Prince Vessantara
Vessantar a Jatska

It was while staying at Nigrodha Monastery
in Kapilavatthu that the Buddha told this story
about an extraordinary shower of rain.

After spending a winter in Rajagaha, the
Buddha proceeded to Kapilavatthu, capital city
of his father’s kingdom, attended by twenty
thousand bhikkhus. The Sakyan princeswerevery
eager to see the chief of their clan. They went to
inspect the residence where he would be staying
anddeclared, “ ThisBanyan Groveisadelightful
place, worthy of Sakka himself.” Then they went
with flowers to greet the Buddha, accompanied
by all theyoung princesand princessesand many
children.

The Sakyans were a notoriously proud
people. The older princesthought to themselves,
).\ “ Suddhodana’ s boy is younger than we are. He
is merely our little cousin, our nephew, our
grandson!” After the Buddha was seated in the
appointed place, surrounded by all the bhikkhus, they sent the younger princesto pay obeisance
to him, while they, in their pride and stubbornness, sat toward the back without bowing.

The Buddha realized their intention and thought, “ My relatives do not pay me proper
respect as a Buddha, but | will make themdo so.” He concentrated his mind, rose into the air,
and, asthough shaking the dust from hisfeet on to their heads, caused fire and water alternately
to stream from his body, which is called the Twin Miracle.

When King Suddhodana saw that wonder, he exclaimed to his son, “ Soon after your birth,
when | saw your feet placed on the head of the brahmin Asita, | bowed to you for thefirst time.
On the day of the Plowing Festival, as you sat on the royal seat in the shade of a jambu tree
whose shadow had not moved, | bowed to you for the second time. Now | see this glorious
miracle, and | bow to you for the third time.”

As soon as the Sakyan princes saw the king paying reverence, they were compelled to do
likewise. Satisfied, the Buddha came down and sat again on the appointed seat. All who were
there became calm with peace in their hearts. Suddenly, the skies opened and released a
refreshing shower of rain. However, the rain fell on only those who wanted to get wet. Not a
single drop fell on those who wished to remain dry.

“Look at thismiracle!” everyonecried. “ What power the Buddha hasto make sucharain
fall on his kinsmen!”

The Buddha said to them, “ This is not the first time that such a great shower of rain has
fallen upon my relatives because of me.” At their request, he told this story of the past.

Long, long ago, aking named Sivi reigned in his capital city of Jetuttarain the kingdom of
Sivi. King Sivi had a son named Sanjaya. When Prince Sanjaya came of age, the king chose for



his bride the daughter of King Madda, Princess Phusati, who, by the time she was sixteen, had
become the most beautiful woman in the world.

In her preceding life, Phusati had been born in Tavatimsa. When her time there was nearly
over, because of innumerable merits she had accumulated in previous lives, Sakka granted her
ten boons. After careful consideration, she chose: to livein Sivi’s realm, to be chief queen, to
have dark eyes and dark eyebrows, to be named Phusati, to have ason who loved giving, to keep
her figure, to remain youthful so asto keep the king' s affection, to have soft skin, not to become
gray, and to be able to save those who had been condemned.

Assoon as Sanjayaand Phusati were married, King Sivi abdicated and handed the kingdom
over to his son. King Sanjaya loved his wife dearly.

Sakka remembered the boons he had granted Phusati and noted that one remained
unfulfilled. “ She asked for a good and generous son,” he thought. “I will send him to her.”

At that time, the Bodhisatta was in Tavatimsa, and his time there was ending. Sakka
approached him and said, “Venerable Sir, you must be reborn in the realm of men. Now isthe
time for you to be conceived by Queen Phusati, consort of the king of Sivi.” The Bodhisatta
agreed and descended to earth. At the same time, sixty thousand other devas from that heaven
were conceived by the wives of the king’s courtiers.

As soon as Queen Phusati had conceived, she expressed the desire to have six amshalls
built, one at each city gate, onein the city center, and one at her own door so that every day she
could distribute six hundred thousand coinsin ames.

When the king learned that his queen was expecting, he consulted his fortune tellers, who
said, “Your Majesty, your wife is pregnant with one who will be so devoted to generosity that
hewill never be satisfied with giving.” The king was pleased with their prediction, and he, too,
made a practice of generosity. Because of the king's goodness, other rulers from all over
Jambudipa sent him presents. There seemed to be no limit to the king’ s revenue.

