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				We dedicate this book

				to the children of India

				and the Indian diaspora.

				May these stories be a mirror

				for those with Indian roots

				and a window of possibility

				for all of us

				as we live our multicultural future.
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			INTRODUCTION

			India is a vast and ancient land on the continent of Asia, with towering mountains, glimmering lakes, green valleys, lush jungles, and harsh deserts. It is home to playful monkeys, fierce tigers, and colorful peacocks, symbols of this country’s unique beauty and diversity. The people of India are as diverse as its geography. Hundreds of languages and dialects are spoken there, more than in any other country in the world. The people walk many different spiritual paths. While Hinduism is the main religion, people also practice Islam, Sikhism, Buddhism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism, Sufism, the nature-based Adivasi, and more.

			The stories in this book weave a bright tapestry of the spiritual threads of India. Within these pages you will find heroic women, brave warriors, epic battles, a flute-playing god, a buffalo demon and the goddess who confronts him. Here there is magic, mystery, mischief, humor, and wisdom—all the elements that have drawn seekers to India for thousands of years.

			Because these tales are from the distant past, we have considered gender, plot, and dialogue so that they would resonate with readers of today. As teaching stories, we also wanted their messages to be true to the cultures that gave birth to them. May the words of this book and these vivid illustrations bring your family joy, wonder, laughter, and a greater understanding and appreciation of the people and religions of the magnificent country of India.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ॐ]
				

			

			TALES OF KRISHNA

			“What are we going to do with you?” Yashoda asked her son Krishna, a mischievous boy with a twinkle in his eye and a peacock feather in his hair. She gently touched his cheek. “Have you been stealing butter from the milkmaids again?”

			It was true. Krishna loved raiding the milkmaids’ homes and stealing the precious butter they had churned, grabbing handfuls of it for himself and his friends. The shiny butter on his face gave him away.

			“I’m sorry, Mother. I couldn’t help myself! It tastes so good, and the milkmaids always forgive me.”

			This was true. Though they complained of Krishna’s pranks, the milkmaids loved the boy and would tease and tickle him whenever they saw him.

			Just that afternoon, Krishna had talked his friends into sneaking into one of the milkmaids’ homes while she was out milking the cows. As Krishna stood on his friend’s shoulders, it was easy for him to reach the clay jar that was hanging from the ceiling, stick his fingers into the jar, and scoop out the butter. The children were sitting on the floor, licking their lips, and sharing riddles when the milkmaid returned. She scolded them and swept them out of the room with her broom, but she couldn’t help laughing at the same time.

			“Krishna, go home! And don’t ever come back!” she cried, shaking her head.

			But she didn’t mean it. The very next day, Krishna sat on the banks of the Yamuna River, playing his wooden flute. All the milkmaids heard the beautiful tune and were drawn to Krishna, singing and covering him with flower garlands as they danced around him.
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			Yashoda was Krishna’s mother, but she had not given birth to him. She and her husband, Nanda, had raised him as their own ever since he was a baby. The story goes like this:

			When Krishna’s birth mother, Devaki, and her husband, Vasudeva, were expecting a child, they were thrown into a dungeon by Devaki’s brother, the evil King Kamsa. A fortune teller had warned Kamsa that Devaki’s baby boy would grow up to destroy him. Vasudeva knew that he had to save this child from King Kamsa. When the baby Krishna was born to Devaki in that dark dungeon, it was as if a magic spell had been cast. Vasudeva took Krishna in his arms and magically slipped through the prison bars and past the sleeping guards.

			Crossing the Yamuna River in a thunderstorm, Vasudeva held over his head the bundle containing the baby Krishna. He traveled by night to his sister Yashoda, who had just given birth to a baby girl. Vasudeva unwrapped their baby boy, who smiled up at them with a face that reflected the dark blue clouds of the storm.

			With tears in his eyes, Vasudeva kissed his son goodbye, “I love you so much, and that is why I must protect you. Your aunt will love you like a mother.”

