
in Mysore means celebrating the bravery

of Goddess Chamundeshwari. It is she who
destroyed the demon Mahishasura,

and the reason pilgrims from all over India
flock to her hilltop shrine.”
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was reserved for his son, Vikram. He often boasted o 2%
“When I'm old and retired, Vikram will be chief
mahout! Look how well he’s shaping up.” As for

& Sundari, he wanted her to join the palace dancers.
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A furious Muniyappa stepped forward and shouted,
“Rajanna, it will be my son, Vikram, who will take
your place. And remember, it is | who will decide
that, not you.”

Meanwhile a nervous Vikram slipped out from
behind his father and approached the king directly.
He pleaded, “Yuvaraja, save me. | can’t control
Lakshmi at alll In fact, I'm scared of her.”
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Kavitha Mandana grew up in the Nilgiri hills of South India.
She worked briefly in advertising and has been writing

and illustrating for children's books over the last 15 years,
most regularly with the Deccan Herald kids” supplement.

Nayantara Surendranath is a visual artist, illustrator,
and animator. She primarily works with dry pastels,
charcoals, inks, and watercolour pencils. She also
teaches art as a medium of self-exploration.
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As the days passed, Muniyappa tried training the
other bulls to march with the golden howdabh,
but they looked uncomfortable and clumsy.
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When the royal car arrived at the stables,
Muniyappa went up to meet the young king

and his old mother, the Maharani.
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Leaning closer to Sundari, the Maharani
whispered something in her ear. The young
girl’s face broke into a smile, but the queen’s
words were to remain a secret until the day
of the procession.
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Over the years, as the difference
in their sizes increased, the games

that they played together changed.

When they both turned five,
Sundari was skinny and weighed
18 kilos, while Lakshmi weighed
three tons. One of the games that
Sundari enjoyed the most was
sliding down Lakshmi’s trunk.

Sundari constantly dreamed

of becoming Lakshmi’s mahout
and taking the elephant on many
processions and adventures.
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During all days of Dussehra, the Mysore palace is illuminated with thousands of
lights. The palace grounds thunder with traditional music and dance signifying the
cultural heritage of the state. It is a sight to behold as people pour in from all over
the country.

On Vijayadasami, a procession called the Jamboo Savari goes around the city led
by an elephant carrying the idol of Goddess Chamundeshwari in a howdabh.

It starts from the Mysore palace and finishes at Bannimantap where the

Banni tree is worshipped.





