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Sri Krishnaaya Paramatmane Namaha!

This book is dedicated to my beloved daughter-in-law,

SUMATI

Whose name is a mirror of her soul.



In the Lost City of
Sri Krishna

“Vanamali transports the reader to Lord Krishna’s heavenly kingdom of Dwaraka. Her devotion invites the reader to make a leap in consciousness and to join her on an ecstatic pilgrimage to the heart of Mother India’s legendary wisdom.”

ARVIND BRUCE BURGER, AUTHOR OF ESOTERIC ANATOMY: THE BODY AS 
CONSCIOUSNESS

“In the Lost City of Sri Krishna is an enthralling journey from India’s leading female mystic. Vanamali’s intricate accounts of higher Vedic civilizations and culture will entertain and satisfy not only students of yoga but all those interested in the secrets of India, which only adept mystics can reveal.”

NISCHALA CRYER, AUTHOR OF THE FOUR STAGES OF YOGA AND 
COFOUNDER OF ANANDA UNIVERSITY

“This inspired book by Vanamali not only brings to life the events at the time when Sri Krishna ruled over Dwaraka but also imparts profound wisdom and uplifts spiritually. It lovingly connects us to one of the main pillars of India’s great tradition, Sri Krishna.”

MARIA WIRTH, WRITER/RESEARCHER OF INDIA’S HERITAGE AND SPIRITUAL 
TRADITIONS

“Which of us has not imagined ourself as a character in His great play? In In the Lost City of Sri Krishna the author envisions herself as a direct witness to Lord Krishna’s sojourn in Dwaraka. In doing so she masterfully transports the reader into that time, giving each of us a personal glimpse of what it may have been like to walk beside Him.”

NITYA MENON, LL.M., DIPLOMAT AND INTERNATIONAL LAWYER
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May Lord Ganesha bless me and help me to write this book without a hitch

Aum Mahapurushaaya vidmahe,

Vaktratundaaya dimahi,

Tanno Dhanti prajodayaath.

I meditate on that Great Person,

I concentrate on the one with a curved trunk,

May that Ganesha enlighten me.



Foreword

By Sri Bhakti Yog Swamiji

Madhuban Ashram, Rishikesh

Philosophers, skeptics, and devotees have long been divided on the idea of the harikatha (stories of Hari or Krishna) as a genuine source of spiritual commentary and discourse. While some label it as myth, legend, or simple story, others hail it as classic literature. The charitable among skeptics label the pastimes of Krishna as parables. For the faithful, harikatha is absolute perfect fact and a history that transcends time.

All are, in fact, right within their own field of vision. The Krishna stories have been narrated, retold, sung, painted, enacted, and presented by all—the agnostics, the atheists, the literary and creative minded, and the devotees alike. The thin line between creative freedom, scriptural sincerity, social correctness, and aesthetics of literature remains hazy from a neutral viewpoint, but it is always well defined when looked at from the viewpoint of each stand individually. From the absolute level, that is, through the eyes of God, it is an equidistant approach. However, any rendition that stirs an understanding or love of God is valid and right.

This book has a mix of them all. It is a dramatized narration of Krishna’s kingly pastimes at Dwaraka, which the author visualizes in a dream world. Despite being a flight of creative liberty, it hovers around the scriptural story line, like a butterfly fluttering over flowers of different hues. It thus leaves the reader to his or her own take on the profound subject.

Everything about Krishna has been narrated and recorded by Vyas Dev (Sage Vyasa) and expounded on by great sages, and all spiritual masters and holy men are agreed on it. About five centuries ago, Chaitanya Mahaprabhu explained that the intricacy of the krishnakatha (stories of Krishna) can be understood not by literary excellence or erudition but by humility and devotion. The pastimes of Krishna are not part of a material novel, penned by someone expert in wordplay or poetry. However, that doesn’t bar a retelling since freedom and choice are the first prerequisites of spiritual life.

Krishna’s pastimes in Dwaraka form the latter part of his lila, when he was known as Dwarakanatha. Dwaraka is a historical city, an important pilgrim center, and an archaeologist’s playground for research and exploration, and it is the site where great stories were unveiled. It was also a great port and is the subject of much oceanographic research today. Some purists delight in the fact that excavations and explorations beneath the sea point toward a thriving metropolis in ancient times—as if that was proof of Krishna’s existence and presence.

The opinions and agendas of Indologists, historians, and lovers of folk lore and scriptural purity will always vary, but that dilemma should be set aside for a while, if only to enjoy this book. Making a success out of a book on fictionalized history or dramatized narrative is a difficult task. This book is an attempt to walk the narrow path between both, though it is based on the sahajiya sentiment of proximity to God. While an assumption of special favor from God is frowned upon, it does not take away the strength of the original story and sentiment. Its appeal will rest in how the reader relates to the sincerity and motivation in a retelling of the story of Dwarakanatha—the Lord of Dwaraka.

SRI BHAKTI YOG 
SWAMIJI was a great Krishna bhakta. He was a follower of the Bhakti Vedanta School founded by Sri Prabhudhanandaji. He opened the Madhuban Ashram in Rishikesh, which is devoted to the teachings of Lord Krishna and also does a lot of charitable work for the poor. He was truly a beautiful soul filled with love for the Divine in the form of Krishna.
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Aum Sri Krishnaaya Paramatmane Namaha!

Aum I bow to Krishna, the Supreme Soul!

INTRODUCTION

Dwarakanatha, the Lord of Dwaraka

The famous temple called Dwarakadhish, dedicated to Lord Krishna, the Lord of Dwaraka, is found in the city of Dwaraka on the west coast of India in the state of Gujarat. It is considered to be one of the seven holy cities of India. The others are Ayodhya, Mathura, Haridwar, Varanasi, Kanchipuram, and Ujjain. According to tradition, the original temple of Dwarakadhish was built by Krishna’s great-grandson, Vajranabha, over the ruins of Lord Krishna’s own palace, which was the only building that was not washed away by the tsunami.

However, the ancient, famed city of Dwaraka existed five thousand years ago during the time of the Krishnavatara. It is no more to be seen now since it lies at the bottom of the sea. Dwaraka’s majesty and beauty have been described by many poets and writers, and saints and sages of ancient India. It is referred to as the “Golden City” in the Srimad Bhagavatam, Skanda Purana, Vishnu Purana, Harivamsha, and the Mahabharata. One of the verses in the Bhagavatam says: “The yellow glitter of the golden fort of the Dwaraka City in the sea, throwing yellow light all round, looked as if the flames of Vadavagni (the fire of eternity) came out, tearing asunder the sea.”

Dwaraka was a bustling port and had an island close by that also served as a harbor. If the number, size, and variety of stone anchors are any indication of the size of the port, it can be said that Dwaraka must have been the largest port of the third millennium BC on the Indian coast. As many as fifty stone anchors are still visible, but several hundred must have been buried in the sediment. This was probably one of the reasons the city got its name. Dwara means “gate” in Sanskrit, and the port of Dwaraka was perhaps the gate that enabled the ancient seafaring cities of the West to enter the great subcontinent of India. The Sanskrit word Ka also stands for “Brahma,” so perhaps it was a city dedicated to Brahma, the creator in the Hindu trinity.

Mathura had been the capital of the Surasenas (a Yadava clan), but it was fully exposed and could not defend itself from the continued attacks of King Jarasandha of Magadha. Krishna decided that his clan would have to move if they wanted a peaceful life without the threat of constant attacks from enemies. By a series of forced marches, he took all his people to the west coast of India and the ancient city of Kushasthali (Gujarat), which had the sea as one of its boundaries, and decided that it was best suited for their needs. He then proceeded to reclaim land from the ocean, and there he built a wonderful city called Dwaravati (Dwaraka). His kingdom included many of the islands along the shore as well as the Anarta kingdom of the mainland. This is the Dwaraka about which mention has been made in all our Puranas. There are many stories written about Krishna’s early life in Gokula and Vrindavana, but very few about his sojourn in Dwaraka, even though it was the place he spent the major portion of his life.

He had foretold that the part of the city that had been reclaimed would return to the sea seven days after his departure from this planet, and that is exactly what happened. The ocean has hidden its secrets well, and for many years the descriptions of the famed Dwaraka were thought to be only myth and not based on anything real.

However, in the twentieth century, archaeological and astronomical studies, as well as many maritime explorations, have established the historicity of the city of Dwaraka and have helped to date many of the events narrated in the epic, Mahabharata. They have also helped to bring to light the history of ancient India and have led to the conclusion that the Mahabharata War was actually fought in 3126 BCE and the city of Dwaraka was submerged in the sea thirty-six years later.

Underwater explorations have also unearthed the remains of a city that has been dated to have existed twenty-one thousand years ago. Six other cities had been built over this one, and Lord Krishna’s Dwaraka was the last. Archaeological excavations in more than ten thousand sites scattered over major parts of India prove beyond a doubt the existence of a flourishing culture now known as the Indus Valley Civilization from 3400 BC to 1500 BC. This proves that the cradle of human civilization is not Sumeria in Mesopotamia as Western scholars believe, but the Sapta Sindhu, the land of the seven rivers, in northwest India. From the densely populated Sapta Sindhu, our ancestors, the Vedic Aryans, traveled from India to various parts of Asia and Europe and spread the knowledge of the Vedic civilization and the Sanskrit language. Sanskrit-speaking people migrated to Iran, Greece, and farther west.

The Vedic culture, which has come to be known as Hinduism, is the oldest religion in the world. The real name of this religion is the Sanatana Dharma (the ancient way of righteousness). It was born and nurtured on the soil of this holy land of Aryavrata or Bharatavarsha. Unfortunately our history books, which have been written by Western scholars, say that a tribe of people known as the Aryans came to India from Central Asia in their war chariots in the fifteenth century BC. According to this fictitious theory, both the Vedas and the Sanskrit language were brought into India by these Aryan invaders. The most influential proponents of this theory were Max Müller, the famous German Indologist, and William Jones, who was a linguist. They arrived at this brilliant conclusion because they were struck by the affinities between Sanskrit and the European languages, not realizing that the exodus of Sanskrit, as well as a lot of other mathematical and scientific information, went from India to the West, and not vice versa, which is why European languages have their basis in Sanskrit and not the other way around, as Max Müller and William Jones would have us believe. The fact is that both these Indologists had a secret desire to undermine the faith of this country and impose Christianity on the so-called heathens! It is a well-known fact that history written by the conquerors is always recorded from the viewpoint of the conquerors in an attempt to prove the superiority of their own culture and the inferiority of the culture they have subjugated.*1

Max Müller wrote in a letter to his wife, “My translation of the Vedas will affect the fate of India and the growth of millions of souls in that country. It is the root of their religion and to show them what the root is, I feel, is the only way of uprooting all that has sprung from it during the last 3,000 years.”†2

In fabricating a date for the so-called Aryan invasion, Müller was strongly influenced by the Christian belief that the creation of the world had taken place at 9:00 a.m. on October 23, 4004 BC. Assuming this was the actual date on which the world was created, as Müller did, leads us to the conclusion that the Biblical flood came in the year 2248. If another thousand years are allowed for the waters to subside and the soil to get dry enough for the Aryans to begin their invasion of India, we are left with 1400 BC. Adding another two hundred years before they could begin composing the Rig Veda brings us right up to Müller’s date of 1200 BC of the composition of the Rig Veda! How objective can you get!

David Frawley, truly a great lover of the Veda, says, “Max Müller, with his hidden agenda, lifted metaphorical passages from the Rig Veda to buttress his ‘Aryan-invasion-from-Europe’ theory. The literary evidence taken in its entirety shows that the Vedic civilization was an indigenous development.”

Monier Williams, in a speech given at the Oxford Missionary Conference on May 2, 1877, said, “When the walls of the mighty fortress of Brahmanism are encircled, undermined and finally stormed by the soldiers of the cross, the victory of Christianity must be signal and complete!” These are the people who were supposed to be objective scholars!

These so-called Indologists also proclaimed that the Aryans defeated the Dravidians, who were the original inhabitants of the continent. Modern research has proved that there was neither an Aryan invasion nor a conflict between the Aryans and Dravidians. The term arya means “noble and good.” It refers to a quality of behavior and not of a race. Likewise the word dasyu, which was used to refer to the Dravidians, means “misconduct” and does not denote a race. The arguments over a separate Dravidian language have also been solved by our own scholars. They have identified some twenty Dravidian words in the Rig Veda, and the so-called Dravidian language has borrowed at least 50 percent of its vocabulary from Sanskrit. Many Dravidian scholars credit the creation of Tamil, the oldest Dravidian tongue, to Agastya, who figures in the Rig Veda as one of the prominent sages of his era. The Dravidian kings have always referred to themselves as Aryans and have traced their descent from Manu. Shiva clearly is the Vedic god, Rudra. Sanskrit has been shown to include some elements from the language of the tribes called Munda. All three languages are indigenous developments. Thus north and south India share a common culture and religion, and the whole of India is irrevocably bound together by our common heritage, which is the Vedic culture.

