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NANI BALA BARUA was born on March 25, 1911, in an East
Bengal village near the Burmese border. The Chitragong region
was notable for its mix of religious traditions, with Hindus,
Muslims, and Buddhists living harmoniously side by side. The
indigenous Buddhist culture there is perhaps the only extant
community dating back to the Buddha in an unbroken line.

Nani’s family belonged to the Bengali Barua clan, descen-
dants of the original Buddhists of India. Although the practice
of meditation had mostly faded away by the time Nani was
born, some families still observed Buddhist rituals and cus-
‘oms. Among them were her father, Purnachandra Barua, and
her mother, Prasanna Kumari. -

The eldest of six children, Nani was close to her siblings
and the favorite child in her extended family. Nani and her mother,

both very short and fair-skinned, enjoyed an esPeciallY cilfose
TEIatiOnship. Nani remembered her mother as quiet and. alde(;
tionate, ey father a man of firm principle who never yleice
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to anything that he didn’t think was right. In spite of his Sstern
mannet, Nani’s relationship with him was also one of fondnes.

The tradition of dana (generosity) was commonly prac.
ticed in Nani’s home, with her parents giving to Buddhis;
monks, Hindu Brahmins, and anyone who asked for alms.
was from her parents that the young girl learned the meaning
of giving to others—that when you give, there is no distinc-
tion. You give to everybody.

As a child, Nani showed an exceptional interest in Buddhist
ritual. She enjoyed going to temples and serving the monks,
Although children were usually kept away from the monks on
their begging rounds, because of her strong fascination, Nani
was allowed to offer them food and alms, wash their feet, and
sit with them while they ate.

Nani kept to herself and did not seek the company of other
children. She often played with dolls, but she was particularly
fond of making Buddha statues. While most little Indian girls
were pretend-cooking, her fantasy world involved creating food
offerings and collecting flowers for the Buddha, preparing the
altar, and performing religious ceremonies. The Barua house-
hold was near a lake with a brightly colored pagoda at one
end, and Nani often went there to make her offerings. She
recalled that her devotion came naturally, that her parents by
no means urged it upon her.

Not only did Nani show no interest in cooking, but she
showed little interest in eating. Rarely could her perplexed
mother coax Nani to sit down to a regular meal. Instead, Nani
would eat a piece of fruit or a biscuit. She often asked her par-
ents, “Do you feel hungry? What is hunger?”

Her appetite for knowledge, on the other hand, was insa-
tiable. Although it was not customary for gitls in her village to






