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Chapter 13

Krishna is present everywhere. So this is magic. Why don’t you see
Krishna’s magic? ... Poor heart, poor magic. See the real magic. If
you want to see magic, see Krishna’s magic.... Be captivated by the
magic Krishna has shown.

—MORNING WALK, DEC. 5, 1976

HE “KRISHNA MAGIC” frequently referenced in Yamuna’s

talks and exchanges often related to how strongly she felt the impor-

tance of endowing future generations with Krishna bhakti, as Srila
Prabhupada had so selflessly endowed us. She had an uncanny ability to find
the tiniest spark of interest and, with nurturing, patience and love, ignite
the fire of devotion within the hearts of others. By applying the cooking
metaphor we have previously used, this chapter expands on the principle of
“Giving the Gift of Bhakti to Others” through the reflections and personal
memories of some of the devotees whose spiritual lives became indelibly
changed by Yamuna’s association. She was honored to be connected to the
lineage of great Acharyas in the line of Lord Chaitanya and encouraged the
youth to appreciate the importance of Vaishnava continuity through disci-
plic succession. Srila Prabhupada had earlier encouraged Yamuna to “just
see; just see” by diving into the blissful ocean of devotional practice so care-
fully preserved and passed down by the previous Acharyas to himself and
from Srila Prabhupada to his students. When Yamuna witnessed youthful
devotees becoming serious in their devotional lives, as they feelingly reveal
in these pages, she would often become emotional by observing this living
process of bhakti in action. For Yamuna, that was the essence of Krishna’s
magic.

The ldealistic Attraction of Saranagati
\/iLLage in British Columbia

With both the desire and conviction to someday build a temple and ashram
for Sri Sri Radha-Banabehari, Yamuna and 1 studied books and watched



how-to carpentry shows on television and video. Of course, the irony of
those productions is that they are just that—productions; and the immacu-
lately clean carpenters who build a kitchen, outbuilding or cabin in a half-
hour lull the do-it-yourselfers like us into thinking that the endeavor will
be easy, trouble free and cost effective. Not so—as our sore backs, cut-up
and calloused hands and empty pockets attested to when we finally fulfilled
our cherished goal at Saranagati Village.

“Who Would Want to Live Here2”

At the invitation of Bala Krishna das and his wife Harilila, Yamuna devi
first drove up to Saranagati Village in British Columbia during the sum-
mer of 1998. Entering Canada from anywhere in Western Washington, you
drive east on the TransCanada Highway, which then turns north at Hope.
The drive from Hope to Lytton is considered one of the most scenic and
beautiful in North America, with its sheer-faced, snow-topped mountains,
plunging waterfalls and the rushing Fraser and Thompson rivers. But topo-
graphically, everything changes after Lytton, and the high desert landscape
takes on a barren, one-dimensional look, with few trees and little attrac-
tion. As Yamuna drove toward the entrance to Saranagati Village, she later
related that she almost turned back, thinking, “Who would want to live
here?” Yet she forged on, turning onto a dirt road which led four miles up
into a surprisingly picturesque and pristine valley surrounded by Ponderosa
pine and fir forests, which showcased a large lake at its center and a smaller
lake on its southern fringe.

The 1,600 acres of the Venables Valley was purchased by the Vancouver

—

Venables Valley viewed from nearby mountain peak Saranagati north end

Seeing the Krishna Magic at Banabehari Mandir 21



212

Chapter 13

ISKCON temple asitsrural satellite programin 1982 and renamed Saranagati
Village. Later, a corporation was formed, and shares offered for sale to those
who were dedicated to following the path of Krishna Consciousness and
were willing to explore simple living and high thinking totally off the grid.
Yamuna was at once enchanted by Saranagati Village, and when she re-
turned to Washington, she said, “You can just feel the Holy Name vibrating
throughout the valley.” That was enough for me. We purchased a share in
August 1998, and in September rented a small house in Ashcroft, a nearby
town. Yamuna immediately began meticulously planning an eco straw bale
Vastu-designed ashram that would not only conform to rigid Vastu speci-
fications, but would also pass the eagle-eyed BC Building Inspectors, who
at the time had never heard of a straw bale house built to code. One of our
first duties was purchasing the building-grade straw bales from a farm in
Alberta whose wheat was grown, harvested, baled and dried specifically for
use in building.

The High Cost of Simple Living

We chose a five-acre plot at the northernmost border of Saranagati Village
and hired a draftsman who had experience with straw bale construction.
We had previously visited two straw bale houses in the United States, and
Yamuna was immovable on any other structural possibilities. She was
equally determined to hire a professional Vastu architect, and used her
persuasive abilities to convince a famous Maharishi Institute Vastu archi-
tect in lowa to charge $1,500 rather than his usual $15,000 for the work.
However, as we found to our dismay, harmonizing the concepts of eco straw
bale construction with Vastu architecture proved to be a mammoth chal-
lenge. Yet Yamuna’s “mantra” throughout the process was that the ashram,
initially called Bhakti Kutir, should combine all of the elements of spiritual
auspiciousness, using natural and sustainable building materials. Yamuna
wrote of the concept to several friends:

Yamuna: Vastu, one of the sixty-four Vaishnava arts, is auspicious architec-
ture. Itis both an art and a science which addresses site orientation, propor-
tion of structures and placement. The blueprint for these calculations rests
on the Jyotish astrological chart of the building’s caretaker-residents ...
Building with non-toxic materials is important to Vaishnava thought and
practice—go brahmana hitaya cha. Natural materials used in construction
contain one to five of the elements created by Lord Brahma—earth, air,
water, fire and ether/consciousness. Our Vastu-sustainable-eco building



project is sited to face east toward the rising sun. The direction, east, is
good for growth, knowledge, health, happiness, and spiritual strength. As
the first rays of the morning sun peek over the horizon, they filter through
tulasi’s stambha and then enter the front of the structure.

The next hurdle was convincing the TNRD (our local district) Building
Inspectors to approve the design plans. We ended up smothering them
with volumes of paper on the legitimacy of straw bale construction. The
simple act of fortifying the building enough to satisfy the inspectors added
at least 25% to the cost of the project, which we could ill afford. Skeptical
and dismissive at first (“Oh, you want to build a three-little-pigs’ house!”),
the inspectors came to the property no less than ten times, and on the last
inspection, the first skeptical inspector enthusiastically posited, “I love this
house!”

Our Vastu architect chose May 27, 1999, at 12:27 AM as the most auspi-
cious time and day for the cornerstone-laying ceremony. Unfortunately,
we needed to be in by October, so we circumvented that problem by first
having the land surveyed and leveled—no simple task, because a perfectly
square parcel was required for the Vastu specifications. Fortunately, two
wonderful young Saranagati residents, Jaisacinandana, a multi-talented
young man who included surveying among his skills, and his very sweet
and shy younger sister, Radhakunda, offered to help.

Radhakunda devi: Jai asked me to help him, so we went out to their land,
and with a really old-fashioned compass and chalk line, we tried our best
to find the exact coordinates. I remember spending hours out there doing
it over and over to get it right, because we were so nervous about making
sure it was as perfect as we could get it. Every time Jai would ask me, “Is the
line right at the mark?” or “Is the line straight?” 1 would become so nervous
and double check it myself, thinking that if their house was off it would be
all my fault. Finally, when we were done, Yamuna came up and told us how
incredibly grateful she was for our service—that this was the first service
anyone had done for Radha-Banabehari Mandir, and she was so impressed
and pleased with our (mostly Jai’s) expertise and dedication. That was really
one of the first interactions 1 had with her, and 1 remember feeling like 1
had just done the most wonderful thing of my life—like if that was the only
thing 1 had ever done, my life was useful. I remember being so impressed
and swept up in her affection and sweetness. She was the first person who |
felt was truly genuine and real—who actually appreciated any little service
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that we did for her. ] remember feeling so proud of Jai
and myself for being able to do some service. I think it
was the first time 1 felt the real value of doing service
for a Vaishnava and Krishna. 1 also remember feeling
so wonderful and special because 1 knew and felt that
Yamuna was the kind of person who would keep us
in a special place in her heart just because of that
tiny service that we did for her. I think it was my first
glimpse into the incredible world of Vaishnava seva,
although at the time 1 did not quite understand it at
all, but just felt so good about it.

We nextlaid over 500 feet of water lines and completed
two outbuildings and a root cellar. Then, at just after
midnight on May 27, with most of the community
members gathered, including Yamuna’s sister, Janaki,
and her dear friend Barb from Oregon,
the cornerstone sacrifice for Banabehari
Mandir was held amidst ecstatic chanting
of the Holy Names and a glorious, green-
twinkling aurora borealis overhead.