When the ruins of the great Indus Valley Civilization were discovered, the proponents of the Aryan invasion theory suggested that the invading Aryans had defeated the Dravidian inhabitants of the Indus valley, thus suggesting that the invading Aryans, instead of being the bringers of civilization to the poor barbarians, as they had been trying to prove, were instead the destroyers of a great civilization and culture developed by the native Indians! Moreover, had such an exodus existed it would surely have been mentioned in the Vedas themselves, which are a vast storehouse of information about everything we can think of. They could never have failed to record such an important event. Unfortunately, this bit of false information has not yet been removed from our history books, which are still being used in Indian schools.

Luckily, with modern equipment, the science of archaeology has been able to prove the truth of the Vedic culture as being totally indigenous, having existed in an unbroken line from the ancient Indus Valley Civilization to the present day. Sri Rajaram records a continuous and original development of the great Vedic civilization going right back to 5000 BC at sites like Mehrgarh and Koldi. He gives a chronological account of this ancient civilization as beginning with the Mehrgarh site in the northwest around 6500 BC. This is the largest urban site of that period known in the world. There is evidence of the domestication of animals and the existence of agriculture and arts and crafts. Mehrgarh, Harappa, and Mohenjadaro bordered the great Saraswati River and made up what is now known as the Indus Valley Civilization. The river had more than five hundred sites along its banks. By the time of the Mahabharata, the Saraswati had lost its chief tributary, the Yamuna, because of a tectonic plate shift. This was the beginning of the Kali Yuga*3, in 3000 BC.

In 1900 BC another tectonic plate shift made the Saraswati lose its next big tributary, the Sutlej. This dried up the river that was the artery of the civilization and caused a massive exodus of the people to the Gangetic plain in the east, whence arose the classical period of Indian civilization. There was another exodus toward the west. These people carried their knowledge of Sanskrit and mathematics and other sciences with them, and that is why so many Sanskrit words are found in the European languages. It is said that the first Egyptian king was from India. That is why they worshipped the sun and declared that their kings come from the sun (Surya Vamsa).

So much of our history has been buried by the sands of time that even now it is doubtful whether we know even a fraction of our ancient culture. Detailed factual data has been given in our ancient texts and Sanskrit manuscripts, which have been totally ignored by Western scholars. It is only now that Indian scholars have woken up to the fact that all the proof that they would ever need is to be found in our scriptures themselves. The Mahabharata mentions the names of countless kings and warriors who had come to Kurukshetra to participate in the war. All of them were born and brought up on Indian soil and came from kingdoms that had experienced thousands of years of prosperous and advanced civilization.

Modern scientific techniques like computers with planetarium software, advancements in archaeological and marine-archaeological techniques, earth-sensing satellite photography, and thermoluminescent dating methods all have made it possible to establish the authenticity of all that has been said in our Puranas and also helped to date many events narrated in the Mahabharata. One of the great advantages of discovering Dwaraka was that the city had not been built upon over and over again, as had been done to the temples and cities on land. It still lies in its pristine beauty, as it was when Lord Krishna built it, except for the ravages caused by the water itself and not through desecration by human hands, as we find in Mathura, Vrindavana, and even on the mainland near the present temple of Dwarakadhish.

The onshore and offshore explorations carried out in and around Dwaraka during the past fifty years have revealed that Dwaraka was a prosperous city in ancient times. The work of great excavators like Sri Z. D. Ansari and Sri M. S. Mate and the chance discovery of temples of the ninth and first century AD, which were excavated near the present Dwarakadhish Temple in present-day Dwaraka, prompted the Marine Archaeology Centre of the National Institute of Oceanography to work jointly with the Archaeological Survey of India to unearth further material. A project for marine archaeological explorations in Dwaraka was initiated under the dynamic leadership of the great marine archaeologist Dr. S. R. Rao, who has the distinction of being given the World Ship Trust Award for outstanding research done in this field.

Dr. Rao’s team consisted of expert underwater explorers, trained diver-photographers, and experienced archaeologists. Geophysical surveying was combined with the use of echo sounders, mud penetrators, sub-bottom profilers, and underwater metal detectors. This team carried out twelve marine archaeological expeditions from 1983 to 1992 and discovered many articles and antiquities, which were sent to the Physical Research Laboratory for dating. By using thermoluminescence, carbon dating, and other modern scientific techniques, the team found that these artifacts belonged to the period between the fifteenth century and the eighteenth century BC.

In his great work The Lost City of Dvaraka, Dr. Rao gives graphic and scientific details of these discoveries and artifacts. He concludes that the land for building the city of Dwaraka had been reclaimed from the sea between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries BC, and a fortified city had been built using the technique known as “boulder packing.” The city had an outer gateway to the sea and an inner gateway to the Gomati River. This corroborates the references in the Mahabharata that the city of Dwaraka was built by Lord Krishna after he reclaimed the land from the sea.

The importance of the discovery of Dwaraka lies not merely in providing the archaeological evidence needed for corroborating the traditional account of the submergence of Dwaraka but also in indirectly fixing the date of the life of Lord Krishna and that of the Mahabharata. Pottery found at the archaeological site bears resemblance to pottery found at another site (Bet Dwaraka) off the coast of present-day Dwaraka, which dates to around 3500 BC.

It has been found that around 2500 BC, the whole western coast of India disappeared, along with Lord Krishna’s capital city of Dwaraka. In fact Krishna had prophesied that the sea would reclaim the city seven days after his departure from this planet. Vyasa describes this terrifying tsunami in the Mahabharata through the mouth of Arjuna, who witnessed it: “The sea, which had been beating against the shore, suddenly broke the boundary that was imposed on it by human hands. It rushed into the City of Dwaraka. It coursed through the streets of the beautiful city. The waters covered up everything in the city. I saw the beautiful buildings becoming submerged one by one. In a matter of a few moments it was all over. The sea had now become as placid as a lake. There was no trace of the city. Dwaraka became just a name—a beautiful memory!”


ASTRONOMICAL EVIDENCE

The Mahabharata refers to three sequential solar and lunar eclipses, which have been corroborated by modern planetarium software and found to be consistent with contemporary research conducted at the planetarium. Reference to the first solar eclipse comes in the Sabha Parva (79.29) of the Mahabharata, graphically described by the great sage Vidura. It took place just before the Pandavas started on their journey to the forest after having been banished to twelve years of exile and one year of remaining incognito in a known city. The exile was imposed on them after they had lost everything in the game of dice that had been forced upon them by Duryodhana. After having successfully completed their exile, the Pandavas came back to Hastinapura and demanded their kingdom back, but Duryodhana refused. Several efforts at reconciliation failed, and Duryodhana declared war.

The reference to the second solar eclipse is in the Bhisma Parva (3.29) of the Mahabharata. It followed a lunar eclipse that happened within the same fortnight and occurred just before the commencement of the Mahabharata War, fifteen years after the solar eclipse mentioned by Vidura, after the Pandavas had returned from their exile. The epic also refers to some unfavorable planetary positions occurring between the second solar eclipse and Kartika Purnima (full moon of the month of Kartika, November/December) when the war began (Bhisma Parva 3.14 to 3.19).

On Kartika Krishna Ashtami (eighth day of the dark half of the lunar month of Kartika Nov/Dec), Saturn was near Rohini and Mars was between Jyesta and Anuradha. Twenty-two days later, on Kartika Purnima, Saturn was near Rohini, Mars was near Jyesta, and a rough planet (probably Uranus) was between Chitra and Swati. Another white planet (possibly Jupiter) had moved from Purva-bhadra to Uttara-bhadra.*4 All these pointed to some great calamity that would soon occur, in this case the Mahabharata War.

The final reference to the third solar eclipse comes in the Mausala Parva (2.19 to 2.20) and took place thirty-six years after the great Mahabharata War. This was visible from the city of Dwaraka and was felt to be a premonition of some dire disaster. For these observations to be consistent there should have been three solar eclipses within a period of fifty years. The first one and the second one after a gap of fourteen to fifteen years should have been visible from Kurukshetra, whereas the third solar eclipse should have been visible from Dwaraka, thirty-six years after the second one.

The planetarium software showed that all these predictions were absolutely true and all of these eclipses were forebodings of some dreadful disasters that were to take place. These are the actual words used in the Mahabharata (16.2): “Day by day strong winds blew. Earthen pots showed cracks or broke for no apparent cause. Society became corrupt. The day of the new moon coincided with the thirteenth (and the fourteenth) lunation. The fourteenth lunation has been made the fifteenth by the planet Rahu once more. Such a day had happened at the time of the great battle of the Bharatas [Mahabharata War]. It has once more appeared. After that war thirty-six years had passed. The messengers proclaimed at the command of Vaasudeva Krishna that the Vrishnis [another tribe of the Yadavas] should make a journey to the seacoast for bathing in the sacred waters of the ocean.”




KRISHNA—MAN OR GOD?

Now that we have a fairly clear picture of the city of Dwaraka, let us have a look at the personality of the Lord of Dwaraka—Dwarakanatha. For thousands of years, Indians have believed in the divinity of Sri Krishna. But questions have constantly haunted us as to whether Sri Krishna was a historical character or a mythical one and whether the history of India and the story of Krishna and the Pandavas as given in the Mahabharata actually took place or were only figments of Vyasa’s fertile imagination. Of course, the British took pains to show us that the latter was indeed so and that the Indians had no history of their own, and all our Puranas were only myths. Unfortunately the intelligentsia of our country were happy to believe this, and all the history taught in Indian schools even today is meant to put down our ancient culture. The finding of the great city of Dwaraka, however, is a great breakthrough and has conclusively proved the historicity of Krishna.

The multifaceted personality of Krishna Vaasudeva defies all attempts at cutting him down to fit our particular idea of how a human being should look and behave. He is a unique figure, and therefore he can never be made to fit into any of the niches in which the human mind loves to categorize people. The wonder is that such a mighty being lived centuries before modern civilization as we know it existed. Actually he belongs to the future and not to the past. We still have not reached the heights of his intelligence or powers even though he lived long before us. Of course, it is true to say that all those who have made a mark in this world are ahead of their time, but Krishna was too far ahead. That is why he was not fully understood in his own time or even in these times. We hope there will come a time when he will be fully understood and appreciated.

Krishna is a unique personality. His life accepts no limitations. He was not bound by any rules of conduct. If anyone can be said to have been totally free, it is only Krishna. There was no ground he did not tread, no point where his steps faltered, and no limits he did not transcend. This freedom is the ultimate fruit of enlightenment. A truly spiritual person, a sthitha prajna, as he calls such a person in the Bhagavad Gita, should be above the dualities of existence and accept all the facets of life: love and hate, sex and abstinence, violence and nonviolence, action and meditation, and asceticism and indulgence. Krishna lived in this world of dualities as the lotus leaf in water, absolutely untouched and unaffected by the environment, like an actor who participates in everything with enthusiasm but always knows that he is only playing a part. When we look at the life of all the great religious leaders of the world, we find that this type of acceptance is not found in any of them. If you want to ascend to the heights, you have to descend to the abyss first. The tallest tree is the one whose roots go deepest into the earth. The entire structure of our lives is held together by the tension of opposites, and war is a part of the tension of life. An unbiased examination of the development of our civilization will lead us to admit that war has played the largest share in its growth. All our scientific technology and inventions owe their existence to the fact that we are always preparing for war. We can afford to be lazy and lethargic in times of peace but not so during war. It is an unfortunate fact of life that when confronted with the challenge of war, man’s mind begins to function at its highest level. It is only Krishna who accepts all of these opposites. He alone can be whole who is prepared to accept the whole that includes all contradictions.

It is not true to say that Krishna supports war, but he does accept it as part of the game of life. He says it is good to avoid war, but if it becomes unavoidable, then it is better to accept it bravely and joyfully rather than run away from it. War and peace are two sides of the coin of life. Warmongers like Genghis Khan, Hitler, and Alexander the Great accepted only one side of the coin and believed that war was the only way of life. Pacifists like Mahavira, Buddha, Christ, and Gandhiji, on the other hand, chose the other side of the coin of truth. Both of these types are easy enough to understand, but Krishna is different from both of them. He says that life has to pass through the door of peace as well as through the door of war. If a person wants to maintain peace, he needs to have the strength and ability to fight a war. Whether he wins or loses is immaterial, but he should have the strength to face it, if called upon to do so.

Karma yoga, or the technique of action, which Krishna gives to his friend Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, tells us how to face every situation in such a way that we are not bound by the effects of the action. Actually this technique is based on the simple law of motion in physics, which declares that every action has an equal and opposite reaction. In the human being, it’s not the action as such that determines the reaction, but the motivation. A thief may cut off the hand of a person in order to steal the bangles or rings the person is wearing, and a surgeon may amputate a gangrenous hand in order to save the life of the patient. Both are violent actions, but we can easily see what reactions will be created by each action: one will bind and the other release!

