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Sambalpur

Samleshwari Devi
Santhipriya

Sambalpur is located at a distance of 320 km from the state capital of
Bhubaneswar in Orissa. It is well connected by rail and bus to all the major
destinations in India. Sambalpur is famous for its fabrics, dances and songs.
Mainly the music played with Sambalpur trumpets attracts many. Once upon a
time diamonds were also exported from here. Samleshwari Mata Temple is a
beautifully constructed temple on the banks of the river called Maha Nathi (River).

Goddess Samleshwari is worshiped by many names such as Adi Shakti,



Mahalakshmi, Maha Saraswathi, Sameli, Jagatjanani and Bhuvaneshwari. That is
why the Bhuvaneshwari mantra is included in the chants of mantras enchanted in
the puja performed to the Devi. Few others believe that Samleshwari Devi is none
other than Subhadra Devi, sister of Puri Lord Jagannath. Devi Samleshwari is

worshiped by many people in Orissa and Chhattisgarh.

The statue of Goddess Samleshwari is seen on a large granite black rock which is
an inverted stone appearing like trunk of an elephant. There is a shallow incision in
the face-like rock, which is said to be the mouth of the goddess. The Sambalpuri
nose rings hangs down from the imaginary nose made on the face. Artificial eyes
are also set on either side of it. The statue of the Goddess is four feet below the
temple which is located in a two storey room measuring about ten square feet
with twelve stone pillars. Pujas are performed four times a day. The temple opens
at five in the morning, and closes at ten at night. Apart from Samleshwari Devi
there are idols of deities like Goddess Kali, Goddess Bhuvaneshwari, Lord of Mars,

Goddess Mangala Durga, Lord Hanuman, Lord Balarama and Lord Parasurama.

According to a legend, she was Goddess Illangeshwari Devi of Sri Lanka worshiped
by Ravan of Ramayana fame, who ruled Sri Lanka. One day vexed with the
atrocities of Ravan she left her abode without informing any one, went and sat in a
cave near the Maha Nathi (River). It is said that Lord Hanuman carried her on his
shoulder and left her on the banks of the present day Orissa’'s Maha Nathi (River)
near Sambalpur, where she went and hid herself in a cave. During 16" century
Sambalpur was under the rule of one Shri Balram Dev who belonged to the clan of

Chauhan. It was the custom of the mighty and intelligent king to often hunt across



the Great Maha River. Once, as usual, he was hunting aided by his hunting dogs
across the river, which used to catch the running rabbits and bring them to the
King who one day witnessed a strange event. Instead of the dogs chasing rabbits,
a single rabbit chased away the dogs which ran back fearing to the rabbit. After a
while when the rabbit ran into a bush, the King went and got the bush checked up
only to find nothing inside. There was no trace of rabbit there. The King returned
back to his palace and that night had a dream in which Samleshwari Devi
appeared and told him that she was inside a cave and asked him to take her out
and worship in a temple. The next day he got the place scanned by his staff and
found the idol of the goddess from the river and built a temple to Goddess
Samleshwari at the same place where the rabbit had chased away his fighter dogs.
But many years later, the depilated temple was rebuilt in the year 1657 by a King

known as Satra Sai Theo.

There is a folklore which is told on the greatness of the temple. Once upon a time,
a commanding general of the army of the neighboring King attempted to invade
Sambalpur to destroy the temples and vandalize the idols after looting the
ornaments. He entered the city with a huge army beating drums fitted with cow
skins which raised fearful sound, besides ringing a giant bell brought with them.
The army stayed overnight in that city and during night a female milk seller
adorned with lots of ornaments on her body sold milk and butter to his men and
went away. Next morning those consumed them suffered with unbearable
stomach pain and began vomiting, soon to get afflicted with the dreaded disease
cholera leading to the death of many. The commander of the army afraid of this

sudden development fled away from the city along with the remaining surviving



army men. It was believed that Goddess Samleshwari Devi only came in the

disguise of a young milk seller and destroyed the army of the invader.

It is said that the first people to worship the goddess after the temple was installed
were the tribes who lived there. In those period of times the tribes were
worshiping Mohinis called Yoginis. That is why there are a lot of Mohini and Yogini
temples in the state of Orissa. Fishermen who lived by the side of Maha Nathi
(River) worshipped Goddess Samleshwari in the form of Mohini to get protected
while they ventured into the sea to catch fish. She was therefore nicknamed
‘Chourasi Sameli’. Chourasi means eighty-four. Since the Mohinis called Yoginis
who were highly skilled in the art of eighty-four tantra, any one of the goddess
who possessed all the eighty four Siddhas were worshiped as Chourasi Sameli and
so believing that Goddess Samleshwari Devi too possessed the eight four siddha
powers, they worshipped her in the form of a Mohini called Yogini. It was on the
basis of belief that when the temple was built, a husband and wife were buried
alive under its foundation, as human sacrifices. However gradually animal sacrifices
replaced the human sacrifices and further period of time even animal sacrifices

were ceased to be given.
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