After ten months, the queen informed the king that shewished to tour the capital. He ordered
the city decorated, seated his queen in aroyal chariot, and made a procession around the city.
When they reached V essa Street, the merchant quarters, the queen went into labor. Theking had
alying-in chamber prepared, and she gave birth to a son right there.

The Bodhisattawas born free from impurity, with his eyes wide open. Immediately after he
was born, he held out his hand to his mother and said, “Mother, | wish to make some gifts. Is
there anything for me to give?’

She dropped a purse with onethousand coinsinto hisoutstretched handsand said, “ Y es, my
son. Give as you wish!”

Because he was born on Vessa Street, he was called Vessantara. On the same day, in the
royal stables, abeautiful white el ephant wasborn. Thiswasregarded asan auspiciousomen, and,
because the elephant would be essential to the prince when he grew up, it was named Paccaya,
which means “ support.”

The king appointed nurses for Vessantara and for the sixty thousand boys born at the same
time. Vessantara grew up surrounded by these companions.

When the prince was four years old, the king ordered jewel ersto make a precious necklace
for him at a cost of one hundred thousand coins. He presented it to his son, but Vessantara
immediately gaveit to his nurses. They tried to return it to him, but he refused to take it back.
When the nurses reported this, the king answered, “What my son has given iswell given.” He
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then had another necklace made, but the prince gave that away too. This happened ninetimesin
all.

When Vessantarawas eight years old, he thought to himself, “ Everything that | give comes
from outside. This does not satisfy me. | wish to give something of my very own. If someone
should ask for my heart, | would tear it out and giveit. If someone asked mefor my eyes, | would
pluck them out and give them. If someone asked for my flesh, | would cut off every bit from my
bonesand giveit.” Ashepondered thesethoughtsin the depthsof hisheart, the great earth shook
like a mad elephant. Mount Sineru, the highest of mountains, bowed like a sapling in the
direction of the city of Jetuttara. Thunder rumbled, lightning flashed acrossthe sky, and the seas
churned asin a storm. Sakka clapped his hands, and Maha-Brahma signaled his approval. The
entire universe was in an uproar.

By the age of sixteen, Vessantara had mastered all the arts and sciences. His parents chose
his first cousin, Maddi, as his bride. On the appointed day, the young girl arrived from her
father’ spalacewith afull retinue of attendants. The grand ceremony was both their wedding and
the investiture of Vessantara as crown prince.

In time, Maddi gave birth to a son who was named Jali because he was first placed in a
golden hammock. Later she had ababy girl, who was named Kanhajinabecause, right after birth,
she was placed on a black skin.

From the time V essantara became heir apparent, he gave away six hundred thousand coins
every day. Six times each month, mounted upon his magnificent white elephant, Paccaya, the
princevisited his six amshallsto supervise donations and to make offerings with his own hand.

It so happened that there was a severe drought in the kingdom of Kalinga. When the crops
failed, there was a terrible famine. Many people were reduced to begging to escape outright
starvation. In desperation, the people crowded into the king' s courtyard. They cried out for help
and blamed him for their troubles. “What isit, my children?’ the king asked. When the people
told him about conditions in the kingdom, he promised that he would bring rain. For the next
seven days the king strictly observed the precepts, but no rain fell.

On the eighth day, King Kalinga appeared before the people and announced, “My loyal
subjects, although | have strictly kept the precepts for seven days, | have not been able to bring
any rain. What more can | do?’

One citizen spoke up, saying, “ Sire, if you yourself cannot bring rain, King Sanjaya’ s son,
Vessantara, in the city of Jetuttara, has a glorious white elephant, and, wherever that el ephant
goes, rain fals. We have heard reports that the prince is devoted to generosity. Send brahmins
to ask for that elephant and to bring it back hereto Kalinga.”

Accepting that suggestion, the king promptly selected eight brahmins, gavethem provisions
for the journey, and sent them to fetch Vessantara' s elephant.

When the eight brahmins reached Jetuttara, they were given hospitality in an aimshall. On
the full-moon day they went to the eastern gate to wait for a chance to ask for the elephant.

Early that morning, V essantarabathed with perfumed water and ate breakfast. Mounting his
noble, richly adorned elephant, he proceeded to the almshall at the eastern gate. From the knoll
wherethey were standing, the brahmins could see the prince giving ams, but they had no chance
to speak to him. They hurried to the southern gate.

When the princereached the southern gate, the brahminsstretched out their handsand cried,
“Victory to the noble Vessantaral”



“Brahmins, what isit that you desire?’ V essantara asked.

Thebrahminsreplied, “We crave apreciousthing, great prince. We ask for your marvel ous
elephant with tusks like poles.”