Goodness suffers from a basic weakness: it wants to avoid any type of conflict regardless of the consequences. This type of personality is portrayed in the Mahabharata by Yudhishtira, who was such a good man that he wanted to avoid war at all cost. For the past couple of centuries India has been ruled by such “good men,” who were responsible for weakening us to such an extent that we were continuously battered and bruised by powerful enemies who preyed upon our weakness and plundered and looted and tore us apart. Of course, it is true that some countries invade others, but it is also true that some people invite invasion. You are not only responsible when you hit others but also when others hit you. If you hit someone, only 50 percent of the responsibility is yours, the other 50 percent goes to the person who invited your slap and took it passively by turning the other cheek! Bullies are created by the meek and the mild! It is indeed ironic that the Christian ideals of meekness and mildness have always been practiced by the Hindus. The Christians, on the other hand, except for a handful of martyrs, have never practiced it. In fact they have no concept of such a life. The greatest proof of this is that all the world wars starting from the Crusades have been started and fought by the great Christian nations. Actually India is the only country that has never invaded any country or started a provocative war with the intent of capturing another country as her own!

The world is facing a situation similar to that which occurred during the Mahabharata War. At that time there were two camps: one was totally materialistic and did not accept anything beyond the body or matter. They had no idea of yoga or spiritual discipline. The other side was totally against all killing and anxious to find a peaceful solution. The scenario now is a bit different. On one side are arrayed the forces that stand for the advance of civilization, taking into account all the known moral standards as given by most religions. On the other side is a force that thinks itself to be totally right and thinks of God as being full of compassion, yet is willing to kill those who do not believe in that God. They will stop at nothing to enforce their beliefs on the whole world. Their beliefs are colored by some other standard of intellectual integrity totally at variance with modern norms.

Krishna was of an entirely different type. Nobody and nothing could get the better of him. He was always the master of every situation and never the victim. History has always shown that if we cannot understand someone who tries to change us, we either kill him or deify him. In Krishna’s case it was impossible to kill him, so he was deified even in his lifetime. In the galaxy of spiritual luminaries that the world has produced, Krishna is the only one who fully accepted life in its totality and did not believe that we are living here for the sake of another world. Most religions ask us to abstain from all pleasures, telling us that God and nature are two totally different things, and therefore anyone who wants to find God has to shun nature. The nature that they knew in those times was harsh and cruel. Life was very hard in the olden days and riddled with fear—fear of nature and fear of a God whose designs we could not gauge. Religions preyed on this human weakness and made people believe that they would go to a heaven, which had all the good things they did not have in this life, if they were good and moral. Otherwise they would be damned to eternal hell. The only way to get to that heaven was to shun this world, which was filled with snares for the morally incompetent. In this age of advanced technology, science has already eliminated most of the hardships of life, and people have more money than they know what to do with, so the reason to be good has to be something other than the hope of a heaven after death! More and more people are scoffing at religions that promise us heavenly delights if we behave in ways considered socially and morally good on this earth. We live in a scientific age, and one would think that religions believing in renunciation would have no relevance. Unfortunately we find an insidious growth in some sections of our society that have brainwashed their flock into believing that if they die in the propagation of their faith, they will certainly be rewarded in heaven in a most delightful manner. The wonder is that in this day and age there are people who are prepared to sacrifice their very lives for the uncertain bait of a glorious hereafter!

Five thousand years ago Krishna had already discarded such a view of life. He insisted that heaven, if there was such a thing, should be here and now. He never offered the uncertain bait of a wonderful life after death in order to entice us to become good and pure in this life. He offered a life here and now that should be filled with joy. Ihaiva tairjita sarga is what he says. “Heaven is here and now!” He is the only god who is always laughing, playing the flute, and joyously accepting every situation. He looked at life as a drama in which he played every part to perfection. He was a staunch friend, dutiful son, exciting lover, and model husband to not just one but to all women who desired him. There was none so poor who called to him with intensity to whom he did not go with speed! There was no one who approached him, whether saint or sinner, in hatred or fear or love who did not attain liberation. The difference between Kamsa, who tried to kill him, and Kuchela, who worshipped him, may seem enormous. One approached him with hatred and the other with love, but both thought of him constantly and were thus rewarded with moksha, or liberation. The Pandavas attained him through friendship, and Kamsa through fear.

Mortal dread and fear can cause the mind to be as focused on an object as love can. And if this object of dread happens to be God, concentration on him, even though motivated by antagonism, must purify the person, just as potent medicine consumed even with dislike must necessarily effect a cure. Krishna is indeed a great mystery, and everyone has tried to understand him in his own way, according to his own spiritual light or vision. Yogis consider him to be the absolute truth; the gopis, the highest object of love; the warriors, an ideal hero; Kamsa, an object of fear; and Shishupala, an object of hate. But whether one thinks of him as an object of love or hate, one attains him. This is the greatness of Krishna’s incarnation.

From 180 to 165 BCE, the Greek ruler Agathocles issued coins with images of Krishna Vaasudeva holding a chakra. The figures of Krishna and Balarama are shown on the coins he made, which were found recently in the excavations at Al-Khanuram in Afghanistan.

Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador in the court of Chandragupta Maurya (fourth century BC), makes the first reference to the deification of Vaasudeva. He says that Heracles (who is closest to Krishna Vaasudeva) was held in high regard by the Sourasenoi (Surasena) who possessed two large cities, namely Methora (Mathura) and Cleisobora (Krishnapura; that is, Vraja and Vrindavana). Apart from references by Megasthenes to the deification of Krishna Vaasudeva, Buddhist texts mention the existence of shrines dedicated to Vaasudeva and Baladeva (Balarama).

Heliodorus, the son of Dia (Dion), a resident of Taxila, had come to Besnagar as an envoy of the Greek king Antalikata (Antialkidas) to the court of Kasiputra Bhagabhadra during his fourteenth regal year. He was the Greek ambassador to India and became a great devotee of Krishna Vaasudeva. He erected a stambha, or column, at Videsha in 113 BC. Heliodorus’s column publicly acknowledged in the most conspicuous way that Vaasudeva, or Krishna, was the “God of Gods.”

Nothing else has influenced the course of India’s religion, philosophy, art, and literature as much as the life and personality of Krishna. As a child he was wonderful; as a youth he was physically perfect and beautiful; as a friend, never failing; as a householder, the most ideal; as an intellectual, the very embodiment of Vedic scholarship. As a fighter he was without rival; as a statesman he was extremely shrewd; as a social thinker he was exceptionally liberal; and as a teacher, he was beyond parallel. His teachings in the Gita embody the immortal message of perfect knowledge, desireless action, and single-pointed devotion. He is the divine charioteer seated in the heart of everyone, the Supreme Guru. His story retains its breathtaking beauty in and through the redundant details that have woven themselves around it through the centuries because it is dominated by the brilliance of his enchanting personality, in which the wisdom of the seer is mingled with the charm and simplicity of the child and the glory of God that gushes forth in an inexhaustible fountain of divine love and wisdom.

Needless to say, my life from birth has been dominated by his presence, even though I might not have known it at a tender age. Now I know that there was never a second when he was not with me, guiding and leading me through the checkerboard of my life to this pinpoint of time and space in which I am existing. I am never tired of writing and relating his stories. They have always provided an inexhaustible fount of inspiration for me. Strangely enough there is no complete account of his life in any Purana. His life in Gokula and Vrindavana has been related in the Srimad Bhagavatam and the latter part of his life in the Mahabharata, but even that is only in connection with the story of the Pandavas. He blessed me by allowing me to write a full and complete account of his life in the book The Complete Life of Krishna.*5 I feel truly sanctified that after all the thousands of years in which he did not choose to reveal his full play, he chose me, poor and ignorant as I was, to write it in this age and time. Of course, I was only an instrument in his divine hands. He chose to reveal himself, and he chose me as his “ordinary pen.”

Now he has prompted me to write another book about him that is even more intimate than the previous one. Perhaps this is the last story I will write about him, not because there is nothing more to be said about his infinite incarnations, but because I feel I might have exhausted my capacity for storytelling. But I don’t really know—everything is left in his hands. This book was a revelation even for me. I had always wondered what role I had played in his life. I was pretty certain that I had been there during his sojourn on earth. In the course of writing this book he chose to tell me who I was and what role I had played in his life. This esoteric secret I have openly declared in this book. Of all the characters I would have chosen to be, this was certainly the strangest and the most unexpected. Yet since I have it from his own mouth, I cannot but believe it to be the truth.

My love affair with him has been a long and turbulent one. It has waxed and waned from life to life, but I know that he was always there, always preventing me from giving myself totally to any other human being. My feelings were reflected in Rukmini’s dialogue to him: “Which is the woman who has known thee once, who will be able to love an ordinary human being filled with frailties?” When I first read that in the Bhagavatam, my heart skipped a beat, and I knew she was only reiterating what I had always felt in the depths of my being. Indeed the Paramatma is the only fitting mate for the jivatma (individual embodied soul). This applies to every one of us, both male and female. He is the only Purusha, the supreme male. All the rest of us are females. Through the strange convolutions of my lives from the time of the Krishnavatara, when we both existed at the same time on this planet, I have realized that we have always been inseparably connected with each other, life after life after life until the last moment of this life in which I hope this river will drown itself in the ocean of bliss.

Aum Namo Bhagavate Vaasudevaaya

Twelve-syllable mantra for Krishna

[image: image]






[image: image]

Aum Sri Krishnaaya Namaha!

Aum I bow to Lord Krishna!

1

Dwarakadhish

The setting sun was slowly sinking into the arms of the Arabian Sea. As it neared the horizon it seemed to go down faster and faster. The water was glimmering with shades of red and pink and orange, which I knew would slowly turn into mystic lavender. I was sitting on the beach, mesmerized by the glittering rays. Behind me loomed the huge shikara (dome) of the temple of Dwarkadhish, the Lord of Dwaraka. This temple is believed to have been originally built by Lord Krishna’s great-grandson, Vajranabha, on the site of the Hari-griha, which was Lord Krishna’s palace. I was brooding over this and watching the rise and fall of the waves in a hypnotic state when a figure rose out of the waters and glided toward me. He was very tall, and the setting sun made a halo around his head. I jumped up as he reached me and looked up to drown in the most glorious eyes I had ever seen. His compassionate gaze seemed to bore through me.

I had to tilt my head right to the back of my neck to look up at him. His face shimmered in the tender lavender light, and his kundalas (earrings) cast a golden shine on his cheeks. His curly locks clustered around his shoulders and were held in place with a simple diadem with three peacock feathers fluttering on the top. He just stood there looking at me. I tore myself away from his mesmerizing gaze in order to look at the rest of his figure. As my eyes wandered down his face, I saw that his nose was straight, his rosy lips were shaped like a bow, and his chin was held at a determined angle. His upper cloth of yellow silk was worn loosely around his neck, which was adorned with a deep red ruby pendant hanging from a heavy gold chain. He wore a yellow silk dhoti around his waist and had a pair of wooden padukas (footwear) set with gold on his feet. My gaze went slowly down the whole length of his body from head to toe and up again to his eyes, which were still looking at me with such compassion that tears started to roll down my cheeks. All this time he had stood silently watching me. Now he lifted the corner of his uttareeyam (top garment) and wiped the tears from my cheeks. He then placed the tip of his right forefinger under my chin and started to lift it up slowly so that very soon my gaze was parallel to his chest instead of his stomach as it had been. Now I didn’t have to tilt my head so much to look at him. There seemed to be something more than compassion in his eyes now. It was amusement. Was he teasing me? Was he daring me to believe in his reality?

He seemed to answer my unspoken question. “Yes, I’m the Lord of Dwaraka—your beloved Vanamali, whom you have been worshipping from the beginning of time.”

I didn’t know whether he had really said the words or was communicating in some other special way. I seemed to be able to answer in the same way without opening my mouth.

“Yes, I recognized you even as you came out of the ocean. You are my Vanamali. How could I not recognize you, you who have been my constant companion for so many lives?”

He smiled and held out his hand with an unspoken command. I put my palm in his, and my hand was totally engulfed. I did not have any questions. How can one question oneself? He led me, or shall I say I glided with him, into the ocean. We walked along the path gilded with gold by the setting sun. We walked straight into the sunset, and there before us I saw golden turrets silhouetted in the sun. Dwaraka was known as the golden city, and as we approached the shore, we were bathed in the soft golden glow that emanated from it. Suddenly I realized that we were not walking toward an island as I had imagined; he was actually taking me back in time to the coast of Dwaraka, which I had just left. But it was not exactly the place I had left. We had left a normal beach, on which I had been sitting in the twilight, but now it was broad daylight, and it was a brand new shoreline. I noticed that the whole coast was covered with massive blocks with L-shaped joints to withstand the constant battering of waves and currents. What sort of engineers had the skills to build what we call “port installations” in the sea? They obviously knew the method of modifying the natural rock to serve the needs of a harbor. As we went farther we saw a ridge about six-and-a-half feet high running parallel to the shore for more than five hundred yards. There were several man-made holes in which large ships could be secured to the mooring device with ropes. This was the famous Dwaraka harbor that I remembered reading about in the Mahabharata and Harivamsha.