Radhakunda devi: The cornerstone-
laying ceremony was another real eye
opener and culture change for me. It was
at midnight, as that was the most auspi-
cious time, and they had this huge hole
dug on their land. Most of the devotees
were there, and Yamuna sang the Samsara
prayers in the evening (midnight) melody, then the kirtan continued as Dina
placed the objects inside, and the ceremony continued. We had the most
amazing midnight feast—all cooked by Yamuna and Janaki and served by
Yamuna, Janaki and Dina.

A Joyful Crew Face an
Endless Stream of Obstacles

A core team of four workers comprised our construction crew—Rasaraja
das, a dedicated ltalian devotee, dear friend, excellent carpenter and



inspiring Vaishnava; Vrajananda das, a hard-working, ever-smiling and
optimistic devotee; Yamuna devi and myself. None of us had any straw
bale construction experience, but each was filled with enthusiasm and
the necessary can-do attitude to see the process through to its finish. This
was extremely fortunate because from its very inception, obstacles stacked
upon one another like bricks on a building.

Rasaraja das: After Yamuna and Dina asked me and Vrajananda to build
their straw bale house, 1 was in terrible anxiety, but 1 didn’t show it to them
because | was thinking I needed some kind of work. But 1 didn’t have any
experience in building a post-and-beam house with straw bales. In my mind
1 was thinking, “How can 1 build this? Will everything collapse?” So Yamuna
and Dina would talk about the project, but my mind was filled with a kind
of panic and anxiety that went on until I realized 1 had to be honest about
my fears. I approached Yamuna and Dina and said, “I'm not sure we can
build this house; it’s above our skills.” And then Yamuna said in a very quiet
and soft voice, “Oh, don’t worry, Krishna will help us to do everything.” 1
remember it was so quiet, so nice and so natural that in an instant all my
anxieties just disappeared. | had never experienced anything like that. All
my worries just disappeared, and then an enthusiasm came that “Yes, 1 can
do it. Krishna will help me do this.” These impressions come from someone
living an advanced spiritual life. It was such a profound experience—very
short, but very powerful. -

After completing the foundation at
double the anticipated cost, we hired
another devotee to pour an adobe floor.
Unfortunately, the adobe crumbled, and
the floor heaved up toxic plumes of dust
with each footstep. For the next year until
we were able to resurface it, the floor was
covered with flattened cardboard boxes.
When the post-and-beam supports
were nearing completion, we contacted

the Alberta farm to deliver our already-
purchased straw bales and received in
reply a six-page letter from an Alberta law firm informing us that the farm
had become bankrupt. Five pages of the letter listed its creditors in order of
amount owed, and our $1,500 was dutifully noted on page four. When we
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called the lawyers, we were bluntly told that although the bales were prob-
ably still on the bankrupt property, we could forget about both the bales
and the money. Frantic, we placed a last-ditch call to the first number on
the list of creditors—a major hardware store in Alberta—told them of our
plight (it would have been impossible to find other bales on short notice),
and they were so touched by our story that they sent one of their own big
rigs to deliver our bales all the way from Alberta at their own expense—a
distance of over 1,100 miles round trip. We were overwhelmed by the kind-
ness of strangers and mercy of the Lord, and all of us literally whooped with
loud shouts of “Haribol! Haribol!” when the truck arrived.

Rasaraja das: One thing that struck me from the very beginning was that
Yamuna never said, “We are building my home.” In my recollection, she
always said that this will be the home of Radha-Banabehari. 1 never paid
attention to this until recently, like so many other special characteristics of
her personality.

The Surreal Problem of Water
or the Lack Thereof

Pictures taken of our joyful crew during the building of Banabehari Mandir
invariably show Yamuna and 1 covered in stucco, paint, dirt, plaster and
straw. What they don’t show are our numerous injuries, which were a
natural by-product of the building process. Yamuna, while still grappling
with her thyroid issues and unable to lose weight despite eating little, was
irrepressible, working 18-hour days with
amazing stamina. There was no challenge
she did not meet with equanimity, and
she worked longer hours than any of us.
When she decided to build a rock wall, she
scoped out the valley, filled the truck bed
with fifty-pound rocks, then unloaded
them and painstakingly built the wall.
She spent weeks spreading wheelbarrows
of heavy gravel, and mixed and poured
concrete—often while chanting the maha-
mantra in a loud voice which resounded
throughout the valley, or spontaneously

Visakha, Dina and Yamuna calling out “Krishna! Krishna!”
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However, of all the challenges we faced
in the building process, accessing a source
of water was the most trying. Initially we
drilled two wells with a small, hand-held
drill. The procedure required digging a
large pit that held a special mud and wa-
ter slurry that was then pumped into the
well hole as the drill rotated. One day two
immaculately-dressed leaders of the local
native Indian tribe came, bearing gifts of
painted rocks to formally welcome us to
the valley. 1 was operating the makeshift
drill in my much-stained work clothes,
and Yamuna stood below. To our horrified disbelief, the slurry hose broke
off as the drill still turned, throwing gallons of gray mud cascading across
the bodies and faces of all of us as it whipped around. By the time 1 was able
to turn off the pump, we all just stared in stunned disbelief at each other
while covered head-to-toe in mud. Despite our profuse apologies, the men
simply turned around in as dignified a manner as possible and walked away.
This was one of our memorable surreal building moments.

After weeks of intensive and difficult drilling with no results, we ran PVC
pipe in six-foot trenches from the Venables Creek bordering the east side of
our property to a holding tank fifty feet above the ashram and pumped
water from the stream using a generator. The water was then gravity-fed to
the ashram and to a hydrant for outside watering. This system worked well
initially, but after the second year, the creek dried up for what we were told
was the first time ever recorded. This forced us to eventually bring in pro-
fessional well-drillers, who drilled 520 feet and charged us $8,000 to reach
nothing but native jade. Finally we began manually filling a 500-gallon
water tank in our truck bed and pumping it into the holding tank. In 2008,
due to the efforts and hard work of Bala Krishna das and others, along with
a grant from the government, the Venables Creek began flowing again.

A Moving-ln Yajna and
Yamuna’s Tree of Gratitude

Although they progressively grew milder over the years, the first winters at
Saranagati were especially long and harsh, with thigh-deep snow, treach-
erous ice and a five-month duration. Yamuna and | were determined that
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come what may we would move into the ashram before the winter of 1999.

So on October 15, a small ceremony was held to attach the front door, and

two days later, at the auspicious date and time chosen by our Vastu archi-

tect, the devotee community gathered for the final move-in ceremony.

Yamuna'’s kitchen in 1999

Yamuna: The move-in ceremony was ob-
served on October 17, at 11 AM, with a fire
yajna in the brahmasthan, then the first
bhoga was prepared in the wood cook-
stove and distributed to all the assembled
guests and Vaishnava Saranagati residents
as prasadam.

While the outside of Banabehari Mandir
hadbeen completed by thistime, theinside
was another story. Two rooms had been
framed out as sleeping rooms, but the rest
of the ashram remained unfinished, with
cardboard flooring and a tiny laminate
table as a kitchen. The grand rosewood
altar of Sri Sri Radha-Banabehari looked
absurdly out of place in Their bare-walled
temple and pujari room. Yet Yamuna and
I were thrilled to finally live in our hard-
won ashram and saw the bare interior as
a creative palette to mold into something
wonderful for the pleasure of the Lord.
This process was ongoing, blissful, and
cemented loving relationships with the
many devotee friends who would often
show up to offer their services:

Harilila devi: Bala Krishna would come and chop wood for [Yamuna and

Dina], doing some seva, and they would always poke their head out and say,

“Bala! Come in for breakfast.” He would come in, and they would serve

him breakfast. It was something they always did, serve the devotees—serve

them breakfast, serve them prasadam, bring them in.

Kuvalesaya das: For the interior of the house they had planks, and we
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were chopping them. Dina would call out the length she needed, and then
1 would chop it. There was an interesting dynamic between Yamuna and
Dina. While we were working, Yamuna would be cooking and tidying. On
one occasion she cooked what she described as Srila Prabhupada’s favorite
[vegetable], a lauki [squash] sabji and some tomato chutney. She also had
herbed olive oil. 1 remember sitting down, and there was a Teflon wok she
was very particular about what spatula to use in it. There was another iden-
tical wok, and someone was about to serve from it with a metal spatula. 1
said, “Oh, no; don’t use that!” and she said, “No, it’s fine; that’s Dina’s pan.”
1 thought it was so funny. 2~

One young devotee, Bhaktirasa, assisted with the heavy stucco applica-
tion, making one of our hardest jobs look easy. Krishna Devata, petite and
delicately feminine, surprised us by tackling difficult
construction tasks with aplomb.