When V essantaraheard this, hethought, “Heream I, willingto give anything that isasked for,
including my head, my flesh, and my heart, but al they want is a mere possession. Of course, I'll
giveittothem.” Inaloud voice hedeclared, “I giveand never shrink from giving. Thisnoblebeast,
this mighty tusked elephant, is given fregly to these brahmins who have asked for it.” He climbed
down from the elephant’ s back and presented the magnificent animal to the brahmins. The noble
elephant Paccaya was fully adorned with precious ornaments. The gold and jewels decorating his
tusks a one were worth hundreds of thousands of coins, and the magnificent howdah on his back
was beyond price. When the prince relinquished this incomparable elephant and its priceless
accessories, aong with the grooms and stablemen to attend the great beast, the earth shook.

The brahmins immediately climbed on the elephant’ s back and rode down the main street
of the city. When the crowd saw them, they shouted, “Hey, Brahmins, why are you mounted on
our elephant? Where are you taking our elephant?’

The brahmins shouted back, “The great prince Vessantara has given the elephant to us.
What'sit to you?’ Then, with derogatory gestures to the crowd, they continued riding through
the city and out the northern gate.

The people were outraged.

“When the great elephant was given away,” one man cried out, “I'm sure | felt an
earthquake!”

“Yes,” shouted another, “and | heard a horrible noise!”

A raging mob rushed to the palace in protest. “ The kingdom is ruined!” someone shouted
to the king. “Why did Vessantara give away our elephant!” another asked. Others cried out,
“How dare he make a present of our precious elephant!” “Let him be satisfied by giving food,
clothing, jewelry, or horsesto thoserudebrahmins.” “Why did the princedo this?” “ Explain your
son’s actions or we'll deal with him ourselves!”

The people sounded so angry that the king was afraid they wanted to kill Vessantara. “Let
me be king no more,” he shouted over the din. “1 will not harm an innocent prince. No matter
what you say, | could never kill him. He is my true-born son.”

A spokesman from the crowd shouted in reply, “Sire, we are not demanding that Prince
Vessantara be killed or even that he be imprisoned. Still, when he gave away our elephant he
went too far! He must be banished from the kingdom. Send him into exile on Mount Vamka!”

Unable to appease the crowd in any other way, the beleaguered king capitulated to the
people’ swill, but he asked that his son be allowed one happy night before he had to leave the
capital. The people accepted that condition, and the king sent a message to his son, informing
him of the people's anger and of his banishment. Unaware of any offense he might have
committed, V essantara asked the messenger why the people were so angry. The messenger told
him that the people of Sivi were outraged at his gift-giving and were demanding that he be
banished to Mount Vamka, the traditional place of exile.

“My good man,” the princereplied, “sincel would willingly give away my own eyesand my
own heart, there should be no question of my giving mere gold and treasure. If anyone asked me,
| would give away my own right hand without hesitation. My delight is in giftsl Even if the
people banish meor kill me, | will never stop giving! I have committed no crime, but | will leave
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the city by the criminals gate. Even though | am being banished for the gift of the white
elephant, | am not through with giving. Please ask the citizens to grant me a reprieve of an
additional day. Before | go, | want to make one more offering. Tomorrow | would like to give
the great Gift of the Seven Hundreds, and the following day | will leave.”

The messenger returned and reported everything to the people. As soon asthe man had | eft,
V essantarasummoned his servants and ordered them to arrange everything so that he could give
away seven hundred of each of the following: elephants, horses, chariots, cows, male servants,
and female servants. Leaving all the preparations to them, he went to see Maddi.

He sat on a couch and spoke gently to hiswife, “You must find a safe place for the wealth
and presents that | have given you in the past and for your father’s dowry, too. Hide all this
treasure well.”

“Where should | find a place to hide these things, my husband?’

“Giveyour wealthin giftsto thosewho are deserving. | know of no better or safer placethan
that, my dear.”

“Of course, that istrue, My Lord, but ...”

“Takegood care of your children and your husband’ s parents,” the prince continued. “ Take
good careof himwho will beyour new husband. If no one comesforward to marry youwhen I'm
gone, seek a husband for yourself. Don't languish all alone.”

“My Lord,” Maddi cried, not understanding at all, “why are you saying these things that
make no sense to me?’

Vessantara answered, “Lady, the people of Sivi are angry with me for the gift of the white
elephant. They are banishing me from the kingdom. Tomorrow | will give the Gift of the Seven
Hundreds, and the next day | will leave. | will go to the dark and dangerous forest, full of fierce
beasts of prey. Who can predict whether or not | will be ableto survive there? Nevertheless, the
day after tomorrow, | must go.”