Magnificent ships with many masts were moored with huge stone anchors. The harbor was crowded with people wearing different types of clothes; some had turbans and beards, and some were dark skinned, some fair, and some brown. As we walked up the beach I saw huge granite walls that were not only meant to act as fortifications but also to keep the sea at bay, since obviously this was reclaimed land. There was a massive iron gate, which was open at the moment since it was morning, but it had many guards standing at attention. The person at the gatehouse seemed to be asking for something from everyone who passed it. I transmitted my question to Krishna, who answered back in the same way. Every citizen of Dwaraka had to carry a mudra (seal) made of conch shell with a three-headed animal motif. He guessed my interest in it and gave me one. I scrutinized it and was fascinated to note that the three animals were a bull, a sheep, and a unicorn. Strange combination! I wondered why. It was quite big, almost an inch wide. The back had a square button with a hole for inserting a ring. I suppose this was a kind of passport. Strangers were stopped from entering until they could provide proper credentials. Everything seemed natural and perfect to me since he was holding my hand, and because nobody seemed to notice us as we entered the western gate of the city, I realized that he had made us both invisible.

We eventually came to a magnificent road, about twenty feet wide and flanked by champaka (sweet-smelling flower) trees. The flower had a distinct perfume. I noticed all of this only in a superficial way. What I saw distinctly was the chariot that seemed to be waiting for him. It was a small racing chariot with just two wheels and two milk-white horses, each with one black ear, who were straining at the bit and were held by a young lad of about twelve, who wore almost the same type of garments as my Vanamali and who on closer glance had very familiar features. He bowed and handed over the reins to Krishna. The boy obviously could not see me. I looked inquiringly at Vanamali. He glanced at me and said with a smile in his voice, “Don’t you recognize him?”

I shook my head and inquired with my eyes. He laughed and said, “Not now, later.”

He jumped lightly into the chariot and pulled me up beside him, then smiled his thanks to the boy and set off at a brisk canter. I turned back to see the boy running after us. Vanamali slowed down to a trot so that I could take in the sights of the city we were passing. Everything was very beautiful but not strange to me. It was as if I had seen it a long time ago and was recognizing everything as we passed. We could see some sort of high walls in the distance, and the city lay within them.

To the left I suddenly noticed a kind of caravan with horses and ponies carrying goods. Krishna answered my question. “The city has four gates. We entered by the western gate leading to the harbor, and that is a caravan from Kamboja (Cambodia) and Gandhara (Afghanistan) coming from the eastern gate. These huge horses and small ponies come from Kamboja. The horses that we use for riding and for the chariots are brought by the Cushites (Arabians). The ponies are loaded with all sorts of merchandise: blankets embroidered with gold thread, Kambu silver, zinc, hing (a spice also known as asafoetida), walnuts, almonds, saffron, raisins, salt, and precious stones like lapis lazuli, green turquoise, and emeralds. Some of our sailors go down the coast of Aryavrata (ancient name for India) carrying salt and raisins and trade them for spices like cloves, cinnamon, cardamom, and pepper from the tribes who live in the jungles in the south and gather spices from the forest. Some of these tribes are very fierce and blow poisoned darts at the boats, but some are friendly and happy to get whatever small luxury they can afford.”

My curiosity satisfied, we rode along the road, which was not at all dusty since it had been sprinkled with water (it could even have been rose water since the perfume of roses filled my nostrils). Beyond the line of the champaka trees stretched green fields with green sheaths of rice that were still to ripen, waving their heads in the slight breeze as if to welcome their Lord. We passed the fields and came to another ornamental gateway that led right into the center of the city. It was huge and embossed with gold on which mystic yantras (sacred geometric patterns) and mandalas were carved on either side. Two caparisoned elephants stood on either side with upraised trunks. At first I thought they were real but then realized they were carvings. A fully grown tusker with all the trappings and a howdah on top could easily pass through the gates. Guards came out and saluted the Lord as we entered. He tossed them his charming smile and pushed forward.

Once inside the city gates, he slowed down so that I could take in everything. Streets crisscrossed each other, and there were quadrangles where children were playing and market places filled with people who had brought their merchandise. There seemed to be a lot of selling and buying, noise and shouting going on. What struck me was that none of the streets seemed dusty. They were all sprinkled with water and strewn with flowers. Ornamented wooden sheds in which weary travelers were resting had been erected at crossroads. Water troughs for horses had been thoughtfully provided, as well as mud pots with drinking water for the travelers. A person was always ready to pour a ladle of water into the cupped hands of anyone who wanted to drink. After this came beautifully decorated rest houses in which visitors were accommodated. Another thing I noticed was that there seemed to be many houses with some symbol on them. My charioteer knew my unspoken question, and he answered briefly: “Those are guild halls for different types of traders who come here from all parts of the world, crossing the ocean with difficulty.”

Next we passed a huge building with many steps leading to the hall, or sabha, known as Sudharma, where the cabinet met. Again this was conveyed to me without words. (Later I was told that this had been built for him by the divine architect, Vishwakarma, at the behest of Indra, king of gods). I really didn’t have time to take in the beauty of the architecture of the sabha. We seemed to have come to the end of the public buildings. Now we passed through shady avenues lined with all types of exotic blooming trees shedding their flowers and perfume on all those who passed. It appeared as if we were entering the residential area. I was to find out later that the city was actually made up of six different sectors, each with a special function: residential, business, government, agriculture, military, and entertainment.

I was suddenly struck by a set of steep steps going down to I didn’t know where. I asked my Lord about this. He stopped the chariot and took me down the steps, which went right down into the bosom of the earth and ended in a lovely pond with crystal clear water. The well, for that was what it was, was cylindrical in shape and built up with bricks like other wells I had seen, but this had steps leading down to it, and the top was open to the sky and the sun. There were also many beautiful sculptures along the sides.

“What is this?” I asked.

“This is called a step well,” Krishna said. “It never gets dry even during the hottest summer. People go down to drink and collect water and take baths sometimes.”

“It is so beautiful!” I exclaimed. “Are there many like this here?”

“Actually there are about seventy such wells in Dwaraka, enough to supply the people with water even if there is a bad drought.”

Peacocks roosted on the walls of the parks, and I was high enough in the chariot to peep over and see small deer and some other tame animals roaming about. Lovers twining their arms around each other’s necks were also wandering about, oblivious to the surroundings. The sweet cooing of pigeons could be heard and sometimes the raucous call of a peacock. As we came to the residential area, I noticed that all the mansions had small wooden sheds in front of gates on which peacocks were strutting and sometimes dancing. These gates were adorned on both sides with pillars inlaid with mother-of-pearl and coral. On top of the pillars were golden pitchers filled with water from which trailed creepers and bunches of leaves. The necks of the pitchers were tied with strips of silk. Banana trunks with bunches of ripe fruit hanging down and areca trees with orange nuts bunched together were also to be seen beside the pillars. Flags were fluttering atop the trees. I could hardly take in everything. It was all so beautiful. I guessed that these houses belonged to the nobles or to ministers.

The road widened into a much larger highway on which two or three chariots could easily move without any hindrance. This was no doubt the Raja vidhi, or the Royal Road. This road had also obviously been sprinkled with jasmine water and scattered with rose petals and barley shoots. We had to pass through another ornamental arch to get onto this road, and as we passed guards came out and blew bugles and drummers drummed loudly. Flowers were rained on our heads from above. I was a bit overawed by everything and clung to my Vanamali’s uttareeyam. He gave me a reassuring glance as the horses galloped forward. We had to pass through three more such arches before coming to the most beautiful palace I had ever seen. The gateway appeared to be made of crystal encrusted with amethysts. The golden domes of the palace seemed to be stretching toward the heavens. The park in front was laid out in the pattern of a Sri Yantra with different colored flowers filling the different squares and triangles. In the middle was the celestial tree known as the parijata, which had been sent by Indra, king of the gods. I had heard that anyone who sat beneath this tree would never know the pangs of hunger, thirst, grief, infatuation, old age, and death. Many ornamental ponds filled with lotuses and water lilies were scattered about here and there.

We reached the portals of the palace, and Krishna jumped down lightly, tossed the reins to the boy who had caught up with us, and helped me to jump down beside him. He climbed up the stairs with me panting behind him since the steps were rather high, and I was much shorter than all the people I had seen so far. The steps were made of some white stone, possibly marble, and studded with precious stones. As we entered the doorway, a huge man with a crown came to my Lord and said in a booming voice, “Krishna, where have you been? We have an important guest. King Kakudmi, son of Revata, king of Anarta (modern day Saurashtra) has come here with a proposal of marriage. He has brought his daughter Revati with him. You have to meet them and listen to their proposal. It is a very good alliance for us since his land lies adjacent to ours.”

Krishna smiled at the huge man who literally towered above him and asked teasingly, “How did you find the girl? Is she up to your standards?”

I guessed this big man to be Balarama, Krishna’s brother. He glowered at Krishna and said, “Please be serious. This is a very important matter for us. We are on this piece of land totally unprotected except for the sea, and if the person who owns the land next to us is inimical to us, we will find it very difficult to protect ourselves, so it’s imperative that we have King Kakudmi as our ally. It is the grace of the creator Brahma that he has approached us for a marital alliance. We must show all respect to him.”

He caught my Lord’s hand and pulled him to the assembly hall reserved for kings and special guests. I kept a tight hold of my Lord’s uttareeyam, and he turned around to smile at me. It was then that I remembered that I was quite invisible to everyone else and did not need to be frightened of what people might think of me.

The man who rose to welcome us as we strode in—King Kakudmi himself—was a powerful figure. The young girl who stood beside him was statuesque and a female equivalent of her father. As we reached the couple I saw that Balarama and the girl were actually of the same height. Krishna was much shorter. Balarama bowed before the king and introduced Krishna.

“O King of Anarta, scorcher of foes! Allow me to present my younger brother, Vaasudeva, who has just returned after subduing the forces of Jarasandha, king of Magadha.”

Krishna went forward and bowed to the king, who held out his arms and embraced him. “Please be seated,” he said and led him to a large throne that was flanked by smaller thrones on either side. Krishna led the girl to a throne next to her father, and the brothers sat next to them. I sat on the footstool at my Lord’s feet. He stroked my head but kept talking to the others.

King Kakudmi turned to Krishna and said, “Has the noble Balarama told you about the purpose of my visit? I find that I am too old and weak to protect my country any more. I would like to make an alliance with you and give my dear daughter, Revati, in marriage to you, for I have heard that you are a great hero who has subdued Yavana.*6 You have also subdued Kubera, the mighty king of the Yakshas (celestial beings). My brothers have already fled from our capital, Kushasthali, for fear of the Punyajana rakshasas (cannibals).”

Krishna laughed and said, “O King! I am indeed honored by your offer, but do you really think I would make a suitable husband for your beautiful daughter? According to our ancient rules of choosing a bride, it is said that one should always choose a woman who is shorter than you. But do not be put out by this. Look at my brother Balarama; he is indeed the fitting mate for your daughter. He is in no way inferior to me as a warrior and is a champion in mace fighting and has been taught by Parasurama himself.†7 But I am intrigued, O King, to see your stature. How have you both become so tall?”

The king began his interesting tale. “O Vaasudeva! O Balarama! Listen to my strange story. My daughter and I have just returned from the world of Brahma, where we spent a very pleasant evening listening to the celestial musical performance that was going on there. At the end of the recital, I asked my Lord Brahma to tell me who would make a suitable bridegroom for my only daughter.

“Brahma laughed and said, ‘O King! Time is relative to the speed at which you go. Do you realize how many yugas (eras) have passed since you came here? Twenty-seven mahayuga‡8 have rolled by. One human year is only one day for gods like Indra, and one year of the gods is only a minute for me. You will not find anyone you knew in the world when you return. Peoples’ life span has become much shorter and so has their stature. You will never find anyone to match your daughter’s physique. However, I advise you to go to the golden city of Dwaraka made by the great siddha,§38 Vaasudeva. He is said to be an incarnation of Vishnu. It is the stronghold of the Yadava clan.