			They exchanged the babies, and Vasudeva returned, raising the tiny girl high above the water as he made his way back across the river. Luckily the spell had lasted long enough for him to sneak past the guards, through the prison bars, and back into the dark, cold dungeon before daybreak, placing the sleeping infant in Devaki’s arms.

			When King Kamsa heard that a baby had been born in the night, he rushed to the dungeon. Though the baby was a girl, not the boy that had been predicted, the king raised his sword. “You shall not live!” he growled, as Devaki tried to shield the newborn from the king’s rage.
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			Just at that moment, a blinding golden light filled the gloomy cell. Goddess Lakshmi appeared before them, smiling, dressed in a red silk sari and holding a lotus blossom. Laughing at King Kamsa, she said,

			
				“The boy you fear does not appear!

				See the mighty king, afraid of such a tiny little thing.

				Set the girl and her parents free—

				or you will have to deal with me.”

			

			Fearing the power of the goddess, King Kamsa let them go, and Lakshmi vanished as quickly as she had appeared.

			So, Krishna grew up far across the river from the evil king. He was loved and protected by his adoptive parents, Yashoda and her husband, Nanda, and his older brother Balarama.

			In the village, Krishna had many friends, but he wasn’t always the best influence. When they weren’t stealing butter, they forgot to study, instead playing games with one another until it got dark. They especially loved climbing trees, swimming in the deep river, and hiding in the caves in the hills around them.

			One day, the children decided to pick some sweet, ripe berries. Carrying a basket, they found a mulberry tree that was easy to climb, and Krishna offered to stay on the ground beneath the tree’s branches.

			“I will collect the fruit you throw down and we will divide it evenly among us,” he called to his friends.

			They did as they were told, tossing down handfuls of the mulberries to Krishna, who put them in the basket. But the berries looked so plump and so sweet! He thought he would taste just one. Then he tasted another and another until, when the other children climbed down and jumped onto the ground, there was nothing left in the basket but purple stains from the ripe berries.

			“What? You ate all of them?” accused his friends.

			“I couldn’t help myself!” Krishna said sheepishly.

			Krishna’s brother Balarama was so angry that he ran to tattle on Krishna. The other children were angry, too, and ran along with him as he called, “Mother, Mother, Krishna is eating dirt!”

			Yashoda was standing outside their house when the boys and girls appeared. She was puzzled. “Eating dirt? Krishna, what on earth…” She could see that his face and hands were covered with dark stains. It wasn’t dirt; the stains were from the juice of the mulberries.

			Krishna came closer. Yashoda put her hands on his shoulders and said, “Open your mouth wide.”

			The boy opened his mouth wide. But Yashoda didn’t see dirt, and she didn’t see berries. As she looked into the boy’s mouth, she saw the entire universe—the earth, the moon, the sun, the Milky Way, and thousands of distant galaxies—coming into existence and then dissolving before her eyes.

			Yashoda fainted from surprise. She hadn’t known that this wild boy who frolicked with the milkmaids and played his flute on the banks of the river was a god.

			But he knew.

			Krishna cast a spell on his mother so that when she awoke, she had completely forgotten what she had seen. Now he could continue his mischievous boyhood, playing pranks on the milkmaids and learning the skills he would need as he took his place in the universe. As time went by, the prophecies that had been made about him would come true. And one day, the whole world would know of this playful, wise, compassionate, and gentle god, Lord Krishna.
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			Krishna is the Hindu god of protection, compassion, playfulness, and love. The name Krishna comes from a Sanskrit word that refers to his blackish-blue skin color. He appears in Indian epics, such as the Mahabharata and the Bhagavad Gita, that tell of his childhood and his heroic deeds. In different parts of India, festivals celebrate Krishna’s playful nature with music, fasting, and performances of the legends about him. Janmashtami is the celebration of his birth.
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