Radhakunda devi: Yamuna and Dina were grateful
and appreciative for the help they were getting.
Bhaktirasa, from England, was here when they were
doing the stucco on their walls, and he was helping
them do it. Yamuna was so happy and appreciative of
his help; she would always say he was the king of
stucco—that he could stucco faster than anyone else
and had saved them so much time and money. They
were like that with everyone who helped in any
small way. 9~

Other friends and even strangers interested in straw
bale construction came to help. Henry Schoellkopf
from Washington DC made hundreds of stucco
wires, while others painted, raked gravel and brought
prasadam. Almost every resident of Saranagati offered
service in some way, and Yamuna wanted to honor
each person’s contribution at Banabehari Mandir in
perpetuity, so she etched their names on brass leaves,
which she later framed and placed prominently on the
wall as our Tree of Gratitude.

Pictures taken of the building process often
show a very large and fearsome-looking dog among
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the devotees. Once in 1976 in Los Angeles, as Srila Prabhupada was giv-
ing instructions regarding our Oregon ashram, he said, “And you should
keep a dog for watching—for guarding.” 1 don’t remember our reaction, but
the idea at the time was incomprehensible to us, and it never manifested.
Then while living in Washington State in 1997, someone “gifted” us with an
expensive puppy, which we felt obliged to accept. We knew nothing about
the breed (Rottweiler), and neither of us had had any experience with dogs
since becoming devotees. Nevertheless, the dog, named Mira, grew to be
an integral part of our Saranagati ashram, keeping bears and prospective
violators away with her ferocious bark and intimidating look. What they
could not know was that she was extremely gentle and quickly befriended
the local cats, other dogs and free-range cows. We often found her out in
the pastures sitting peacefully among a hundred cows. Mira was beloved by
the children of Saranagati, and Yamuna and 1 were heartbroken when she
succumbed to diabetes. “No more dogs,” Yamuna said. “I would rather deal
with the bears than have another dog I've cared for die.” Yet we realized
from the start that this dog was most fortunate because she ate so much
prasadam, heard countless recitations of the Holy Name, and in her own
way served Sri Sri Radha-Banabehari and Their ashram.

Through the late fall and early winter we continued building, painting
and crafting and began to see Banabehari Mandir take shape. 1 made deco-
rative scroll saw patterns in the cedar panels, built closets and finished the
bathroom. Yamuna enthusiastically designed and built the kitchen from
start to finish, including the pantry, cabinetry and marble-topped cooking
island. She had often remarked over the years that many kitchens were
poorly conceived, with unreachable shelves and limited counter space, so
she was naturally thrilled to be able to create her own kitchen vision, albeit
a humble one. From the early 80’s, Yamuna had carefully conveyed over
forty “sweetie jars,” (an English term describing rectangular glass storage
jars) to each of our ashrams. In the pantry at Banabehari Mandir, she built
the shelving to precisely showcase those same jars.

Yamuna Addresses the GBC in Mayapur
on Behalf of Women Devotees

In early 2000, Yamuna, along with other senior Godsisters, was invited to
speak at the annual GBC meeting on behalf of women in Srila Prabhupada’s
Movement. Although it was mid-winter in Saranagati, and she was reluc-
tant to leave, the opportunity to formally address the GBC body on what



Mira guards the ashram
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she felt was an issue of fundamental importance overcame any reticence
on her part. Anyone who knew Yamuna over the years would have heard
her oft-expressed concerns about the women and the youth within our
ISKCON society. To present these concerns in conjunction with other se-
nior Godsisters was seen by Yamuna as an imperative and a gift.

Visakha devi: In 2000, Sudharma, the head of the Women’s Ministry, ar-
ranged for a group of devotee women to make a presentation to the GBC
body about the position of women in ISKCON. Before the GBC meetings
began, nine senior women, including Yamuna, arrived in Mayapur and
regularly gathered in one of the grihastha apartments to brainstorm in
preparation for this presentation. Yamuna, lively and insightful, repeatedly
encouraged these women to make their many points in an organized, suc-
cinct and powerful way.

While careful to avoid offenses against Vaishnavas, Yamuna expressed the
need to collectively reevaluate the example we were passing on to the next
generations and relayed her concerns with the insight of her own catalog
of challenges over the years. The following is an excerpt from her address
to the GBC which paraphrases those oft-expressed
concerns:

Yamuna: Srila Prabhupada trained me to be con-
cerned about his Movement, and at this time 1 am
deeply concerned. Now more than ever, it is time to
revive and imbibe Srila Prabhupada’s mood with his
disciples. If we neglect this, an aspect of his greatness
will remain unknown to future generations.

I appeal to you that, along with the laudable
projects you are managing and those you are contem-
plating—especially the magnificent temple that will
arise here in Sridham Mayapur—consider that the
behavior of the ISKCON devotees who participate in
these projects must also be magnificent. Any other be-
havior will make the projects less than worthy of Srila
Prabhupada’s name. This grave responsibility falls on
you. In other words, let us instill in every person who comes into contact
with Srila Prabhupada’s Movement the healthy spiritual relationships that
he had with his followers—his mood of encouragement, protection and
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kindness. The closer we come to individually appreciating and honoring
Srila Prabhupada’s personal dealings with his disciples, the closer we will
come to his sense of completeness in Krishna Consciousness, to his joyful-
ness, to his transcendentally attractive nature.

With great care, our service is to create a devotional environment where
men, women and children can thrive in Krishna Consciousness, rendering
service according to their desire and inclination. Our service is to empower
rather than inhibit the service propensity in others.

Visakha devi: Rukmini closed the presentation by questioning the GBC body
about how they changed history by not portraying women on the sankirtan
party in the bas-reliefs on the walls around Srila Prabhupada’s samadhi, as
well as about sheltering those women who had given their lives to serve
Srila Prabhupada. When Rukmini finished and sat down, the room was
silent, the GBC members impacted by the words just spoken. Madhusevita,
the acting Chairperson, said: “Tomorrow morning a woman should lead
mangal arati, and a woman should give Srimad-Bhagavatam class.”

Unfortunately, despite the impassioned and insightful appeals of the
Vaishnavis, there was resistance among some of the men, and it was after
much debate and controversy that Visakha devi eventually gave Srimad-
Bhagavatam class to the assembled Mayapur devotees two weeks after the
GBC meetings.

Visakha devi: Thus the next morning a woman did not lead mangal arati,
and it took two weeks of high-level talks before a woman was allowed to
give Srimad-Bhagavatam class. Yamuna led Jaya Radha Madhava for that
class, her melodious, rich voice traveling the length and breadth of the large
temple room, melting hearts and transporting unbiased souls to a tran-
scendental realm.

When Yamuna returned to our Saranagati ashram from India, she was
ambivalent about the experience in Mayapur. While she enjoyed the ca-
maraderie among her Godsisters and the association of many Godbrother
friends, she frankly felt that real change would be slow in manifesting.

Yamuna: | still feel after all these years that the real benefit of being a wom-
an within ISKCON manifests mostly on an internal level —that women can
develop great resources of tolerance, compassion for others and spiritual
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strength on the path back to Godhead through having to overcome intoler-
ance in their devotional lives.

A Sacred Space —The Morning Program
at Banabehari Mandir

Kuvalesaya das: 1 remember that everything 1 did at the time was to get
some sort of acknowledgment or social petting, but 1 observed how every-
thing [Yamuna] did was just to please her Deities and Srila Prabhupada. 1
feel my attraction to establishing sacred space was founded in their ashram.
There was such an aura in that space—people would become silent, and you
would really notice when someone would not catch on to that.

Wherever our ashram happened to be in the world, we followed a fixed
morning schedule. In our cardboard-floored Saranagati ashram, we began
our regulated morning program and extended an open invitation to anyone
who wished to attend. 1 would usually wake and bathe the Deities, while
Yamuna prepared the offering. We performed arati and led the chanting
on a daily rotation if alone, and either requested guests to lead when they
attended, or we sang in unison. Then rounds were chanted and Srimad-
Bhagavatam class was held, the shlokas repeated by all, the text and purport
read, and then discussions held on the verse. Yamuna was always careful to
see that no one left without maha prasadam—something she emphasized
as Srila Prabhupada had done. These morning programs were particularly
sweet and nectarean because they somehow engaged both senior devotees
and the youth.

Kalakantha das: Yamuna and Dina charmed us with their very gracious
mood and inspired us with their unalloyed dedication to Srila Prabhupada.
Meeting them tipped the scales; we decided that Saranagati was the place
to spend our summers. The two ladies were the heart of the ashram. They
held a punctual morning program every day, open to all, plus evening read-
ing and kirtan meetings two or three times a week. During the months we
were there, we did not miss a morning, walking or driving the two miles
from our residence to savor the sweet association.