“‘When the armies of Jarasandha, king of Magadha, kept harassing the Surasenas at their capital of Mathura, Krishna and Balarama fought with them, but after repeated attacks, Krishna realized that the town was totally unprotected, so he made the citizens of Mathura take small portions of all the wealth of the city and proceed toward the west. There was the delightful town of Kushasthali, which used to be your capital and which is protected by the mountain Raivata. They decided to take over the city, which had been left unprotected by your brothers. They have made it into an impregnable fortress from which even women will find it easy to fight the foe. It was easy to fortify this place because it had the sea on one side. Since there was not enough space in the town of Kushasthali, Krishna requested the sea god, Varuna, to provide more space. Krishna changed the name of Kushasthali to Dwaraka, which means the gateway to Brahma. Ka is actually another of my names. The city is supposed to have been designed by the celestial architect, Vishwakarma. Their king is Ugrasena, but Vaasudeva and his brother Balarama are the virtual rulers of the place. Go there, and you will find that one of the brothers will make a suitable husband for your daughter. The Yadavas have also fortified the mountain called Gomantaka. Twenty-one posts of armed men are left there to ensure that Dwaraka remains unmolested. Many of the younger Yadava heroes belonging to the eighteen tribes are left there to guard the place.’”

King Kakudmi continued: “This is the reason I came straight to this place with my daughter, since I am a king without a land or a city. Brahma had already warned me that I would not find any familiar faces when I came back to this land. Even though I don’t own it any more, it is my wish to give this land of Anarta as a bridal gift for my daughter, so one of you should accept her as your wife.”

Balarama looked inquiringly at his younger brother, and Krishna replied, “Sire, we are deeply honored that you have chosen us to help you in your quest of a bridegroom for your beautiful daughter. If Revati agrees, I’m sure my brother will be only too happy to oblige!”

He turned around and looked at Balarama, who smiled his consent. King Kakudmi rose up and took his daughter’s hand and went forward. All of them stood up, and the king placed his daughter’s hand in Balarama’s and thus plighted the troth.

The brothers requested them to stay on until all arrangements had been made for the wedding. This was quite unusual since normally the groom went to the bride’s city, and the wedding was conducted there. But since King Kakudmi had no land at this point, and he was king of Anarta in name only, he had no option but to stay on in Dwaraka till the marriage was solemnized. King Ugrasena and Krishna’s mother and father, Devaki and Vasudeva, had to be consulted, as well as the priests. Of course, this was only a formality since everyone in Dwaraka obeyed Krishna’s orders implicitly. Krishna went and consulted the priests, who chose the auspicious time, and preparations were started for the wedding. Since this was the first wedding in the royal family, everyone was excited. Vasudeva and Devaki had despaired of getting a bride to match their elder son’s physique, and now Revati not only matched him physically but had also brought a handsome bride price with her.

The land of Anarta had been abandoned by Kakudmi’s brothers long ago and had been overrun by King Kalayavana’s hordes. Krishna and Balarama had the arduous task of chasing them away from the land and appropriating it for themselves. But after Krishna made King Muchukunda (an ancient king from the solar dynasty) pulverize their King Kalayavana by a mere look from his blazing eyes, the yakshas were without a leader and turned to Kubera to save them from the attack of the two brothers. Kubera was the half-brother of Ravana, who had cheated him of his properties and taken away his aerial vehicle, called the Pushpaka, and forced him to flee from his own country.

He had come to Kushasthali and pronounced himself king of the yakshas. He invited the devas (gods) to a conclave to determine the ownership of the land. The yakshas had come fully prepared to fight. They had three hundred mahapadmas (great warriors) carrying various weapons. Krishna did not really want to fight with Kubera. He met Kubera and spoke peacefully to him and told him to go farther north and carve out a territory for himself in the Himalayas, where he would not be constantly molested by attacking kings. All the devas urged Kubera to this amicable settlement, and the yakshas agreed to this and went to the Himalayas, leaving the place to the brothers. After praying to Varuna, lord of the sea, the Yadavas, under the guidance of Krishna, reclaimed a lot of the land on which the glorious city of Dwaraka was built. It was situated on the right bank of the River Gomati. The mountain known as Raivata dominated the horizon at the back. (This was the land that had sunk into the sea when the Lord left this planet. What is now known as Dwaraka is actually the ancient city of Kushasthali. Of Krishna’s Dwaraka there is not a trace. The sea took back what was taken from it. It had been a gift from Varuna to the Lord, for the duration of his lifetime on this planet and was taken back at the end of that period.)

The Yadavas also took over the island of Bet Dwaraka off the seacoast and the islands known as Antara-Dwipa. Bet Dwaraka was also known as Sankhodhara because of the copious quantities of conch shells found there. It was on this island that Krishna discovered the son of his guru, Sandipani. He had been kidnapped by a trader from the north and taken to the island and forced to work in his shop, making conch bangles. Krishna went to the island to save his guru’s son. When he saw Krishna, the man took the boy and dived into the sea. Krishna dived in after him and forced him to come up. Krishna was all set to kill him, but the man begged for mercy, so the Lord freed him. The trader now gave back the son of his guru and also presented him with a beautiful valampiri (right-hand) conch. This was his famous conch, known as the Panchajanya. All this was told to me by the Lord when he took me on a visit to the island. I saw that this was actually a well-fortified shipyard where they made all their ships and boats. I also noticed two ramps that were like slipways meant for launching boats. The shipyard also seemed to be used for other industries like making shell articles and collecting mother-of-pearl. Obviously Dwaraka was a bustling port. Ships came from Arabia and Africa, and there was an intermingling of trade from many parts of the world.

I learned later that the city was actually a federation of many republics rather than one kingdom under a single king. The population of the city was made up of different tribes known as Andhakas, Vrishnis, Bhojas, Dasarhas, and Madhus. The title, King of Yadavas, was offered to Krishna since he was the one who had saved them from the threat of Jarasandha and brought them to this beautiful spot. The Lord refused and made Ugrasena, Kamsa’s father, who was the king of the Bhojas, king of the Yadavas.

I spent the night in the Lord’s apartment on a couch he had specially made for me at the foot of his bed. His bed was of ebony inlaid with mother-of-pearl. The mattress looked like an ocean with billows of soft white muslin over it. He simply sank into it. He looked like a blue lotus in the middle of an ocean. I was fascinated by a fan that looked like a canopy made of pleated silk, which was waving automatically above the bed. I wondered how it was done. Later I found out that there was a hemp rope attached to it that went through a hole in the wall to the pond below in which there was a waterwheel that rotated, giving momentum to the fan. The room had a warm glow, which emanated from two oil lamps hanging in two corners. I suspected that the oil was scented since the whole room smelled of jasmine.

I was in a state of bliss all the time and never wondered even for a moment as to why I was there and what people in the hotel where I had been staying would think when they did not see me return. I had come alone to the town of Dwaraka and was staying at a small hotel very close to the exquisite temple of Rukmini. If the hotel management did not see me, no doubt they would start an inquiry and perhaps someone would say that they had seen me go into the ocean but never saw me come back out. I conjectured vaguely about this, but the fact was, my past life up to the moment I saw the Lord rising from the sea was getting fainter and fainter, and what was more important was that I was totally disinterested in it. In contrast, every moment of this life was like an etching carved on stone and was so clear and so fascinating that I cared not for the past or the future. This glorious “now” was all that I cared about. These were golden moments that were slipping through my fingers like pearls from a necklace in the making.

Even though I slept I was always aware of the beloved of my heart at whose feet I had my couch. Sometimes during the night I would get up and lightly caress his feet. These butterfly touches did not seem to bother him. The next morning I woke up before the bards came to wake him and ran to the gilded balcony overlooking the gardens, amazed to see that arrangements were well under way for the wedding. Canopies were being put up and a temple-like structure had been placed at the far end of the garden. Two hours before sunrise the Lord woke up to the tune of the veena (lute) and mridangam (percussion instrument) with which the musicians had come to wake him. Next came the bards, who started to eulogize him and describe his glorious deeds. Then arrived vassals carrying rose-scented water in golden basins for the Lord to wash his face and hands and rinse his mouth. Towels of the softest muslin were then given to him.

After this he sat on a deerskin on the ground facing east and meditated on the Supreme, “even though he was always established in the wisdom of the Self ” and was the very form of the Supreme. Not so surprisingly, I found that my Vanamali’s room was the only one with an attached bathroom, if one can call it that. A door with a curtain led to another huge room that had a pond as large as a swimming pool. Water seemed to be continually fed into and drained out of it. There were some small plants and creepers around the pool, which gave it a very natural look. The Lord was led to this pool, into which he plunged and swam about and had a leisurely bath. He came out and donned two pieces of muslin. After this he sat before the fire that had already been lit and poured oblations into it per the dictates of the Vedas. He then stood before the rising sun and repeated the Gayatri Mantra (I supposed) silently. Next he offered water in his palms to the gods, rishis, and manes (ancestors). After this, he gifted silk clothes, deerskins, sesame seeds, and beautifully adorned cows with their calves to many Brahmanas. The cows’ horns were capped in gold and their hooves in silver, and they had pearl necklaces around their necks. He then saluted the cows, Brahmanas, gods, elders, preceptors, and all created beings that were all manifestations of his own Self.

At this time his personal staff came forward with his clothes made of yellow silk and adorned him with ornaments. As I looked at his face I thought surely he was so divinely beautiful, he did not need any adornments. Finally the vanamala, or garland, made of five forest flowers (tulsi, jasmine, mandara, parijata, and lotus), which was specially made for him every day, was brought on a golden plate. He lifted it and put it over his head. I was longing to put it on for him. From my teens I had been making garlands for my Vanamali, and now when I could do it for him personally, I was afraid to go forward and snatch it from his hands. At this point he looked so gorgeous that tears started rolling down from my eyes, and I felt like running forward and hugging him. He glanced at me over the tops of the heads of those who were thronging around him as if he understood what was passing through my heart. Just then, Daruka, his charioteer, came and bowed to him and asked for instructions. Normally he would proceed to the Sudharma or cabinet hall, but today he waved him away and said he wanted to inspect the preparations being made for the wedding.

He next went to his parents’ palace. Vasudeva and Devaki had finished their ablutions and were preparing to do their puja (rituals) in their own special temple. A small exquisitely carved temple was on the grounds. Krishna and I went there, and I was overjoyed to see the idol that Krishna’s parents were worshipping. It was of Vishnu holding the conch called Panchajanya, the discus called Sudarshana, the gada (mace) called Kaumodaki, and the lotus in his hands, wearing the vanamala. I knew that it was made of a special type of black stone called anjana, which had curative properties—those who drank the water that was ceremoniously poured over it would have immense benefits. I recognized it immediately since it was the same one that was now residing in the famous temple of Guruvayoor in Kerala, which had been my hometown in my previous life.

It is said that when Dwaraka went under the sea, the Lord had instructed Brihaspati, guru of the gods, to rescue the idol, which was floating on the waters, and consecrate it at some auspicious site. Brihaspati had enlisted the help of Vayu, god of wind, and scoured the whole land of Aryavrata right to the tip. They came upon a wonderful spot beside a lake near which Shiva and Parvati were dancing. They took Shiva’s advice and consecrated the idol, which had been worshipped by the Lord himself, as well as by his parents, on this spot, which consequently came to be known as Guru-vayur, since it was consecrated by Guru Brihaspati and Vayu the wind god.

Devaki and Vasudeva had just about finished their worship, so they turned around to welcome their son. He touched their feet and told them all the details of the wedding, which was to take place at the auspicious time at night. The functions preceding the actual wedding were already underway.

“We were just going to see whether Revati has everything she needs. One hundred and one well-trained maids all having auspicious marks have gone to help her. I will take Subhadra and go there now,” said Devaki. Just then a tall person with a long gray beard and hair knotted up on top of his head, thus pronouncing that he was a maharishi, came to the temple. My Lord immediately went and touched his feet, as did his parents. Krishna passed the information to me that this was Garga Muni, the kula guru (family preceptor) of the Yadavas. All of them sat down and discussed with the sage the different types of rituals to be performed at the wedding. Of course, Garga Muni was in charge of it all since he was a great astrologer. After deciding everything and receiving his blessings, my Vanamali proceeded to the dining hall.

I trotted after him to the hall, which had tables laden with many types of fruit and pitchers of milk and pomegranate juice, as I discovered later. He took a goblet and handed some to me and gestured that I should help myself. I drank the ambrosia he had given me and then waited for him to give me his half-eaten fruits. He smiled and lifted an eyebrow but did not say anything when I first snatched a fruit from his hand before he could take a second bite. Just one bite from that glorious fruit (something like a mango) was enough to send me into another state of consciousness.

As we came out of the door, vassals were standing with auspicious articles in 
their hands, which he looked at and touched before proceeding to the grounds to 
inspect all the preparations that had been made for the wedding. Bejeweled 
ornamental arches were positioned at special places, flags fluttered from all 
the turrets, and floral wreaths and tapestries adorned the place. The gates and 
entrance arches were flanked by tall plantain and areca trees bending with huge 
bunches of fruit almost touching the ground. He went from place to place, personally inspecting everything himself, giving a word of praise here and some advice there.

