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E Is for Elephant


Nearly four decades ago, Appu, a white elephant with a keen interest in sports, shot to fame for cheering on some of the best sportspeople of Asia. Only, Appu was not a live elephant, but the first-ever mascot of the Asian Games (or Asiad) – a prestigious sports competition held in select Asian cities every four years.


The organizers came up with the idea of a mascot for the IX Asiad, which was to take place in Delhi in 1982. A newspaper advertisement, published to introduce Appu, explained why the mascot was an elephant: ‘It figures prominently in Indian mythology, folklore and art, and is considered auspicious for new ventures. The elephant also characterizes India in the minds of millions of people all over the world.’


Appu instantly became the darling of the people. But while the mascot gladly struck its trademark pose (standing upright like a human, but on just one leg), another elephant called Kuttinarayanan, who was believed by some to be the real Asiad Appu, led a rather gloomy life. Kuttinarayanan was apparently being trained by an Indian circus company to be the star attraction at the IX Asiad opening ceremony. However, all he ended up becoming was the centre of a controversy: the organizers denied ever having approved the performance of a live baby elephant in the games, but the circus owners claimed they had letters stating that Kuttinarayanan had to be trained to hold stances like the mascot’s for the event. Kuttinarayanan never appeared at the IX Asiad, but 32 other elephants who came all the way from Kerala on a special train did.


Even after the event was over, the craze over Appu didn’t die down. The mascot often appeared in children’s drawings at art competitions, in floral decorations during various ceremonies, as the logo of a matches brand, and as the ambassador of the country’s first amusement park in Delhi – aptly named Appu Ghar. In fact, Appu became a common pet name for many children born in the country in 1982 or the year after. Both Appu and I were born in the same year – so, even though my pet name wasn’t the same, I do feel as if I’ve shared a strange connection with elephants right from birth.


I first found out about the animal when I began learning the English alphabet – like most toddlers, I was taught to repeat ‘E for Elephant’. And my first meeting with a real one was during a visit to a temple in Tamil Nadu at the age of four. All I remember of it is that I wailed the whole time I sat on the elephant’s back. As I grew up, I came across the majestic creature at various temples, zoos and circuses (in those days, they were a common sight on the streets too). I loved watching as they swayed hypnotically, ate voraciously, poked people with their trunks playfully, blessed infants by touching their tiny heads gently, and when they trumpeted powerfully.


The animal continued to be a part of my everyday vocabulary, for I use many elephant-related idioms and proverbs when conversing in English, Hindi or Tamil. (Ele-Fact: there are more than 100 elephant proverbs in Tamil!) Here’s an example: Yaanaikkum adi sarukkum. This Tamil proverb literally means that even elephants can slip and fall. What it actually means is that even a sure-footed, powerful person can make a mistake. 


Over time, I realized that just as proverbs teach us important things by highlighting different facets of elephants, other forms of communication too tell the story of these grey giants. Cave paintings reveal their association with early humans. Temple carvings depict sacred forms and popular myths such as Gajendra Moksha. Newspapers report new research and innovations in the fields of elephant care and conservation, and cinema touches upon the human–elephant bond (as seen between Raju and his elephant Ramu in the Hindi film Haathi Mere Saathi) and conflict (portrayed through the gripping tale of Bomman and his sibling-like elephant Manickam in the Tamil film Kumki).


While working on a fictional story about an elephant, I came across a research paper which drew my attention to the fact that people often don’t realize that the animals they find charming and fun may actually be endangered. The much-loved elephant, which is indeed endangered, ranked third on a list of the 10 most charismatic animals compiled by the researchers based on participants’ responses. And so, even though people claim to love elephants and celebrate them (for their noble qualities or at festivals), and images of elephants are found everywhere (from murals and sarees to wildlife photography and in the form of Ganesha), few know about the plight of these animals or that their populations have dwindled. Although people uphold their cultural significance, they tend to ignore the trumpet calls to protect these animals.


That’s when I decided to write a book on elephants – especially those who have a unique name, identity and story. It has taken me nearly three years to put together tales of extraordinary elephants from mythology, history and the modern times – not just from India but from all over the world! Of course, it is impossible to include all these stories in a single book. So, I have chosen those that seemed most relevant and interesting to me, and grouped them into nine sections that highlight the many stages of human–elephant co-existence on earth over millennia.