Dina and Yamuna took turns performing the mangal arati. On her sing-
ing days Yamuna accompanied herself during Gurvastakam with a small
keyboard instrument whose soft bell-like tone mingled with her gentle,
angelic voice, creating a wonderfully mystical devotional atmosphere in the



cool Canadian pre-dawn mountain air. She insisted we sing not with call-
and-response, but in unison, a method creating a warm intimacy among the
devotees that melted away any bodily considerations of ashram, gender or
seniority, bringing everyone present together in an infectious mood of love
for Srila Prabhupada and Radha-Banabehari. After kirtan everyone chanted
japa for an hour. Yamuna would sometimes bring out her set of large red
wooden beads dating back to her early days with Srila Prabhupada—beads
he had personally chanted on for her. She would invite devotees present to
chant a round on these special beads. She did not hoard her blessings from
Srila Prabhupada, but shared them with everyone.

After japa was Srimad-Bhagavatam class. Dina began each class with
an excerpt from a selected book such as Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakur’s bi-
ography or Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Saraswati’s writings. Then we read Srila
Prabhupada’s Srimad-Bhagavatam, often several verses and purports each
day, always nicely facilitated by Dina, always conducted in an interactive
discussion format involving all present without a main speaker. Yamuna
would often stir the discussion with thoughtful questions, steering the
topic from the day’s verses and purports into a variety of fascinating direc-
tions. Many days it was just the four of us for class, and we talked about
everything—their experiences with Srila Prabhupada, the dynamics of ash-
ram and community life, the state of Kali Yuga, India, off-grid living, cow
protection, Gaudiya Math/ISKCON issues, upcoming festivals, and much
more.

Haripriya devi (Milkmaid®): My alarm clock rings. It is5:00 AM on a summer
morning in Saranagati Village, and it’s almost time for mangal arati. After
getting ready, 1 step outside into a crisp and quiet morning. Picking a flower
from our garden for Their Lordships, | jog up the hill on the way to my fa-
vorite place, Banabehari Mandir. Once at the top, 1 look down towards the
ashram and see dim yellow lights shining through the early morning mist.
Coming up to the beautiful stained-glass tilak door, 1 lightly knock—one,
two, three—and almost immediately, my favorite voice answers, “Haribol!
Come in!” Slowly opening the door and stepping in, 1 say, “Haribol!” From
the kitchen I hear, “Oh, choti Haripriya! I'm so happy you are here! I've been
thinking of you!” Yamuna walks around the corner with a warm smile. She

* “Banabehari’s Milkmaids” is the name for the five young girls in Saranagati ranging in
ages from ten to thirteen years old who had developed an enthusiasm for devotional

activities and were engaged in devotional service at Banabehari Mandir.

Seeing the Krishna Mngic at Banabehari Mandir

225



226

Chapter 13

wraps me up in a tight embrace, and 1 squeeze my eyes shut and hug her,
cherishing every moment in her arms. After a few seconds, Yamuna takes
me by the hand and leads me towards the temple room. Before entering, she
taps the hanging chimes, which ring in a high, sweet pitch. Wafts of incense
mixed with the fragrance of flowers meet my nose. 1 hear Dina behind the
Deity curtain, humming beautiful tunes as she prepares for arati. On this
and every time 1 come to Banabehari Mandir, 1 think, “This is what the
spiritual world must be like. 1 am home.” Yamuna asks me if 1 would like
to play the drum, and picking up the whompers, she sits down on her blue
ball in the back of the temple room. Suddenly, the conchshell blows, the bell
rings and the curtains swing open to reveal a beautiful sight. There on the
tall marble altar, lit by an array of candles, surrounded by silver animals and
vases full of blossoming flowers, gracefully stand the most beautiful Deities:
Sri Sri Radha-Banabehari. They take my breath away, as They always do.
Dina begins singing the Samsara prayers while she gracefully offers incense
to their Lordships. Then Yamuna and I softly join in with our own voices
and instruments. Carefully listening for Yamuna’s voice behind me, | hear it
dipping in and out, freely weaving notes over and under ours, as if wrapping
our offering with love. It is a most melodious and transcendental sound. In
Banabehari Mandir, everything is a meditation, everything is a heartfelt
prayer. 1 close my eyes and try to hear. Mangal arati in Banabehari Mandir
has only just begun.

Radhakunda devi’s Diary: DECEMBER 2002 —1 went to Yamuna’s and
Dina’s morning program this morning with Kar and his group. It was so
beautiful—really beautiful. I can’t begin to describe what 1 feel right now. My
mind is so overwhelmed with awe and amazement by such devotion as I've
seen. What could I have possibly done to attain this beautiful association?



Being at Yamuna’s and Dina’s is like being
given two precious jewels, and 1, in my ig-
norance, take them so much for granted.
1 do not know how to properly appreciate
them at all.... | wish there was some way
1 could show these amazing people how
much they mean to me, how much they
have helped me grow. Perhaps someday 1
will understand such devotion and love
that [they] have. For now I can only look
in awe and dream.

Bhavatarini devi: 1 remember coming  pjissful Bali, Nimesh, Kartamasa and Radhakunda after
to chant japa with Yamuna early in the a December morning program at Banabehari Mandir

morning. She would be so excited about

chanting japa that you would be totally into chanting
japa first thing in the morning. And she would tell you
so many special things about her that made it sound
so special. You were like, “This is awesome.” 1 used to
not want to chant japa, and now l am super into it.

Kalindi devi (Milkmaid): It is usually pretty cold
at Saranagati in the mornings. So we go [to mangal
arati] at 5:30 AM. And the sun is just coming up on the
horizon on the tips of the mountains... So we would
walk [to Banabehari Mandir]; and you pick a flower
for the Deities because you know that Yamuna really
appreciated that whenever you see the Lord, there are
all these little things that we know we are supposed
to do. She never really specifically instructed us, “You
know you have to do this.” She would show it by ex-
ample. So we picked our flowers and walked over there. They have a small
gravel walkway, and when you open the gate, and you crunch in the gravel,
you are so excited to go see Radha-Banabehari early in the morning in Their
pajamas. You can see the lights on, and you know it is warm in there, and
so you would always knock a little bit, and then go in. [Yamuna and Dina]
would always say, “Come in!” And they would always call us, “Come in, sweet
things. Haribol! Good morning!” They were always so happy to see us. It was
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like ever fresh or something, like they hadn’t seen us in years, and they were
so happy to see us. They have these little lights that line the ceiling, and the
mahamantra is right underneath it. There is usually Prabhupada chanting,
or they will have some tape going before, and you can smell incense. It is
so warm and cozy. You feel like you are in the spiritual world—everything
else is far behind you. You don’t care about anything else. You are just so
excited to sing for the Deities and see Radha-Banabehari. So they start the
mangal arati, and it is so sweet. Everybody would sing together. And you
could hear Yamuna sitting in the back, and she would play either a gong,
shaker or sometimes a little keyboard.... And she was amazing at playing it.
She would play all these notes, and she would be singing. And 1 remember
I'd always be listening, trying to hear her sing. 1 would go quiet listening to
her beautiful voice. And it was just so sweet.

Whenever we would have Bhagavatam discussions, it was never like a
class; we would discuss everything together. And she was always so inquisi-
tive: “How do you feel about it?” Yamuna would always put you on the spot.
She would say, “Kalindi, what do you think about that?” And you were like,
“Oh, Krishna!” and you say something. 1t would automatically make you
go into your heart and pull out your deepest realizations and feelings. She
made it in such a way that you didn’t have time to think about what you
were going to say. She just encouraged you to speak from the heart.

Vraja Kishori devi: 1 remember we would look forward to coming [to
Saranagati] in the summer so that we could come to the morning program
there. We came every morning. There was a beautiful mangal arati going
on, then chanting japa together. We always felt welcome, even though there
was [outside] tension because we were initiated by B. V. Narayana Maharaja.
She was always welcoming us and reading together. Yamuna and Dina came
here to go deeper. You just felt that Yamuna was always so sincerely reading,
delving into it. She would ask my son, Srivasa, “So what have you heard
in your sanga about this?” She was so eager to hear, so happy to hear, and
we would share things that would be inspiring for us, and she would be so
inspired.

Udarakirti devi: | experienced this with my children. One mangal arati,
they were so enthusiastic to come. They went running in the van, wail-
ing, “We're late! We're late!” When we were coming here, they were just
running with their skirts up, and 1 was sitting with Yoginath and saying,
“Gosh, 1 haven’t seen anything like this.” We were behind; we couldn’t catch



up because they wanted to be on time for greeting Radha-Banabehari for
mangal arati.

Yoginath das: The thing about the morning programs was that sometimes
there would be a lot of people or some event, and it would be real exciting.
But it was actually exciting every day. It was a real vital thing, even if there
were only a few people there. Somehow, because 1 guess Krishna was there,
it was alive, even to the point that Kalakantha mentioned that in his class
in Mayapur—that the morning programs at this ashram made a big imprint
on his Krishna Consciousness.