The princess Revati and her father had been accommodated in another beautiful palace adjoining Balarama’s. The bride was already being given her auspicious bath with turmeric and sandal paste to the accompaniment of mantras, while the bridegroom had the same rituals done to him in his own palace.

In the distance I could see smoke rising into the air and the Lord, as if sensing my curiosity, took me there. It was a huge yajnashala in which many priests were muttering incantations and reading from the Vedas and pouring libations into the fire. A subtle smell of frankincense, loban, musk, and maybe amber filled the air. The sonorous sounds of Vedic mantras being chanted fell gently on our ears. The yajnashalas were actually Vedic laboratories. Many experiments were conducted there, on health, agriculture, architecture, weaponry, the making of ships called naus (from which the English word nautical is derived) and even the making of flying machines called vimanas. The scientific knowledge embedded in the Vedas and especially the Atharva Veda is enormous. The making of medicines and machines was all taken from this. Knowledgeable Brahmanas who knew the Vedic chants by heart and who were masters in making many things were working in shifts night and day in this huge yajnashala. The Vedas dealt with both jnana (spiritual wisdom) and vijnana (scientific knowledge).

Vanamali took me into another room that seemed to be a sort of laboratory. Both rooms were quite devoid of ornamentation, but this little room looked rather pretty with dried plants hanging from the rafters. There was a strong smell of herbs, which I found very pleasant but which might not have been liked by many people. All around the walls were jars containing medicinal plants and herbs of all kinds brought from the Himalayas and even from the ocean, as I was told later. My Lord went forward and bowed to a rather stern-looking sage who was sitting in the far corner scrutinizing a piece of parchment in his hand.

He looked up, and I noticed that he had the most piercing eyes I had ever seen. They just bored into you, but my Vanamali of course was totally unaffected by this and asked him, “Sire, have you heard of Balarama’s approaching nuptials? The bride is the daughter of King Kakudmi of Anarta.” He whispered to me, “This is the great sage Chyavana, noted for his vast knowledge of Ayurveda. He married a princess called Sukanya, who served him faithfully even though he looked old and ugly. To bless her, he made the herbal concoction known as chyavanaprasha and by eating it got back his youth and was able to give her all that a woman expects from a husband. I think he is working on some other formula now. The person who is helping him is Agniveshya, the foremost disciple of the great physician Atri-Angiras.”

Chyavana replied, “Indeed I have heard. The news was brought to me last night by Balarama himself. It is a good choice for him. You may continue with the wedding preparations.” He gave a pleasant nod as if to dismiss him, but my Vanamali stood his ground and looked curiously at the parchment he was scrutinizing. Chyavana then said, “This is an ancient recipe to make kaya kalpa, which makes you immortal and gives you a golden complexion. This is a secret that the siddhas of old had discovered but the knowledge had been lost.”

“Are you going to reveal the secret now?” asked Krishna.

“The time has not come,” Chyavana said shortly and turned away to his own devices.

A little farther on, we came to a small copse. It was quite dark and looked a bit fearsome. My Lord pointed to a figure sitting under a tree and meditating. “That is my guru, Durvasa,” he said. “He is noted for his temper and unbelievable austerity, and it is best not to thwart him in any way. He is an amsa (fraction, portion) of Mahadeva (Shiva). He is not a master of rhetoric like Yajnavalkya or a seer of the Vedic hymns like Vishwamitra. His realm lies beyond the word, in the fury that lies behind the curtain of maya. Curses and boons are the only ways in which he chooses to reveal himself. He has reduced life into two segments: retribution and reward. No one is sure what exactly might spark his retaliation. Even the gods are frightened of him. In his emaciated and ragged figure, the gods have learned to recognize the Supreme Spirit in its most willful and uncontrollable form. He always shows himself when some devastation is about to occur. But for some reason he often comes and stays here, maybe because he is my guru and is fond of me and maybe because I have something of him in me. Sometimes the Spirit manifests itself in me also in its irrepressible and uncontrollable form.” He gave me a sidelong glance.

“Why did you choose him as your guru?” I asked curiously.

Krishna laughed and said, “He is a totally enlightened soul who has never had a fall like so many other sages. But he is a difficult guest to please. If you don’t attend to every single whim of his, he will most certainly curse you, but if you do manage to please him, he is capable of blessing you with anything you choose. As I told you he is able to command the gods. He is the one who gave a mantra to Kunti, the mother of the Pandavas, by which she was able to summon any god she wished in order to get a child.”

“How did that happen?” I asked.

“Once he had gone to visit her father, Kuntibhoja, and was not at all pleased with the way he was being treated, but Kunti, though very young, tried her best to placate him. Obviously he was pleased, for before he left he called to her and said, ‘Child! Repeat this mantra that I am giving you and memorize it carefully. One day you will be able to use this to invoke the gods. They, who cannot even be seen by anyone, will come as your lovers. One day you will have need of it, and you may use it if you wish.’

“He went off without another word, and years later Yudhishtira, Bhima, and Arjuna were formed in Kunti’s womb, conceived from a divine seed. Kunti taught the mantra to Madri, Pandu’s second wife, who invoked the twin physicians of the gods known as the Aswini Kumaras and thus got the twins, Nakula and Sahadeva.

“He never stays long at any place. No one knows his goings and comings. Actually no one knows he is here now. By tomorrow he will be gone.” I remembered faintly from my past life that I had been shown a tree near the Dwarakadhish Temple, which was where, I was told, the sage Durvasa used to meditate.

“Do you know why he is called Durvasa?” I shook my head and he continued, “Because his diet for the day is just the amount of water that can be contained inside a durva grass. He has unimaginable control over his body and mind. He has no dependence whatsoever on anything or any human being. He is totally above all duality and is indeed a gunatita.*9 Nothing disturbs him. He is known to have cursed many people, but each time he curses, the curse has changed into a blessing for the person. I have learned many things from him, but luckily I have not picked up his bad temper!” Both of us laughed, and I held on to his hand as we came out of the copse. Beyond the yajnashala there was another fairly big building, and I tried to drag my Lord there, but he shook his head. “This is not the time to go there.”

“What is happening there?” I asked curiously.

“That is Brihaspati’s den. All the sacred mantras from all the Vedas dealing with special astras (weapons and missiles), which can delude and confound and kill people, are to be found there. He teaches the mantras only to those of his students who are capable of handling them and who would not use them to further their own interests. Many of them are deadly, and it is very dangerous for anyone who does not have a controlled mind to possess them. This is an esoteric knowledge that can be imparted to only a very few people, chosen by the guru. Knowledge gives power, and power in the hands of those who are spiritually weak will lead to untold misery, both for themselves and for the whole of humanity.”

I thought of the insane misuse of the atom bomb and the possession of nuclear weapons by nations who were morally unfit to possess such knowledge, and I realized the truth of what he was saying.

A young man with a large physique followed by another of shorter build came toward us.

“Ah Vaasudeva! Where have you been? We have been looking for you everywhere. We just heard about Balarama’s wedding. Tell us all about it.” Both of them came and stood on either side of my Lord and flung their arms over his shoulder in a familiar way. He communicated their names to me in the same manner as he had been doing. “These are my best friends, Uddhava and Satyaki. Uddhava is also my prime minister. We have been friends since childhood.”

The three friends went with arms thrown around each other’s shoulders to another big building, which again was not furbished like the other palaces and buildings I had seen. They strode in with me hot on their heels. It was the armory, and as we entered we saw the back of a large man who was fencing with another man in the open courtyard. This was Kritavarma, general of the Yadava forces. He stopped jousting and turned to bow to my Vanamali. He was rather on the stocky side, not really suited for fencing, but perhaps he was just teaching someone. I was wonderstruck to see the number of weapons hanging on the wall, and I took in the number of huge boxes which no doubt contained bows and arrows and other interesting weapons. On the sides of the courtyard where the men had been jousting were weapons that resembled modern cannons, except that they had huge iron sticks with a hole at the back. I guessed that they were made to throw stones and fireballs at the enemy.

Another courtyard led from the first that was obviously a place for practicing wrestling. Later I got to know that this was a favorite pastime of my Lord, who would often come here before his bath and have a joust with someone. There were wooden benches around the arena meant for wrestlers to lie on to be oiled before starting.

“Ah! Kritavarma!” said my Lord, “I see that your arms are itching for a fight. This is the time for laughter and romance, not fighting. No doubt you have heard of my brother’s approaching nuptials. So forget your weapons for a while and join us in the merrymaking.”

While the friends were talking I made a round of the armory and poked my nose inquisitively into each of the huge metal boxes that were placed all around the walls. I gasped to see the number of arrows there. Each box was filled with millions of arrows of iron and steel, wood and silver. All of them had different types of arrowheads—some pointed, some barbed or clefted, or shaped like a calf ’s tooth or a boar’s ear or a crescent moon or the head of a snake or frog. I turned around to exclaim to my Lord and found him walking off with the others without a backward glance. I ran and caught hold of his uttareeyam, and he turned around to give me a half smile.

Aum Namo Bhagavate Vaasudevaaya


[image: image]

[image: image]

The Lord made an attractive city in the middle of twelve yojanas of fortified area in the sea. There were properly planned highways, crossed by subsidiary roads, from which proceeded streets, on both sides of which stood houses built according to the rules of town planning and displaying fully the skill of the heavenly architect Vishwakarma. There were flower gardens with celestial plants and creepers and parks with various kinds of trees; there were houses and buildings with sky-kissing domes and roofs of gold and crystal. There were halls made of silver and brass, capped with golden domes and houses of gold with tops studded with diamonds and surrounded by courtyards paved with emeralds. There were temples at various places and wooden balconies on tops of the houses for moon baths. There were quarters for all the four varnas to stay as well as special houses for the elite of the Yadava clan. Indra had given the celestial tree known as the Parijata and the assembly hall called Sudharma, which had the power of keeping its occupants free from hunger and thirst. Varuna sent fast white horses with one black ear. Kubera presented eight treasures and the guardian deities placed their resources at the Lord’s disposal. Krishna who was none other than Sri Hari now transferred all the people from Mathura to his new capital of Dwaraka.
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Aum Kamalanaathaya Namaha!

Aum I bow to the husband of Lakshmi [Kamala]!

2

The Wedding

The four of them—Krishna, Kritavarma, Uddhava, and Satyaki—with me following, set out on a tour of the city to see the preparations that had been made for the marriage and the feast that was to follow. As usual all the streets were watered and swept. Every gate had a bunch of plantain fruits and other auspicious articles tied to it. The courtyards were embellished with areca and banana trees tied with silken cords. Banners, flags, and canopies were everywhere. There were festoons of mango leaves and garlands of jasmine and champaka flowers.

A huge dais had been built in the middle of the palace garden flanked by artificial lions, elephants, and storks. Two huge saffron-colored elephants with four tusks were kept at the gate, as well as two horses with all their trappings. All of these looked so lifelike that no one could tell whether they were real or artificial. The altar was on top of the dais. Everything was ready for the arrival of the bride and groom.

Next we went to the huge kitchen to supervise the items for the feast that was to follow. Huge mounds of cooked rice, beaten rice, jaggery, sugar candies, and salt were heaped in various places. Milk, ghee, and curds were brimming in huge pots. Big tanks were filled with sugar cane juice, wine, sweet juices of various fruits, and many rice preparations. Different kinds of pickles and side dishes were also kept ready. I marveled at the speed at which all these preparations had been made. A sweet heady wine known as Maireya was made locally from fruits. This was a favorite of Balarama’s. Public houses were forbidden to sell this wine, but surreptitiously it was being sold at most places.

We returned to the garden to find that invitees had already started streaming in. Of course, all the citizens had been invited, and everyone had come dressed in their festive clothes. Old and young, women, children, and babies were all brought for the first big event after their arrival at Dwaraka. Invitations had been sent through fast runners, to all the great kingdoms like Matsya, Kekaya, Srinjaya, Kurujangala, Panchala, Sindhu, Anga, Chedi, Madra, Gandhara, Trigarta, and many others, but since everything was arranged so fast there was no time for all of them to come. The only ones who actually came were Shishupala, prince of Chedi, and Uttara Kumara, prince of the kingdom of the Matsyas. Both Damaghosha, king of Chedi, and Virata, king of the Matsyas, were too old to go at the killing pace that would have been necessary if they were to reach Dwaraka before nightfall. Shishupala’s mother was Vasudeva’s sister, so he was Krishna’s and Balarama’s cousin. It is said that when he was born he had four arms. It was also foretold that two of his arms would fall off when he came face to face with the one who would kill him. This happened the first time he met Krishna, so he always held a grudge against him. His mother begged Krishna to overlook her son’s failings. Krishna promised her that he would tolerate as many as ninety-nine insults from him, but at the hundredth one he would kill him. To this she had agreed and always warned her haughty son to keep his temper in check and recognize the divinity in his cousin, but Shishupala would not listen to anyone’s advice and continued to spread lies about his cousin to anyone who might be inclined to listen to him. When he got the invitation for the wedding, he was very eager to come and see the fabulous city of Dwaraka, which his cousin had reclaimed from the sea. So he set off posthaste and of course became green with envy when he saw the golden city. Both princes had been accommodated at palaces specially reserved for kings.