Every section opens with a short introduction to the theme in focus. The chapters have been divided into three parts: the main story, an ele-fact (elephant facts related to the main story) and another tale or additional information (which is also connected to the main story).


From being enigmatic beings in mythical tales and beasts who are controlled for human victory and entertainment to becoming reliable friends who save human lives and clever animals who must do all they can to escape human greed, elephants have walked an arduous path in history. By presenting all these aspects of the animal’s life, Trumpet Calls hopes to create awareness about them and encourage more conversations and action for their conservation because future generations of children must also learn to say ‘E for Elephant’, and not ‘E for Extinct’.
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There is an ancient folktale, originally from the Kamba tribe in Kenya, about how the first elephant came to be. 


Ivonya-Ngia was a wise old man who lived in a palatial house, with a huge herd of cattle. Surrounded by vast meadows, his house was far from civilization. Anyone who wanted to meet him had to travel for days. Ivonya-Ngia’s name meant ‘he who feeds the poor’, so every now and then, visitors came to seek his help.


One day, a young man, who was tired of living in poverty, came to Ivonya-Ngia’s house and asked the wise old man for a magic potion to end his misery. Ivonya-Ngia offered the man some of his own cattle to help him earn a living. Hard work hadn’t made him rich in years, so the young man insisted on a quick fix. Ivonya-Ngia then gave him a magical ointment. ‘If your wife agrees, rub this on the two canine teeth of her upper jaw. They will grow really large. You can then extract the teeth and sell them to become rich,’ the old man said.


The poor man rushed home and told his wife everything. ‘I hope this won’t affect the baby?’ she asked, for she was expecting their first child. When her husband assured her that there was no danger, she agreed and applied the ointment. A few weeks later, they found that her teeth had grown outwards, like curved and pointed pipes. The young man carefully removed them and sold them for a very high price – who wouldn’t want to own magical teeth, after all!


As soon as he returned from the market, he requested his wife to rub the ointment once more on her canines. But when her teeth grew large this time, she refused to let him take them to the market. ‘They are my teeth, not things for sale,’ she said angrily.


And as the shocked man looked on, his wife’s head bloated up; her ears became thin and swayed like pieces of cloth; her nose grew thick and long enough to touch the ground; her back hunched up and she began walking on all fours; finally, she grew a tail and then turned completely grey. She left the house and began living in the jungle, where her son was born. He looked exactly like her new grey form.


That is how a female elephant, who used to be a human, is believed to have given birth to the first wild elephant.


The magical teeth in the tale stand for the elephant’s tusks, which are made of ivory. When the poor man realized that his wife’s ivory teeth could indeed fetch a good sum, he showed little concern for her. The tale represents how many human beings fascinated by ivory do not care for the elephants themselves even today. This attitude is also reflected in the name humans have given these creatures, for the word ‘elephant’ comes from the Greek word elephas, which means ‘ivory’. Whatever their mythical origin might be, elephants are much more than just the ivory tusks they possess.


There are stories about every part of the elephant, and not just the tusks. When you put these parts together, the story of what an elephant actually is slowly emerges.
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The Headstrong Spirit


India


Gajasura, an elephant-headed demon, was notorious for his evil deeds in all the three worlds (of the gods, humans and demons). But the clever asura was also a devout follower of Shiva and spent a lot of time doing penance – his only ticket to get boons from the god.


One day, happy with his worship, the god appeared before him. What boon can I give you, Gajasura?’ Shiva said.


‘O god of gods, I never ever want to be separated from you. I wish that you would live in my stomach forever!’ Gajasura gushed.


Shiva was known to grant wishes so generously that he often didn’t think about the consequences. This time too, all he said was, ‘So be it!’


In a jiffy, Gajasura swallowed Shiva whole!


Meanwhile, Shiva’s wife, Goddess Parvati, who was waiting for him to return home, began to get frantic and started looking for him. When she could not find him anywhere, she rushed to Vishnu for help.


Vishnu rolled his eyes and said, ‘I’d warned him that his wish-granting enthusiasm would literally eat him up some day. That is exactly what has happened. Go home, Parvati. I’ll bring him back.’


Vishnu then disguised himself as a musician. Along with Shiva’s vahana (vehicle), Nandi, who was dressed as a dancing bull, he went straight to where Gajasura lay resting.


‘O mighty demon, would you care for some entertainment? I can sing, and my dear bull will dance,’ the musician said.