Kalavati devi (Milkmaid): For me at the morning programs, I would get this
feeling from being very young that by coming here, from the moment you
step in, it was mystical. It was different. It wasn’t Saranagati. It wasn’t any-
thing. It was so different here. You would walk in, and Yamuna would grab
your hand and bring you to the front; then Dina was doing the arati. It was
dark, and you didn’t see anybody, and it was just you and Krishna. And you
knew that you were being guided to Krishna by Dina and Yamuna. It was
interesting because that feeling of Radha-Banabehari being there is such
a mood of Radha and Krishna. I had that
same feeling when 1 went to Vrindavan. 1
got so attached to Vrindavan because that
same feeling from Radha-Banabehari was
there—it was Radha and Krishna. 1 got
so attached to Radha-Shyamasundara
because 1 could relate to that service, that
love. That is what I felt with Yamuna and
Dina. And that is something 1 noticed in
Vrindavan, and 1 was kind of shocked by
it. 1 knew 1 had felt this before, and it was
with Radha-Banabehari.

Kartamasa das: [The morning program at Banabehari Mandir] was really
a testament to how things can act on your heart, your mind. Because 1 was
definitely trying to live both lives, 1 guess—a foot in each boat—many times
staying up all night until mangal arati. And when the alarm goes off at four
in the morning, if anyone 1 was with had said, “Oh, 1 am too tired to go,”
we would all be like, “Okay, okay, I'm not going”—totally out of it. But every
time, without fail, after we went to the morning program, we would be like,
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“Oh, my gosh! That was the most amazing program ever. 1 am so glad we
decided to come. If we had missed that ... I” I can’t recall anything from it
now; that is why I am saying it was a heart thing. It is not like she said this
and that, or we read this or that. The heart just changed.

Kirtaniya Sada Harth—
Connecting with the Youth
Through the Holy Name

Giriraja Swami: Yamuna devi had a dream. 1 don’t remember the details,
and it is a little delicate, because she was a very private person. Anyway, in
this dream, or vision—whatever it was, she took it as very real—she was a
sage in the forest, and Srila Prabhupada was also in the same forest, and
somehow he engaged her in doing kirtan. She felt that from her past life
there was a connection with Srila Prabhupada in relation to kirtan.

About Srila Prabhupada’s kirtan she said, “Srila Prabhupada’s kirtan had
no tinge of being a performance. It was purely for the pleasure of Krishna.
It allowed the chanters access to the fact that the Lord’s Holy Name and
the Lord are nondifferent. He said that the key to engaging in kirtan with-
out anartha was hearing and studying our literature, and that gradually it
would rise to the platform of pure devotional service.

And in an email to Bhakta Carl, she wrote, “Leading and chanting in
kirtan has little to do with how we sound to each other. It has much more
to do with how we call out to Krishna and immerse ourselves in hearing
the vibrations of the Holy Names.” What a vehicle for experiencing love of
Godhead!

Throughout our years in Saranagati Village, the community held a Sunday
Feast program featuring a fixed schedule of arati, class, guru puja, and feast.
In the beginning, a core group of youth comprised of the teenage offspring
of some of the founding residents, along with a younger group of girls, at-
tended these Sunday programs. Yet Yamuna could easily see that this was a
duty for most of them, and their hearts were often engaged elsewhere. We
held long discussions on how we could help encourage the youth, some-
thing so close to Yamuna’s heart that she often cried tears of empathy and
frustration. “We are losing our next generation because they are not feeling
inspired by Krishna Consciousness,” she often lamented.

One of Yamuna’s greatest attributes was her ability to create wonderfully



imaginative engagements, festivals and other events to encourage others to
experience the joy of Krishna bhakti. For many years, we had been swim-
ming in the nectarean ocean of kirtan and bhajans, especially the prayers
of Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakur and Narottama das, and Yamuna came up
with the idea of giving singing classes to the youth as a means of engaging
them.

Radhakunda devi: In the winter or
fall, Yamuna invited us [the youth of
Saranagati] to her ashram once a week
to do singing lessons with her. She had
printed out for each of us (about seven
or eight) a thick booklet of exercises and
lessons on how to improve your vocals
and singing power. It was never like she
was teaching us; she was just inviting us
to learn with her. I remember marveling
at how she would act like she didn’t know
a thing about singing, and how much she
needed to know more, yet she was the
most incredible singer | had ever known! We would sit on mats on the floor
in a semicircle in the temple room. Yamuna would always greet us warmly,
grabbing our hands and patting the mat beside her to sit down. Then we
would go through the lessons and exercises together, making the unusual
sounds that they asked and laughing about them. Yamuna would always
have funny comments about them. Often she would use the mahamantra
to do the exercises with. ] remember saying Rama Rama or Krishna Krishna
in so many different ways and styles. Afterwards she would have us do kir-
tan together, round-robin style, and we would all sing, regardless of how
nervous we were. | remember she would be commenting on how beautiful
Namamrita’s voice was, or Krishna Chaitanya’s, or others. 1 remember for
one retreat she had our little group perform a bhajan with her. 1 sat beside
her and played the bell chimes—just feeling so wonderful.

Radhakunda devi’s Diary: JANUARY 5, 2001—Tonight’s singing class
with Yamuna and Dina was great! As well as the morning melody, they are
also teaching us how to lead a kirtan and how to really follow the leader.
Everyone went and sang a few mantras, and everyone else tried to follow
to their best ability. It was actually quite difficult. When it was my turn,
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I had this tune in my head that 1 wanted to sing, but when 1 tried, it came
out completely different. It was a difficult tune to follow, probably because 1
was half making it up, so 1 decided to switch to the normal tune, but it also
came out very different.

Yamuna also engaged the older youth in ashram services such as planting
a tulip garden for the Deities. Years later 1 dug up those tulips to separate
and replant them elsewhere, but miraculously, those little white, perfectly
formed tulips continued blossoming in the same area year after year.

Of course, one of Yamuna devi’s principal attractions for the youth was
her prasadam distribution. Everyone had heard of her culinary expertise,
and Yamuna enjoyed preparing and offering prasadam to others perhaps
even more than they enjoyed relishing it.

A Fortuttous Encounter Opens Hearts
to the Joy of Kirtan and S;mga

In late 2000, Yamuna and 1 met a young, second generation devotee,
Kartamasa das, whose presence immediately impacted us. Visiting
Saranagati with his friend Nimesh from Vancouver, we observed him as he
sat chanting surrounded by friends, and it was obvious to us that he was a
born leader. Intrigued, Yamuna invited Kartamasa and his friends over for
kirtan and prasadam, and this began what became a profound, loving and
enduring relationship with both Yamuna and me. Over the years, this sen-
sitive, thoughtful and sincere devotee has influenced so many souls with
his deeply penetrating and ego-free chanting of bhajans and kirtan, and as a
teacher and headmaster, but more importantly, by his personal example of
unequivocal devotional aspiration. Both he and later his equally qualified
wife, Radhakunda, became more dear to Yamuna and me than words can
express.

Kartamasa das: The first time I met Yamuna devi, my life changed forever. 1
was in Saranagati for the Christmas holidays in 2000 having a reunion with
my closest childhood friends. We were all in our early twenties, and having
recently finished our university education and started work, we spent our
time together recalling our childhood activities. One day we decided to have
kirtan, but in a rather irreverent way, mocking the showy, elaborate vocal
and instrument style we had all absorbed growing up in ISKCON. After one
such parody of kirtan, while we were all laughing at ourselves, Yamuna was



standing over us. 1 don’t quite remember if she introduced herself (1 don’t
even remember how | knew it was Yamuna); 1 just remember her saying,
“Oh, you do kirtan?” “Oh, no, no! We're just playing around.” “And you can
play harmonium and mridanga,” she said. “Oh, no; we’re just pretending.”
“Please come to our ashram and have kirtan there.” “Uuuuhhh.” We youth
looked at each other with embarrassment and apprehension. Even without
knowing anything about her, other than “Yamuna the cook and singer of
the Govindam prayer lives here now,” 1 could sense some kind of uncom-
promising purity from her, even though she was so jovial. It made me feel
sheepish. “We have apple crisp,” she added. Her determination, coupled
with our youthful appetites, changed our demeanors to interested smiles.

“So, can you come at 4:15?” And so at 4:15 the four of us made our first
trip to Banabehari Mandir. The atmosphere set the tone immediately. 1t
was already rather dark out, and the ashram was only lit by candles. In
the very center of the ashram was a brahmasthan [a dome over a skylight],
and directly under that were plants and candles. Couches and chairs were
arranged in a circular way around that center. We were seated there and
served hot tea and delicious apple crisp on small china plates.