The sages had all been invited through telepathic communication, so all of them had arrived. First to come was Krishna Dwaipayana Vyasa himself, and with him came Bharadvaja, Sumantu, Gautama, Asita, Vasishta, Chyavana, Kanva, Maitreya, Vishwamitra, Vamadeva, Sumati, Jaimini, Kratu, Paila, Parasara, Vaisampayana, Kasyapa, Dhaumya, and Shukracharya. Garga of course was already there, as well as Durvasa, but the latter never attended any public functions. As for Brihaspati, he was the guru of the gods and did not like it to be known that he was on this planet. He had come only to please Krishna and did not want his presence to be known by anyone else. The sages were all well versed in the Vedas and proficient in all rituals, so they were the ones to officiate as priests.

When Krishna was a baby, he had been taken by his father Vasudeva to the cowherd settlement of Gokula for fear of his uncle Kamsa. His foster father, Nandagopa, chief of the tribe, knew of Krishna’s antecedents and had secretly invited Garga Muni to come for the naming ceremony of the two boys, Krishna and Balarama, since he was the kula guru of the Yadavas. He was also asked to cast their horoscopes since he was a famous astrologer. He performed all the rites secretly inside a cow barn since they did not want Kamsa to know the whereabouts of his nephews, whom he had threatened to kill. It was Garga who gave the name Krishna to my Lord, not only because he was dark but also because he said he would be able to captivate everyone. He gave the name Balarama to his brother since he would grow up to be very strong.

Garga Muni was famous for his knowledge of astronomy and astrology, so he sat beside the ghatika (water clock), which was an ingenious device for reckoning time. He had calculated the most auspicious time for the ceremony and was waiting for the correct lagna, or planetary configuration, to take place. He had made a special ghatika only for this purpose. A small copper cup with a hole at the bottom was floated in a golden vessel filled with water. The water would slowly start filling the cup, and at the auspicious moment the cup would sink. This was a special device he had made just for this ritual, but he had also made a big clock that was kept in a room at the entrance to the garden, which was accessible to anyone who wanted to know the time. Of course, there was also a sundial in the garden, but since this depended on the sun it would not work on rainy and cloudy days. The ghatika, however, did not depend on the sun. It was made on the same principle as the one he was using for the ceremony. A small copper vessel with a hole floated in a big bowl of water. It was made with such precision that at the stroke of one muhurta*10 the vessel would sink to the bottom. Immediately a gong would strike to denote the time, and the person who was in charge for the day would add a small round stone to the line of stones that were kept in a long carved wooden tray like a trough. Anyone who wanted to know the time could come and count the stones and get a fairly accurate idea.

Krishna and his friends quickly went to Balarama’s palace. Krishna knew of his brother’s weakness for wine and feared that he might be imbibing a bit too much. They found Balarama seated on a golden stool with a jar of wine in one hand from which he quaffed now and again. Priests chanting mantras were pouring water, fragrant with herbs and flowers, on his head from golden vessels and earthen jars, from elephant tusks and bull horns. His eyes were already red and rolling, and he told them to hurry up for he wanted to meet his bride.

They helped him to his feet. He stood towering over all of them, fair and handsome with curly locks falling to his shoulders. He saluted Krishna and said, “My little brother! I see anxiety in your eyes. What is it? What are you frightened of?”

Without speaking a word my Lord forcibly took the jar of liquor from his hand and told him to get dressed fast. Balarama laughed a bit too loudly and told him that he was never one to succumb to either wine or women! Attendants came quickly and dressed him in blue silk robes. They took out the stone earring he always wore in his left ear lobe and put in one golden kundala instead. Many ornaments were also put around his neck, and a diadem was placed on his head. Krishna took off his own unfading wildflower garland and put it around his neck. He made a magnificent figure but was slightly shaky on his feet. Krishna and Uddhava stood on either side and led him into the garden. Musicians were playing auspicious tunes, and dancing girls were dancing before the groom as he slowly went toward the dais. King Kakudmi, along with the priests, came forward to meet him and led him to the raised dais after washing his feet and offering arghya.*11 Normally the wedding ceremony would have been done at the bride’s house, and the mother of the bride would welcome her son-in-law to be, with many rites. Since Kakudmi’s wife was not present, the Brahmana women, wives of the priests, performed all the necessary rituals. After doing the niranjana (purificatory) rites, they seated him with all due honors on the golden throne and offered him madhuparka.†12

In the meantime, I was anxious to see what was happening to Revati. As we came out of the armory, I suddenly spied Subhadra running as if in haste to get somewhere. I rushed after her and found myself in Revati’s bedroom. She was indeed a fitting bride for Balarama. Statuesque was the only word that could describe her. She towered above Subhadra and her attendants. Subhadra, of course, was quite petite. Revati was fully dressed by the time I arrived. Her ritual bath was over, and she had been anointed with sandal oil. Many things had been done to her face, I could see. Her eyes looked large and lustrous with collyrium, and her lips were red with the pigment that must have been put on them. Her hair was dressed very fashionably in many knots with the remainder falling down her right shoulder. She wore a blouse studded with gems. Her skirt was of bright red silk with gold embroidery and swirled around her ankles. Ornaments of every type adorned her from head to toe. However, she looked a bit downcast. I presumed that this was because she didn’t know the man she was marrying, she was a princess without a fortune, and she had a father who was king in name only. Moreover she had no mother or any relations to accompany her. Her eyes were full of tears that she tried hard to suppress. I really felt sorry for her. I think Subhadra felt the same. She was a kindhearted girl, and she went up to her and whispered something in her ear that made her smile a little. Her look of sadness departed. Escorted by many Brahmana ladies who were sumangalis (married women) carrying golden plates on which were placed small oil lamps, turmeric pieces, sindoor, betel leaves, and gold ornaments, she proceeded to the temple of the goddess to worship at her shrine before going to the dais. Widows were never allowed to take part in marriage ceremonies. Musicians, dancing girls, and bards accompanied the bridal party. Flower girls were throwing jasmine buds over her head and rose petals in front of her on the road. Devaki and Subhadra walked along with her. Her head was covered with a transparent red scarf, which she had pulled over her face so that she would be spared the curious looks of the invitees. She walked with long strides with her eyes fixed on the ground. Devaki and Subhadra had to run to keep up with her. Having finished her worship, she came out hanging on to Subhadra’s arm as if she felt that she was her only friend.

At this point I left the bridal party and ran to my beloved’s side. He cast an inquiring look at me as I panted up. His looks always made my heart turn over, and I just gazed at him without being able to say anything.

The air was filled with the sound of the Vedic chants and musical instruments as the bride was led forward by the Brahmin ladies. She was seated next to the groom while the priests repeated chants from the Rig Veda. Garga Muni now declared that the auspicious time had come, and repeating the mantras for purification, he took a handful of rice grains that had been mixed with curd and darbha (a type of grass), added some water, and handed it over to Revati for her to shower over Balarama. Balarama had eyes only for her, but Revati kept her gaze steadily on the ground. The priests made them rise up and started the marriage rites as given in the Rig Veda.

Before the father actually gives away the bride, the names of the ancestors of both parties as well as their lineage—gotra (clan), pravara (excellent lineage taken from the rishis), and so on—are announced loudly so that all the guests would know that both of them came from good families and had pedigrees that could be traced back many generations. Then came the actual ceremony in which Kakudmi took his daughter’s hand and formally placed it in Balarama’s hand. The latter clasped Revati’s hand while the appropriate Vedic mantras were being chanted. The upper garments of both were tied in a knot at this point. The music rose to a fever pitch. Cymbals and drums and bugles were all playing at the same time. Flowers were showered on the couple as Revati placed the flower garland round Balarama’s neck. They were of the same height, though Revati looked a bit shorter since she was still gazing at the ground. Kakudmi gave many gifts to the groom, and Vasudeva and Devaki did the same for the bride.

The sacrificial fire had already been lit, and the priests were doing the homa (fire ceremony). The loose scarves worn by Balarama and Revati had been tied together, and they were forced to sit very close to each other while pouring offerings into the fire with mantras. My Lord also offered grains to the bride to be put into the fire. Actually it is the bride’s brother who should do this, but since she had no brother, my Vanamali, who is the universal brother, performed this act for her. Poor girl! I think she was grateful for this, and for the first time she glanced sideways at him. My Lord whispered to her that he would always protect her like a brother. After this Balarama took her right hand, and they circumambulated the fire thrice. The priests sprinkled the waters of many auspicious rivers such as the Sindhu and Saraswati on her head, thus proclaiming her to be fit for married life. The groom then lifted the scarf that was covering her face and applied the sindoor or the auspicious red mark on her forehead.

The ceremony was concluded by Kakudmi’s presenting a golden vessel filled with raw, unbroken rice to the officiating priests, as well as gold coins and clothes. Then Balarama gave a cow and one hundred gold coins to each of the priests. Vasudeva distributed many coins and gifts to all the assembled guests and citizens.

It was quite late by now. All the guests were taken to the huge dining hall to partake of the exotic feast that had been specially prepared. My Lord along with his friends took it as his personal duty to supervise and see that every guest was fed sumptuously and was given proper presents. Seeing him thus occupied I hurried after the bridal procession.

The bride and groom were led ceremoniously to Balarama’s palace to the bridal chamber, which had been delightfully decorated. The bed was set with gems and covered with silk on which jasmine buds had been scattered. Bejeweled lamps were lit in all corners. The couple was placed on the golden swing covered with flowers and made to swing gently. The knot which had been made in their garments was removed and all sorts of delicious things were offered to them to eat. Revati did not eat a morsel despite all the persuasions of her mother-in-law and sister-in-law. At last Balarama laughed and forced her to open her mouth and stuffed a piece of flat rice cake into it. She swallowed it with difficulty. Balarama signaled to his sister to bring him something to drink. Devaki nudged her, and she gave him a glass of milk and honey, which he scornfully rejected and gave to Revati. He was getting quite impatient by now and asked his mother to hurry up with the ceremonies and leave them alone. She sprinkled the bride’s head with water to make her free from physical troubles and sanctify her for married life. Then they both stood up, and Balarama had to touch the heart of the bride by standing behind her and reaching over her right shoulder. This was supposed to allow feelings of love to flow from him to her and thus unite them in a loving bond. Devaki now took them to the veranda and pointed out Dhruva (the pole star) to them to suggest constancy in their married life. The two stars called Vasishta and Arundhati that are seen in the formation known as the Great Bear were also shown to them. The sage Vasishta and his wife Arundhati are famous for being the perfect pair; hence these two stars are always pointed out to newly married couples. (It was only recently that Western astronomers discovered that this star was actually two stars, which was a fact known for many centuries by Hindu astronomers.)

Balarama was getting more and more impatient. So Devaki requested the Brahmin ladies to leave. She put out most of the lamps and led Revati to the bridal bed and made her sit down. She blessed her and smelled her forehead.*13 Subhadra came and gave her a hug and whispered something in her ear. Revati said not a word but sat like a statue. Devaki invited her son to come and sit beside her, but Balarama said he would be back in a minute and disappeared from view. Devaki comforted Revati and told her that he would be back soon and told her to take some rest. She then beckoned to Subhadra, and both of them left the room, closing the door behind them. Subhadra kept glancing back at her sister-in-law but did not dare to disobey her mother. I hung around hoping I could help her in some way.

In about half an hour, Balarama came reeling back, holding the wine jar in his hand. He seemed to have forgotten his bride, but suddenly he spied her. She rose up in fear and tried to run out of the door, but he grabbed her hand and forcibly took her to the bed and threw her down. She covered her eyes with her hands and rolled over to the other side. He laughed and lunged at her and dragged her hand away and peered at her face, which he was probably seeing for the first time at such close quarters.

“Why are you frightened?” he roared. “I’m your husband. Come, it’s our first night. We will never have one like this again. Here have a drink, and you will feel much better.” So saying he thrust the jar to her mouth. She drank a little, threw his hand away with great difficulty, jumped to her feet, and tried to run to the door. He laughed and grabbed her hair as she ran and threw her onto the bed and jumped on her. Luckily for her, he seemed to have succumbed to all the wine he had imbibed and rolled off and fell in a stupor on the bed and started to snore. The jar fell from his hand and rolled to the ground. The wine dripped all over the bed and the floor. Revati rose up and sank to the ground and sobbed as if her heart would break. I felt desperately sorry for her but didn’t know how I could comfort her. I left her to her fate and slipped out of the door, which had been thoughtfully locked by her mother-in-law who knew her son only too well.