Gajasura was amused. ‘Why not? If your song and dance can make me happier than I already am, I’ll give you any reward you ask for!’


Vishnu sang about the beauty of Gajasura’s elephant head and Nandi danced in perfect rhythm. Mesmerized by the melody and thrilled by the subject of the song, the demon said, ‘You sure know how to impress your audience. I’ve never seen such an enchanting performance. Tell me, what gift would you like from me?’


The musician smiled and, transforming into his original avatar, said, ‘Release Shiva from your stomach!’


‘Vishnu!’ Gajasura exclaimed. After seeking the god’s blessings, he immediately freed Shiva.


Gajasura knew then that the time to pay for all his misdeeds had come. So he asked Shiva for one last boon, ‘O god of gods, I offer you my life. But after I’m gone, I want the gods as well as the mortal beings on earth to adore and respect my head.’


It was a strange request, but Shiva, not one for nit-picking, only said, ‘So be it!’


And with that, Gajasura let Shiva take his life.


Back in Shiva’s home, Parvati was getting ready for her bath. With Shiva and Nandi gone, there was no one around to guard the door of her chambers. Thinking quickly, she decided to mould a divine child from the tumeric-and-sandal paste that she had applied on herself. Satisfied with the form she had created, she breathed life into him. ‘Son, guard the door and do not let anyone in!’ she told the child.


When Shiva returned, he noticed the young boy but ignored him. As he was about to enter Parvati’s chambers, the boy refused to let him in.


‘How dare you stop me? Do you know who I am?’ Shiva asked angrily.


‘All I know is the promise I made to Parvati Ma. Who you are is of no concern to me,’ the boy said calmly. Shiva was annoyed by this response, but he chose to turn a deaf ear. He tried to enter the chambers again, but the boy pushed Shiva away with all his force.


In a fit of rage, Shiva cut off the boy’s head.


Just then, Parvati opened the door and saw what Shiva had done. The goddess immediately transformed into her warrior form, holding a weapon in each of her ten hands. Her body radiated a throbbing, red aura. Shiva realized that he had made a huge mistake.


‘Parvati… I thought… I mean… I’m sorry!’ he said, struggling for words.


‘If you ever want me to forgive you, you will bring my son back to life!’ she said, gritting her teeth.


A frantic Shiva summoned his attendants and said, ‘Go north, and bring me the head of the first being you find in your path. Go, go, go… Quick!’


The attendants searched high and low and finally returned with the only head they found.


‘What’s this? Oh… Gajasura’s head!’ Shiva exclaimed. He thought hard and finally decided that this was the only way to calm Parvati down and fulfil Gajasura’s last wish as well. He placed the elephant head on the unmoving body of the boy and breathed life into him again.


‘Ma!’ the boy called out.


Parvati, who had transformed back to her original self by then, came running to the child and hugged him tight. With tears of joy streaming down her cheeks, she said, ‘My son!’


‘Ahem, our son!’ Shiva said, embracing both of them. ‘He will be loved by one and all. We’ll call him Ganesha, “lord of the people”.’


And that is how the elephant-headed god Ganesha was born.




Ele-Fact


The head of an elephant – including the eyes, ears, tusks, trunk, muscles, jawbone, brain, skull and so on – can weigh more than 400 kilograms! That’s 80 times the weight of a human head, which is around 5 kilograms on an average. Of all the land mammals, elephants are said to have the largest brains.





The Symbol of Ganesha


In Tamil Nadu, the elephant-headed god is called Pillaiyaar (which means ‘noble child’). The people in this region draw a special symbol called the Pillaiyaar Shuzhi or ‘Ganesha Circle’ before writing accounts, lists, ideas or stories. They always draw it at the top of the page in the centre first and only then begin writing.


Ganesha is believed to be one of the earliest divine scribes because it was he who wrote the Mahabharata (with a feather first and then with his tusk that he broke off to continue writing) as Sage Vyasa dictated the verses of his epic poem. He is thus worshipped as the god of creativity and writing. This is why, before writing something down, Ganesha is remembered through the Pillaiyaar Shuzhi even today.


In earlier times, there was a practical reason too for using the Pillaiyaar Shuzhi. When people began writing on palm leaves, they drew the symbol first to check the quality of the leaves. If they could draw a tiny circle and a curve, with two (parallel) horizontal lines, and finally place a dot below, it meant that the leaves were of good quality and all the letters of the Tamil script could be written easily on them.