I do not remember any of the conversations that took place then. From
talking to my friends about it years later, we could only recall that Yamuna
and Dina seemed to take a genuine interest in us, and that genuineness
instilled in us a very rare feeling of respect (for at that time we competi-
tively took pride in noting hypocrisies and insincerities in people). What
is forever etched in my mind is the kirtan that happened next. Yamuna
and Dina both sat directly across from me, and Dina began strumming a
tamboura and humming. They then began to sing together—just the two
of them—the entire Mangalacaranam prayers. Their eyes remained closed.
1 had never been in a kirtan like that. There were no other instruments
around, nor were we asked to play anything. We weren'’t even asked to sing.
We just listened. And that changed my life forever, because as I listened 1
began to feel something. 1 was not feeling anything inside myself (I was as
unconscious as a brick). I was simply “feeling” something they were feeling.
In other words, 1 was palpably affected and moved by what they were feeling
as they sang. Right then and there, I decided that 1 wanted to feel what they
were feeling. 1t was the real thing—everything 1 had heard and read about
chanting while growing up as a devotee, yet which evaded me as if it were
a myth—here it was as clear as day right in front of me, in real live human
beings. In a matter of seconds, all my cumulative desires, aspirations, ambi-
tions, priorities and hierarchies faded into the pale, replaced unequivocally
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by this overbearing drive to taste what they were tasting in this immensely
deep, peaceful, prayerful kirtan. This jolted my entire being, literally wak-
ing me up from a dullness at least a decade strong. Mystically my senses
suddenly seemed to sharpen. For instance, I suddenly became aware of the
smell of incense that 1 couldn’t distinguish minutes earlier. The plants in
the middle of the room—1 was now convinced they were all tulasi plants.
“This is it,” 1 thought to myself. “This is Vrindavan. This is kirtan. This is
Krishna Consciousness.” And 1 had never before had that thought in my
entire life.

I then closed my eyes too and listened to the kirtan attentively again.
1 loved it. Towards what seemed like the end of the kirtan, 1 believe we
mumbled along, almost inaudibly, to the mahamantra, since none of us were
accustomed to serious kirtan. Furthermore, I felt a bit out of my league even
being in the same kirtan as these two devotees. The kirtan lasted about 45
minutes. 1 noted that because 1 was used to participating in a kirtan for 5
or 10 minutes, and 45 minutes was a total novelty to me. I don’t remember
leaving or any other exchanges that evening. 1 had withdrawn into myself,
and the conversations around me were faded soundtracks behind my new
purpose in life. Not just my new purpose—it was my first purpose in life.
And now and forever, it is my only purpose—to taste kirtan the way Yamuna
and Dina do. 1 cannot comprehend anything higher than that, and 1 don’t
ever need to, because that was real Krishna Consciousness.

Upon returning to Alachua from my vacation in Saranagati, 1 was deter-
mined to explore kirtan. Nothing was more intriguing to me. 1 had spent
much of the previous eight years playing in bands ranging from jazz to heavy
metal, but hadn’t touched kirtan since childhood. Now it was a mission, all
inspired by that one kirtan with Yamuna and Dina. | can’t remember if it
was vocalized by either them or me, but 1 felt it was an instruction from
them to try to have more kirtan. I may have told them that when I got back
to Alachua I would try to have kirtan with my friends. Regardless, somehow
I felt accountable to them in my heart to explore kirtan.... 1 gathered all my
most musical and talented friends. I explained to them that instead of try-
ing to make excellent contemporary music, we should try to make excellent
bhajans. They all went along with the idea, most probably because 1 was so
enthusiastic about it.

We chose to practice the bhajan Gay Gaura Madhur Sware because it
had so much musical potential. We had a few soulful singers, harmonium,
mridanga, kartals, violin, and 1 played guitar. There were possibly more in-
struments. Everything was intricately choreographed and rehearsed, like a



band practice. However, we would warm
up and warm down with simple and
spontaneous mahamantrakirtan. The “re-
hearsals” lasted only about three sessions.
Without a word spoken about our previ-
ous plans, we unanimously opted to meet
weekly for more spontaneous bhajans,
taking turns leading and encouraging
each other with a lot of love and patience.
Soon, non-musical friends were invited,
and soon after that we opened to anyone
that was interested in coming. That was
the beginning of Alachua’s “Wednesday
Night Bhajans,” which still continue regularly as of this writing, and also
coincided with a global interest in bhajans amongst the devotee youth. For
myself, my role was as a facilitator, overseeing the sound system and pacify-
ing my neighbors and apartment manager. But the drive and aim to engage
in and taste kirtan came directly from Yamuna and Dina prabhus.

While 1 greatly enjoyed those kirtans, 1 felt like 1 was just taking the
first baby step of a very long journey. In my heart, 1 couldn’t wait to get back
to Saranagati and to have more kirtan with Yamuna and Dina. The next
chance 1 got to go was the following Christmas break, 2001, one year after
my first meeting with them.

Over the next year Banabehari Mandir began taking on its own distinctive
qualities and character—aided by Yamuna and my continued efforts and the
contributions of many Saranagati devotees. A new adobe floor was poured,
with parquet wood in the temple room. Flower and vegetable beds were pre-
pared and planted and the pujari room completed. A fortunate by-product
of engaging others in Deity or ashram services was that through seva many
warm and loving relationships were established. Lilamrita devi, a selfless
and dedicated disciple of Srila Prabhupada despite never having met him
during his manifest presence, regularly came throughout our Saranagati
years and shared Krishna Consciousness with us through the six exchanges
of love. Harilila devi always brought gifts of flowers or wonderful jams and
jellies she and her husband, Bala Krishna, made on their farm. Udarakirti,
a Russian devotee who had endured the depredations of ISKCON’s early
years there, was an enthusiastic support to us. And our long-time friend and
Godsister Visakha devi, her husband, Yadubara das, and their two beautiful
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devotee daughters, were now our closest
neighbors.

Kuvalesaya das: When 1 think of the ash-
ram space, | remember a devotee called
Lilamrita; and I remember one day she had
come to do seva for Radha-Banabehari,
and there was this certain mood of very
gentle, delicate, sensitive and quiet wor-
ship. In that context, I felt that somehow
the space Dina and Yamuna had cre-
ated really obliged one to reconsider their

Harilila, Dinatarini, Udarakirti, Yamuna, whole approach to how they were going to
Nirmala and Lilamrita live their life and interact in this space.

Chapter 13

An Invitation from Radhanath Swamt to
Mumbat and Pune Yatra—January 2001

Yamuna and 1 had been hearing enlivening reports from several people
about the wonderful devotional programs instituted by Radhanath Swami
in Mumbai. He had previously invited her to visit the Radha-Gopinatha
Temple in Chowpatty and also attend a great gathering of devotees at the
Pune residence of Krishna Chandra prabhu and his family, but Yamuna
wrote in reply that as Srila Prabhupada had instructed her to remain aloof
from her former husband, she reluctantly had to decline. This in itself re-
veals much about Yamuna’s dedication to Srila Prabhupada. She was very
careful to follow his direct instructions over the years, whether they were
fashionable or not. In her humility she would often say, “I'm not advanced
enough to say that even though he said one thing, he meant another, or
meant it for a moment in time.”

When Radhanath Swami invited her again in 2001, Yamuna was excited
at the prospect. As I could not go due to the possibility of winter damage
to the still-unfinished ashram if left unattended, Visakha devi again ac-
companied Yamuna to Mumbai, stopping first for two days in England to
visit old friends there.

Yamuna: We arrived in Mumbai at 3:30 in the morning and passed through
customs without event. Two devotees greeted and garlanded us—one was
named Palika devi, a very exuberant, bubbly and friendly escort who turned



out to be a great saving grace in the subsequent days of our stay in Mumbai.
A wonderful driver put us into a brand new Toyota SUV vehicle—most
unlike India. The morning was muggy and dark, with cicadas at the air-
port.... They took us to the home of Krishna Chandra prabhu and his wife,
Radhapriya devi, called Mafatlal House.

In her recorded diary, Yamuna elaborately described the experience of be-
ing hosted by the family of Krishna Chandra prabhu, down to the notes of
sincerity posted by the children on the bulletin board in the room where
she and Visakha stayed. Yamuna felt an immediate connection with the
entire family—gracious and humble, Krishna Chandra prabhu; his devoted
and powerful wife, Radhapriya; his intelligent, sober and deep daughter
Radha; Anjali, full of life, honest and forthright; and Priyavrata, still young
and carefree. When she returned to Saranagati, Yamuna was effusive about
their sincerity in devotional service. | can’t recall how many times she said,
“l can’t wait for you to meet this family. There is no reason for them to be
so dedicated and devotional because materially everything is there, but it
comes from their hearts. 1 know you will feel the same way.” And she was
right. 1 did not meet the extended family of Krishna Chandra prabhu until
his daughter Anjali’s wedding in 2006, but 1 witnessed those same qualities
and shared the same heartfelt appreciation of them.