Actually Balarama was a good man in his own way and was no doubt good to her when he was in his right senses. But he could never shake off his love for drink, and this was something that Revati had to put up with since she really had no choice. In fact I heard later that in the end she succumbed to his persuasions and used to join him in his drinking bouts.

I ran off to find my Vanamali, who was still attending to the needs of the guests. Finally most of the guests departed and only those who were staying in palaces close by were left. Krishna took special joy in seeing to Shishupala’s welfare.

“Ah cousin!” he said. “It was very kind of you to come, and I hope you enjoyed yourself. Tell me, is there is anything I can do for you?”

Shishupala mumbled something, and Krishna told Satyaki to take him to his palace. Uttara Kumara, prince of the Matsyas, was a favorite of his, so he personally escorted him to his palace, and only then did he retire to his own palace.

“Well, did you enjoy it?” he asked without looking at me as he was striding to his room.

“Very much,” I said, “but I’m sorry for Revati. I don’t think she is happy.”

“Don’t bother your head with such things,” he said. “She will have to adjust to my brother’s ways. He is a kind man, though he drinks a bit too much. That is his only failing.”

Aum Namo Bhagavate Vaasudevaaya
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Aum Vaasudevaya Namaha!

Aum I bow to Vaasudeva, the son of Vasudeva!

3

Badarikashrama

After staying for a week in Dwaraka, Kakudmi said that he wanted to retire to the place known as Badarikashrama in the Himalayas. Both Balarama and Krishna tried to convince him to remain for some time in Dwaraka to be near his daughter, but he could not be persuaded. I don’t know what Revati told him, but it is possible that she did not say much to him about her predicament. She seemed to be reconciled to her fate. She had found a lovely family here—mother, father, brother, and sister, and she was cared for in all ways, so being a sensible girl she decided to adjust to the circumstances. Moreover, she had no relations to go to, even if she wanted to.

All arrangements were being made for Kakudmi’s departure, and I wished that I could also make the trip to the Himalayas. The Lord, who could read the hearts of all, asked me if I wanted to make a trip to the mountains. I just looked at him, and he said, “Who are you going to see there? When I am with you, who else would you want to see?”

I said nothing, so he smiled and said, “Okay! Let’s go!”

I skipped and jumped beside him. Since we would be going through strange territories with very few roads, all of us rode on horseback; that is to say, he rode the horse, and I sat behind him. I didn’t find it at all strange that I was riding a horse even though I had never been on one before. The king had his own retinue given to him by the Yadava princes. There were packhorses carrying food and all sorts of military equipment in case we were attacked or got stranded in the desert. As far as possible we followed the rivers; first the Sindhu/Saraswati and then the Ganga. The first part of the journey through the northern part of Aryavrata was fairly easy. We passed through the Anarta region and followed the Sindhu River, passing north through Matsya and Madra and continued till we reached Kurujangala. We bypassed Hastinapura, since Krishna said the time had not come for him to meet his cousins, and continued north up the holy river Ganga till we came to the ancient city of Mayapuri or Gangadwara (Haridwar). We stayed the night at the ashrama of the great sage Kapila, the founder of the Samkhya system of philosophy. My Lord talked with him through a good part of the night while I sat fascinated by their discussion.

We then proceeded to a place at the foothills of the Himalayas where Raibya Rishi was doing intense tapas (spiritual discipline). In fact he had not moved from the spot where he had started tapasya many years ago, and his locks had spread all over the place, giving rise to the name of the place, which later came to be called Rishikesh (hair of the rishi). He had been meditating on Lord Vishnu and when Krishna went and stood before him, he suddenly opened his eyes and found the object of his meditation standing before him in flesh and blood. The Lord gave him darshana (divine vision) in the form of Vishnu, on whom he had been meditating for centuries. Raibya Rishi saw standing before him the beauteous figure of Vishnu holding the conch, discus, mace, and lotus in his four hands with all the other accoutrements. I thought to myself that the Lord had agreed to take me to Badarikashrama only to give this great sage his beatific vision. Due to his heavy locks pulling him down, the sage could not rise up and prostrate, so he simply bowed to Krishna. My Lord in the form of Vishnu blessed him and released him from his earthly coils.

From there we went to the ashrama of sage Vasishta. It was a series of caves on the banks of the Alagananda River in a most beautiful spot. The sage was delighted to see my Lord and invited him to stay there for some time. It was so beautiful that we stayed for more than a week. One day the Lord took me into the largest of the caves and showed me a small tunnel leading out of it. He held my hand and took me through the tunnel, which led to another smaller cave where there was a rishi sitting and meditating with just a small lighted mud lamp beside him. Krishna took me still farther into the mountain and showed me any number of rishis meditating in the rabbit warren of caves that seemed to extend far into the heart of the mountain. All of them were oblivious to us walking past them through the caves. How did they live? I wondered, and Krishna smiled and shook his head.

We returned to the main cave, and sitting on the banks of the river, he told me, “These are true sannyasis. They want nothing and ask for nothing. They have total faith in God. If he wants them to live, he will see to it that they get something to eat. Otherwise they fast. They have no dependence on man or beast. Hence they have no duty to perform in the world. If we depend on something for our existence, then we have a duty to return the debt by doing something for the society that supports us. But if we have no demands on the world, we have no duties either. They have surrendered all their duties to God, and thus God alone protects them. They live only to promote auspiciousness in the world. Vibrations flow from them to the world outside so that those whose lives are filled with care and toil, fighting and killing, will be benefited by them.”

I was amazed to hear this. I had never heard of such people. I thought of a sannyasi as someone who had renounced the world and wore ochre robes and was dependent on society for his daily needs. Never had I come across people who asked for no rights and therefore had no duties!

Our entourage proceeded with difficulty up the mountain following the Alagananda. At many places the servants who had been sent with Kakudmi had to hack their way across the forest entwined with lianas and branches of trees. By nightfall, if we did not reach an ashrama, we would have to stay in some cave or make a clearing and a fire and lie beneath the stars near the fire. The fire was a necessity to keep wild animals at bay. Often we could hear the roar of a tiger in the distance, and bears would come fairly close. And of course there were plenty of deer in the clearings.

The next place of interest was the confluence of the Alagananda with the River Bhagirathi, which was coming from the Ganga from the place called Gomukha. Ages ago, the great King Bhagiratha had performed intense tapas at Gomukha to bring down the divine Ganga from the heavens to the earth in order to give salvation to his ancestors. The Ganga agreed to come but told him that if she fell with full force on the earth the whole planet would be washed away, so Bhagiratha did another series of intense tapas and begged Lord Shiva to check her fall. Shiva agreed and when the Ganga fell, he caught her in his locks and went back to his own tapasya. Poor Bhagiratha went back and did many more years of tapas and begged Shiva to release the waters. He did so, and the Ganga followed the king as he rode toward the ocean where his ancestors had perished. All the places she flowed through were blessed by the touch of her purifying waters. She is known as Bhagirathi when she comes from Gomukha, in honor of King Bhagiratha, who was instrumental in bringing her down.

The Ganga has many names and is known as Alagananda when she comes down from Badarikashrama. The confluence of two or more rivers is considered to be filled with divine energy, and bathing at these places is a must for all pilgrims. So we stopped at a small Shiva temple next to the confluence. The two rivers met with a mighty clash below a cliff where the clear waters of the Alagananda mingled with the dark waters of the Bhagirathi. All of us went down the precarious rock steps leading to the confluence. The men jumped in without any hesitation, but the current was so strong that a couple of them swirled away and had to be caught and brought back by the others. I had no idea what sort of creature I was—flesh and blood or a dream substance. However, I was taking no chances and clung on to my Lord’s uttareeyam when he dipped. I gasped as the icy waters closed over my head. I was totally free from fear. Was I not holding on to him?

We spent the night there and then pushed on to our next stop, which we reached after a week or so. But of course time had ceased to have any meaning for me. I lived totally in the blissful moment when I was tagging behind my Lord. Krishna told me the story of the place that night while we sat round the fire. “This place is known as Shree Nagar (the town of the goddess), and this was the place where the goddess Lalithambika chose as her residence. This esoteric secret had been revealed to the sage Agastya by me in my incarnation as Hayagriva (having the neck of a horse). The temple itself is in the shape of Mount Meru,*14 and the mystic yantra known as Sri Chakra has been installed here. Sit down on this rock near the river and meditate.” The place was charged with the vibrant energy of the divine mother, and I cannot describe the feeling of exaltation that came over me as I felt her energy coursing through me like an electric current.

Our next stop was at another famous confluence where the Alagananda met the Mandakini coming down from the place known as Kedar Kanda. The confluence here was also filled with energy, and all of us took our dips in the swirling waters. My Vanamali of course never had to take baths or get energized, but in this incarnation he chose to act the part of a human being and follow all the customs of humans in order to set an example.

I’ve no idea how many miles we walked, but slowly the whole terrain started to change. We passed above the tree line. The landscape had only rocks and shrubs with the glittering, cascading Alagananda leaping over rocks and boulders, leading us up and up, showing us the way. The chief difference was that she was going down, and we were going up. The only tree growing here was the divine devataru, tree of the gods. At one point Krishna told Kakudmi’s retinue to carry on and wafted me off to an enchanted place deep in the mountains. I gasped with joy when I saw the place. It was a huge garden, stretching as far as the eye could see, covered with all sorts of tiny, magical flowers. My Vanamali lifted me in his arms and gave me an aerial view of the place. It looked like a huge carpet of mixed design and colors, all made of real flowers of every shape, design, and hue.

“What is this?” I gasped, inaudibly as usual.

“This is the playground of the apsaras (celestial dancers) and gandharvas (celestial musicians). Listen carefully and you will be able to hear them.” I listened and the most extraordinary melody filled my whole being, and a wonderful perfume wafted in the breeze.

“You cannot see them” he said, answering my question, “but you can hear and feel them. Come, we will go. As human beings we are not allowed to stay long in this place. If we stay too long they will desert it and go to places that are beyond the reach of humans.”

Of course, this did eventually come to pass. I remembered hearing about the Valley of Flowers in my previous life and how it was crowded with tourists. From there he took me to another place with a glacial lake in which he said the apsaras bathed. The lake looked like a mirror since it was absolutely still, and the snow peaks were perfectly reflected.

“This lake never freezes over,” he said. “This is the place where Rama’s brother Lakshmana did tapasya in order to expiate for the sin of having killed Indrajit.”

I had always suspected that he was a master of all eight siddhis, of which levitation was one, but for all of these days spent traveling with the others, he had chosen to travel as they did. Now that we were alone he lifted me in his arms, and we soon reached the party we had left just a few hours ago.

We were on our last lap. It was getting colder and colder, and soon we caught sight of the snow peaks. I gave a gasp of pure delight. There, standing stark and white against the bright blue sky, were the great peaks of the Himalayas. From our height, we could see the valley known as Badarikashrama, or Badri Vishal, stretching out before us. It was so named because the place abounded with the small thorny berries known as badari. This was the place of the divine sages called Narayana and Nara, who were partial incarnations of Vishnu. However, they were not visible to all, even though they would certainly have been visible to my Lord. But he chose not to show himself to them and took us to the modest ashrama of the great sage known as Markandeya.

The Ganga’s name here is Puspabhadra. The ashrama was concealed behind a huge rock known as Chitra. The sage was sitting with eyes closed in meditation. Krishna went forward and touched his feet. The sage jumped up from the tiger skin seat he had been occupying and fell at the Lord’s feet. Krishna clasped him in his arms and told him that he had brought Kakudmi, the king of Anarta, who was anxious to spend the rest of his days in the Himalayas. The sage had matted locks, and his robes of bark were held in place with a girdle of munja grass. The upper portion of his body was covered with the skin of a black buck and a mala (necklace) made of the seeds of the rudraksha tree. He made a striking figure and carried a staff, a bunch of kusa grass and a kamandalu*15 in his hands. He promised to help Kakudmi to build a hermitage close to him.

There was a lovely hot spring just below the hermitage, and below that roared the Alagananda, filled with foam and fury as she forced her way through huge boulders. While we were there my Lord told me the story of the sage Markandeya.

“There was once a poor Brahmana of Avanti who was childless. He and his wife prayed to Lord Shiva, who appeared to them and told them that they could have either a brilliant son who would live only for sixteen years or a fool who would live for a long period of time. After thinking it over, the couple opted for the noble child. Very soon the woman conceived and gave birth to a lovely boy who grew up to be intelligent, graceful, and devoted to Shiva. His name was Markandeya. When his sixteenth birthday approached, the child saw his parents to be deeply troubled and asked them the reason. Reluctantly they told him the truth. The boy was not at all put out by this tale and told them to take heart. ‘The Lord who gave me to you will surely be able to prolong my life,’ he said.
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