Before praying to Ganesha too, people draw the Pillaiyaar Shuzhi, just his elephant head, or his entire form as sacred floor designs. Because he is also believed to be a wish-fulfilling god and the remover of obstacles, people worship him before beginning any new venture.


Every part of Ganesha’s head has a symbolic meaning: the large head stands for wisdom; the big ears for the ability to listen well; the tiny eyes mean that he can focus on important matters; the long trunk is a sign of good adaptability; and the single tusk (he broke the other off, remember?) means that the god holds on to positivity and gets rid of negativity. Which is why, people consider the elephant-headed god to be auspicious.
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The Favourite of the Gods


Japan


A bright light spread through the skies. Behind a cluster of luminous clouds, a group of gods had been busy at work. They had just finished creating heaven and earth, and the islands of Japan on earth. They then divided themselves into three groups to create different species of animals that would inhabit the new lands. The gods sculpted the animals’ bodies, limbs and tails; the goddesses designed the heads, ears and eyes. The chief god and goddess assembled the different parts, thus giving them their final forms.


When a pair of every kind of animal was ready, the chief god said, ‘Stop, stop! We won’t need any more parts.’


A streak of lightning appeared from the spear of the chief goddess. As soon as it struck the animals, they came to life and were transported to earth.


‘What do we do with these spare limbs now?’ a goddess asked. Since the groups had been working separately, they had already created additional parts before they were asked to stop.


‘Discard them,’ another said lazily.


‘What? No, we can’t waste them!’ the chief god said. The extra parts belonged to the tora (tiger), kuma (bear), sai (rhinoceros), ushi (ox) and zou (elephant).


‘Hmm… What if we create a unique divine being using these parts?’ the chief goddess suggested.


The other gods and goddesses really liked this idea, and they began the process of assembling a new creature, much like a jigsaw. First, they placed the ushi’s tail at one end.


‘Here,’ said a god, attaching the kuma’s body to the tail.


‘The feet look odd,’ one of them observed, so a goddess placed the paws of the tora to complete the legs.


‘Now for the face,’ another goddess said, neatly fixing the heavy head of the zou right in front.


‘You missed these,’ a god said, quickly embedding the dark, button-like eyes of the sai on either side of the zou’s head. Their special creation was finally ready.


‘This one is my favourite!’ the chief god said.


‘Mine too!’ the chief goddess said in agreement as they breathed life into the new being.


The creature blinked and looked around, wide-eyed, as though it had just woken up from a good dream.


‘But what would it protect on earth?’ a god asked, realizing that there were enough divine beings to guard everything.


After thinking for a few moments, a goddess suggested, ‘Surely we need someone to protect everyone’s sleep!’


The others agreed. ‘Yes, if evil beings try to disturb someone’s sleep by appearing as nightmares, this divine creature will devour them!’


Happy that they had found a good use for it, they began discussing names. 


‘Zoushi,’ suggested one. 


‘Kumasai is better,’ said another. 


‘Torakuma Saiushi Zou!’ a third chimed in.


‘Let’s just call it Baku!’ the chief goddess finally said. ‘Ba means “realm”, and akumu means “nightmare”. Since the creature will watch over the realm of nightmares, I think Baku would be a splendid name,’ she explained.


‘Yes, that makes sense,’ the chief god said. ‘Baku!’ he announced the name again, touching the creature’s head lightly with his spear. Baku bowed to all of them and vanished.


And so, whenever a nightmare scares people (especially children) living in the islands of Japan, they call out thrice, ‘Baku, come and gobble up my bad dreams!’


 The dream-eater arrives in a flash and chomps and chews and swallows the nightmares whole so that they never appear again!
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Ele-Fact


The chimera is a creature from Greek mythology that looks like a combination of a number of animals. But myths around the world came to have their own chimeric creatures. Baku, which partially resembles an elephant, appears in both Chinese and Japanese folklore.


The Malayan tapir is a mammal that has a partly white and partly black torso (somewhat like the panda bear) and a snout like the shortened trunk of an elephant. Since this animal is believed to resemble the mythical creature from the story you just read, the Malayan tapir is also called Baku in Japan. Interestingly, the tapir happens to be related to the rhinoceros, whose eyes the dream-eating Baku is believed to possess. Could there really be a connection between the mythical creature and the real animal then?
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The Legend of Yaali


Many temples across south India have the recurring motif of a strange creature carved on their pillars and walls to keep evil away. Known as the yaazhi or yaali, this creature is made up of parts belonging to different animals such as lions, horses, snakes and elephants. Some say there are five types of yaalis; according to others, there are 16 – depending on the combination of animal parts from which they believe they are formed. 