When she saw the beautiful temple of Radha-Gopinatha, Yamuna was
overwhelmed at the beauty and care taken with every service, and repeated
to many devotees how pleased Srila Prabhupada would be to see the cleanli-
ness, the punctuality and the attitude of sincere service. When she asked
a senior member there what was responsible for the flourishing temple
and temple standards, he replied: “Three things—Radhanath Swami,
Radhanath Swami and Radhanath Swami.” Humor aside, Yamuna saw
the truth in this. Just as we had seen Bhakti-tirtha Swami in Washington
DC convince many African-American professionals and others to join
the Krishna Consciousness Movement by his personal example, so also
Radhanath Swami had convinced so many highly intelligent and materi-
ally prosperous people to become sincere and dedicated devotees. This was
nothing short of miraculous in Yamuna’s eyes.

It is interesting that our Unalloyed team acquired so many talks and
kirtans of Yamuna devi, because after Srila Prabhupada’s departure, she
was always reluctant to either lead kirtan or speak in any large assembly.
In her diary, Yamuna expressed her fears that Radhanath Swami expected
her to do both.
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Yamuna: Radhanath Maharaja hinted that we were going to be engaged
in pravachan, and of course, this was my worst dread, and something I
had feared from the very beginning would be asked of me. Somehow or
other he gave [Visakha and me] the general topic of speaking about Srila
Prabhupada. And so we were introduced by Radhanath Maharaja with his
standard means of glorifying the devotees—extremely moving and highly
respectful. Then he said, “Now let us greet the devotees,” and everybody
shouted, “Haribol! Haribol! Haribol!” and raised their hands. And then
he said, “Louder,” and everybody roared this “Haribol!” greeting. Then he
asked us to speak, and we bounced back and forth with each other for about
45 minutes until it was time to greet the Deities. At that point, Radhanath
Swami said, “Now lead kirtan,” and 1 was very hesitant to do that, but when
the curtains opened, | began leading the Govindam prayers.

Radhanath Swami: We are so blessed in this very temple room. On several
occasions Yamuna devi spoke for us, sitting right here. She would lead kir-
tans. She would speak incredible deep memories of Srila Prabhupada. She
would speak such powerful, pure, heart-piercing siddhanta of our teach-
ings and philosophy, with such compassion.... Yamuna devi was here, and
it was greeting of the Deities time, and we were all sitting in front as the
doors opened. And just as the doors opened, the electricity went out. So
Govindam adi purusam didn’t play. There was no electricity. So everyone
looked at Yamuna devi, and 1 asked her, “Please, you chant.” And everyone
was looking at her, “Please chant.” So she led, live, in person, for the greeting
of Radha-Gopinatha. And I was thinking that devotees all over the universe
would give anything to be here for this moment, where Yamuna devi is live
in person greeting the Deities. And it was very heart-melting. As soon as she
ended, all the lights went on, and the electricity came back. This is not just
some sentimental idea. This is the reality—that Sri Sri Radha-Gopinatha
wanted her to sing for Them, and They orchestrated it perfectly. And we
were all the witnesses of this lila.

“You Will Live Ten More Years”

A few days after her arrival, Yamuna went to the Bhaktivedanta Hospital
to receive Ayurvedic treatment for a few days. On entering the hospital and
seeing Srila Prabhupada’s murti prominently displayed and worshiped by
all the staff, and by observing the sincerity and dedication of the devotee
doctors and facilitators, she spent virtually the entire visit overwhelmed
with emotion.



Yamuna: I'm completely overwhelmed. [The staff] were already glorified
with their qualifications—all specialists in their fields, and all devotee
preachers first, and then their specialist positions—anesthesiologists, pedi-
atricians, surgeons, lecturers, teachers—after. The level of sincere Krishna
Consciousness here is earth shattering. You can hear Srila Prabhupada; he is
being glorified in the background by his kirtan going on twenty-four hours a
day. The halls resonate with Krishna Consciousness. Everything is offered;
everyone who eats in this hospital—all the patients in critical care down
to somebody who sits at the front door—gets Krishna prasadam offered to
Jagannatha, Balarama, Subhadra archa vigraha. In the lobby everyone has
on suits, and all the men have on sikhas. What can 1 say? I'm speechless—it
is yet again as if a bomb was dropped on my head. I am speechless.

Vishvarupa das: [Yamuna devi] was standing [before Srila Prabhupada’s
murti] for the Siksastakam prayers that we sing four times in the day before
the shift of service begins. And when she entered somehow that prayer
was going on, and she was simply weeping and weeping throughout the
prayers. Then she distributed the prasadam which we distribute after the
prayers with her own hands. All the employees and people were there. And
1 remember that on that visit of hers, I never saw her not crying. Constantly
she was crying throughout. And my wife would cook for her, and with every
morsel, she would just close her eyes and just eat and glorify, and the next
morsel, eat and glorify, and cry. Cry and eat, cry and eat.... 1 cannot imagine
how one can be ecstatically crying every moment, all throughout the num-
ber of days that she stayed.... She was so appreciative of the devotees that
Prabhupada’s Movement had created, and she was thanking Prabhupada
again and again.

Yamuna’s initial desire was to take the panchakarma cleanse, but at her
evaluation the Ayurvedic consultant advised against it, feeling it would put
too much strain on the heart. Yamuna recorded his findings:

Yamuna: After four days of observation, the doctor has come up with the
fact that 1 should not take panchakarma—that my system is not strong
enough for it. That means that although it doesn’t show up in a cardio-
graph, there is a chance of a heart problem, and the panchakarma would be
too strong on that. [He said] that whatever healing I do should be done very
slowly, and not in a dramatic way. That includes weight loss and/or working
on any of the other functions of my body that aren’t in working order.
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The Ayurvedic physician has said that according to my palm 1 have ten
more years to live. I can either live that in a healthy state or a diseased state.
The healthy state will be obtained by living in an Ayurvedic way that is in
tune with my constitution.

This prophetic statement turned out to be true, and except for the last two
years of her life, Yamuna lived a remarkably active and blissful life full of
energy and stamina despite her health issues. Before she left the hospital,
Yamuna expressed her gratitude and appreciation to the assembled doctors
and staff:

Yamuna: | just want to glorify your service. | have millions of thoughts and
millions of words, and it would be very eloquent to begin to express how
touched and how honored we are just to have your company, and how we
appreciate the fact that while Srila Prabhupada gave instructions equally to
all of his disciples, to everyone on this planet, you see how some [actually]
hear them, and you have heard them. And not only how you heard them,
but how you've acted on them, and that it is so rare and exquisitely beauti-
ful, and so needed on this planet. This is like no place in the world.

More Blissful Association at the Pune Yatra
Yamuna devi would have been the first to say that she became uncomfort-
able in large crowds. The surreal effect of traveling from our remote ashram
in the wilds of British Columbia to Mumbai, and the reception she always
received, was frankly overwhelming to her. Whenever she stepped out of
our cocooned existence at Saranagati, she was virtually mobbed with devo-
tees who wanted her company. And Yamuna’s nature was at once gracious
and self-effacing. She would always try to accommodate everyone, but with
vast numbers, it became somewhat overwhelming. As she attended the
massive gathering at the Pune residence of Krishna Chandra prabhu, she
later related that all she could feel was gratitude and appreciation—that
these devotees were serving Srila Prabhupada’s Movement with such grace
and dignity. Her talk at the Pune Yatra is available online, but 1 attach a
small indication of her overall feeling, which poignantly expresses what she
took from the experience.

Yamuna: So, when 1 came this morning and sat down to japa amidst you
all for the first time, again I was awestruck by your company. It was like
“surround sound.” If you are ever in a recording studio—it’s a bit high



tech—there are many tracks that can be
recorded upon, and when you sit in the lis-
tening room and the sound comes on and
the mixing is correct, you are surrounded
in all directions with that sound—from
the four directions: left and right, up and
down. So 1 felt like that. Just being in
your company 1 was surrounded by your
bhakti, your prayer, the repetition of the
vibration of the mahamantra, and again
1 was overcome by the quality of your
association.

Yamuna simply beamed when she returned to Saranagati from that visit,
enthusiastically recalling to me the glories of Radhanath Swami and all the
devotees at Radha-Gopinatha Mandir. 1 lamented not being able to experi-
ence what was etched so clearly on her face—the pure bliss of sadhu sanga
with wonderful devotees.

Sarzmagati \/iLLage —The ldealism
Versus the Concrete Reality
of Community Living

The early idealism of our conception of community life in Saranagati Village
was quickly dampened by the challenges of its democratic management
structure. With each shareholder also being a director, the passing and
implementation of resolutions was never an easy task. Although Saranagati
was an ISKCON-affiliated community, its directors focused on managing
shareholder, property and legal issues, while steering away from the en-
forcement of devotional standards or infringements to its original spiritual
mandate. This was attributed in part to the fact that many of Saranagati’s
residents were rugged individualists who had lived under temple manage-
ment for years and now wished to be more self-determined. Having already
been confronted with a variety of philosophical disagreements since its in-
ception, itis understandable that the residents of Saranagati wanted to avoid
such conflicts whenever possible; yet with no overall spiritual authority in
place and little enforcement of its spiritual mission and bylaws, Saranagati’s
residents adhered to a cornucopia of philosophical understandings—from
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radical rtvik to disheveled hippie-era mountain men, and from dedicated
Prabhupada disciples to followers of other Gaudiya gurus.

Yamuna devi, seen as a desirable convert, was often approached by rep-
resentatives of other groups or missions. As she fundamentally respected all
Vaishnavas, perhaps some of them mistook this for something else, but in
fact Yamuna had lived through so many presentations of siddhanta at vari-
ance with Srila Prabhupada’s that, while she graciously received those who
came to Banabehari Mandir, she was not interested in joining their ranks.
Once, a young sannyasi disciple of Narayana Maharaja came and spoke for
five hours—at one point asserting that Srila Prabhupada had only given the
ABC’s of Krishna bhakti, and adding that unless we joined his guru’s mis-
sion, no advancement would be forthcoming. I will never forget Yamuna’s
answer. While she remained externally very gracious, 1 could see that it was
a struggle for her. She said, “When 1 feel as though 1 have understood one
ten-thousandth of a drop in the ocean of what Srila Prabhupada gave us, in
however many lifetimes that takes me, then by his grace he may then give
me more.”

Early Saranagqati Retreats and Festivals

In reflecting on our ?ears at Saranagati Village, one wonderful quality of
the community stands out—that irrespective of any external tensions, the
core group of devotees were enthusiastic and hard-working participants
in devotional festivals and functions. Every household could be counted
on to bring at least one prasadam preparation and engage their children
in plays, chanting, singing, dancing, and craft projects. Inspired by the
exceptional exchanges of love among devotees at the Mumbai Radha-
Gopinatha Temple, Yamuna felt that the cure for any spiritual divisiveness
in Saranagati was to encourage more all-inclusive programs and festivals,
to enliven everyone in Krishna Consciousness and strengthen the overall
spiritual unity. She would sit for hours in deep thought, write copious notes
about specific themes for programs, and then go door to door, list in hand,
and invite others to make a preparation or engage in special services. The
residents of Saranagati invariably responded with enthusiasm, and when
the programs, festivals or retreats occurred, they were always blissful and
dynamic occasions.

One of her first ideas was to begin quarterly Holy Name retreat pro-
grams, where the entire community, adults and children, would spend
twelve hours together engaged in chanting, hearing, performing plays,
singing and feasting. The first retreat was held at the home of Ghosh



Thakur das and Girija devi, or “Supermom” as Yamuna nicknamed her for
her wonderful parenting of five exceptional children. Always smiling and
tireless, Girija is a shining star in the Saranagati firmament. Each family
or other participant contributed a reading, kirtan, play or other offering,
and as part of our contribution, Yamuna engaged the women of her singing
class in chanting a favorite bhajan.

Radhakunda devi’s Diary: APRIL 12,
2001— For the retreat, the ladies that
went to Mother Yamuna and Dinatarini’s
singing program are singing the bhajan
Kabe Habe Bolo Sei Dina Amar in a choir
to this really beautiful tune. It’s a little
bit difficult, but not much—and it’s fun.
1 really enjoy it! We are practicing again
on Monday at 10:00 AM. l am so glad 1 am
able to get the association of those two
wonderful ladies. Ten years ago, 1 never
would have thought that one day 1 would
be singing and learning to sing with
Yamuna and Dina! I wonder what 1 did to get that special mercy? It’s a great
hope for my future, for what will the next ten years bring?

Lasting until well after midnight, and engaging each of the adults and chil-
dren, the retreat affirmed the Krishna Magic of devotee association within
the community, and everyone left feeling uplifted and ready to plan the
next retreat. Radhakunda devi, then seventeen, wrote about the event in
her diary:

Radhakunda devi’s Diary: maY 2, 2001—We had japa first, and that
was a little bit difficult. After that we had kirtan and then prasadam. After
prasadam Yoginath’s family gave their presentation. It was so good. Yogi
wrote a song about Saranagati, and his family sang it in the Navanita Gaura
Varam tune. It was the funniest, most truthful song about the farm that 1
ever heard. Jai said it made him cry. It was a really beautiful song. After the
song [Girija] did a Krsna book workshop. She read us the Kaliya story, and
we were divided in groups. Each of us imagined the story in our head and
then shared it with the group.... We, the ladies, also sang our Kabe Habe Bolo
song. It was so fun. Then Jai led a kirtan, and KC [Krishna Chaitanya] lead
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a sweet kirtan. 1 think we might have had prasadam
then, and then we built a bonfire ... and people sang
and danced until about 12 Am. Then we went inside
for the midnight raga. Yamuna got sick and had to go
home, so Dina sang the tune. It was really nice, but
hard to catch on. Then everyone went home. Nice day
for sure!

We held the next twelve-hour Holy Name retreat in
October, soon after the wife of our dear friend and
ashram builder, Rasaraja das, was seriously injured
in an automobile accident. Lilamrita devi, our multi-
talented Godsister, wrote a beautiful and poignant
song dedicated to her based on the mare krsna rakhe ke,
rakhe krsna mare ke prayer of Narottama das Thakur,
and Yamuna and she sang it together leaving everyone
emotional by their heartfelt singing and its profound
meaning. Yamuna later read her closing thoughts to
the assembled devotees (see sidebar).

A Spiritual Warrior —
Bhakti-tirtha Swami

at Banabehari Mandir

One of the frequent discussions Yamuna and 1 had
in Saranagati was on contrasting the challenges of
living in a small community with its benefits. On
the challenge side, because of the limited number of
residents, you have to confront different issues with
the same people over and over again, and this can
erode your respect for each other. On the benefit side,
it can teach you more tolerance, humility and self-

reflection. In July, our community was given an informal seminar on com-

munity values when our dear Godbrother Bhakti-tirtha Maharaja came to

visit us in Saranagati, staying for four days at Banabehari Mandir. Not only

had the entire concept of spiritual community been a principal focus of his

for years, but he had written books deeply exploring it. Yamuna and I spoke

for hours with him on the challenges within our own community, and his

observations were both highly illuminating and relevant.

Chapter 13



On July 4 and 5, Bhakti-tirtha Swami presented a two-day seminar on
the importance of community and devotee relationships. As expected, it
was profound with realization steeped in a liberal dose of love and compas-
sion. His interactive seminar engaged young and old alike, and was much
appreciated by those who attended.

Radhakunda devi: [Bhakti-tirtha Swami] had all the devotees in the room
go around and glorify each other, which was especially moving because
some devotees were glorifying each other and crying. 1 think everyone in
the valley was there, and the mood was incredible. Even as a teenager, |
remember being blown away by his personality and abilities. 2~

Radhakunda devi’s Diary: juLYy 5, 2001— Bhakti-tirtha Maharaja is
here and giving seminars on appreciating each other and building a stron-
ger community. It’s exactly what the farm needs right now—to appreciate
each other more. Tonight is the last seminar given by Bhakti-tirtha Swami.
He is really good, humble and kind. I really enjoy his seminars. 2~

For Yamuna and me, the memories of our profound and loving exchanges
with Bhakti-tirtha Swami during his stay were especially meaningful; it
would be the last time we actually had his physical association in this life.

Radhastami

The observance of Radhastami was usually held at Radha-Banabehari
Mandir, as Gaura-Nitai were worshiped at the community temple of
Kulasekhara das. We held the first Radhastami celebration in 2001. Yamuna
wanted to offer 108 preparations, and
again went with her lists to engage others,
though she made many dishes herself. We
hung twenty-five paper diamonds from
the temple ceiling bearing the qualities
of Srimati Radharani, and each of the
children and youth acted out a charade
of one quality, while the rest guessed it.
Then a full abhisheka of Sri Sri Radha-
Banabehari was held with milk, yogurt,
ghee, honey and sweet water offered by

each devotee, accompanied by kirtan and
Radharani bhajans. At the greeting of the
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Deities after Their dressing, flowers and small clay ghee lamps were offered
by each devotee, as 