One of the most common types is the Gaja Yaali or Yaanai Yaali (the elephant is called gaja or gajah in Sanskrit and yaanai in Tamil), which has the head, trunk and tusks of an elephant but the body of a lion.


Another legend suggests that yaalis were real beasts which roamed the ancient kingdom of Kumari Kandam, a large landmass that was a part of the southern end of India ages ago. When a tsunami drowned this antique land, the yaalis perished too. They were larger and more powerful than elephants. Many temple sculptures indeed show a gigantic yaali attacking and subduing an elephant, which looks miniscule in comparison. Perhaps, because they were considered the greatest of creatures, yaalis are believed to be the protectors of temples even today.


Gaja Simha, a similar chimeric being which is part elephant and part lion, is popular in the folklore and temple art of Sri Lanka, Cambodia and Thailand (where it is called Kochasri).
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The Flying Elephant


India


Thousands of years ago, when the Supreme Being decided to create the universe, he realized that he would need a helper. His work required him to travel a lot and do multiple things at once. So he created a divine being with a large body and beautiful grey skin, two tiny eyes and two big ears, four sturdy legs and a graceful trunk, a dark tail and two bright tusks, and lastly, four enormous wings!


‘I’ll call you Elephant!’ the Supreme Being said.


Mounting this majestic creature, the Supreme Being flew here and there, up and down, round and round, creating all the wonderful things in the universe.


He then built a new world – one that was different from the world of divine beings – and he named it ‘earth’.


At first, he sculpted different types of landscapes and vegetation here and there on it, and then added colour. The flying elephant helped the Supreme Being by carrying heavy mountains and trees to different places. The creature was most impressed by nature and craved to be in its midst – among its dense forests, colourful orchards and rolling fields.


Then, the Supreme Being created all kinds of food – from tiny grains and vibrant vegetables to nuts in strange shapes and much more. Whenever the Supreme Being was confused, he would ask the elephant, ‘Which one looks nicer?’ or ‘Does this taste good enough?’ 


Having tasted most of the foods by then, the elephant knew that his favourites were the juicy fruits that the Supreme Being had made. Their delightful forms and sweet smells made his stomach growl, and he felt a strong urge to eat some more.


‘What’s that strange sound?’ the Supreme Being asked. The elephant shook his head, embarrassed.


The Supreme Being then went on to conjure up various kinds of creatures that would live in the jungles, fields and rivers. He finally gave life to a new set of creatures called humans. With that, his task was complete.


‘Thank you for all your help, Elephant! You may travel and live wherever you like between the divine and the human worlds now,’ the Supreme Being said, releasing the beast from his duties at last.


The elephant’s joy knew no bounds. He immediately flew away to explore the universe – of course, he went straight to the newly created fields. Having instantly fallen in love with the taste of a juicy crop called sugar cane, the elephant had more than his fill, while the humans who owned the sugar cane fields looked on in despair.


The elephant flew to an orchard next and munched on all the ripe jackfruit. ‘Elephant, don’t eat them all! Leave some for my family!’ the owner of the jackfruit orchard cried. But the elephant paid no heed. He happily flew around earth, enjoying the best foods.


Fed up, the humans called out to the creator for help. ‘O Supreme Being, we’re sorry, but your flying elephant is a nuisance. We’ll have nothing left to eat if he goes on feeding on our crops and fruits like this,’ one of them said.


‘Yes, he’s too greedy,’ the others agreed, shaking their heads.


The Supreme Being was disappointed, and he promised to find a solution to their jumbo-sized problem soon.


That night, he visited the flying elephant, who was busy as usual in yet another orchard – this time gorging on some golden bananas.


‘My dear Elephant,’ he called out, ‘I’ve come to invite you to a feast at my place tomorrow.’


If the food on earth is so yummy, imagine how delicious a feast in the heavens will be! the elephant thought, and nodded eagerly to indicate that he had accepted the invitation.


The next day, at the Supreme Being’s floating palace, a lavish spread of the sweetest and juiciest fruits from his celestial orchards greeted the elephant.


He ate and ate and ate. All that eating made him so tired that he soon fell asleep. This was the moment the Supreme Being had been waiting for!
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