Understanding at last Vessantara’'s meaning, Maddi cried with all earnestness: “No, My
Lord, I will not let you go alone! Wherever you go, | will go. Given the choice to die with you
or to live apart from you, death will be my choice. I’'ll follow wherever you lead. The children
and | will stay with you. | promise that you will never find me a burden. When you see your
darling children playing and hear them prattling in our new forest home, you will forget that you
were born to be king. When you hear the trumpeting of the elephants, the crying of the screech
owls, and the roaring of therivers, you will forget that you were born to be king.”

Neither Vessantaranor Maddi knew that Queen Phusati wasoverhearing their conversation.
Distraught at the news of the banishment, she had gone to visit her son, but, finding him alone
with Maddi, she hesitated to interrupt. “Better | should drink poison or leap off acliff and die,”
she moaned to herself. “Why are they banishing my unoffending son, Vessantara, who is so
respected, so free from greed, so generousto all who ask, so beloved by family, by friends, and
by everyone in the kingdom! Why banish my innocent son, Vessantara?’

The queen hurried to the king and pleaded, “Please, Sire! Do not banish Vessantara just
because some peopleareshouting! If thisblamelessboy isbanished,” shewarned theking, “your
kingdom will fall like an overripe mango. You will be like the crippled wild goose when the
pond is dry—deserted by your courtiers and living alone.”

“My dear,” the king replied, “ by sending your son into exile, | fulfill my royal duty, which
is dearer than life itself.”



“My son! My son!” the queen cried in despair. “ Once hosts of men escorted him with banners
asherodeinachariot, but soon he'll trudge unattended on foot. And Maddi—sheis used to being
carried in a palanquin. How can she, with her delicate hands and feet, go into the rough forest?

“l am like an eagle that finds its nest empty, its young chicks all slain. | cannot bear the
emptiness they will leave behind. How | shall endure the pain of never seeing my son again? If
my innocent son is banished, my life will be over!”

Alerted by the devas, people from all over Jambudipa flooded into Jetuttara and, as dawn
was breaking, V essantarabegan giving his gifts. In addition to the Gifts of the Seven Hundreds,
hegavefreely of every other imaginablething; everyonereceived what he desired. He gavefood
to the hungry and even strong drink to those who required it. He was still distributing his gifts
when evening fell. Banishing Vessantara from the kingdom was like cutting down a veritable
wishing tree!

Having finished his great donation, the prince returned to his apartments to prepare for his
departure. Then he and Maddi went to bid farewell to his parents.

Bowing to his father, he announced, “I go now to Mount Vamka. Having wronged my
people by giving bounty from my hand, | accept this sentence of exile. | will atone for my
mistake, but | will continue to do good.”

Turning to the queen, he said, “Mother, | take leave of you as an outcast.”

“1 give you permission to go,” Queen Phusati replied, “and | give you my blessing, but,
please, | beg you to leave Maddi and the children behind. She is unsuited for the forest. Why
should she go with you?”’

Theprincereplied, “I wouldn’t even take aslave away against hiswill. If Maddi wishes, let
her come. If not, let her stay.”

“Princess,” the king urged his daughter-in-law, “ please stay with us. Rough bark cloth does
not suit you. Y ou are suited for fine Baranasi silk. Y our natureisvery delicate. Forest lifeistoo
hard for you.”

“Without Vessantara,” Maddi answered camly, “1 have no desire to go on living.”

Theking persisted by explaining the hardships of forest life, with all its biting and stinging
insects, frightening noises, deadly snakes, and fierce beasts. Maddi listened and replied, “I
willingly accept all the terrible things you describe. | am resolved to go. | will forge my way
through the thickest forest without complaining. Any wife who loves her husband must do her
duty. The wife who shares her husband’ s lot, whether it isrich or poor, is praised even by the
devas. Your Majesty, | will go into exile with your son. He is my joy and my very life.”

“Goif youwill,” theking relented, “ but leave your two little ones behind. What can they do
in the forest? Let us keep them here with us where they will be well cared for.”

“My Jali and Kanhgjina are dearest to my heart,” Maddi answered. “They will live with us
in the forest and ease the pain of exile.”

“These children have always eaten the finest rice and meat,” the king insisted. “How can
they surviveif they areforced to eat wild fruit and berries? They havelivedin beautifully painted
rooms, safely guarded at night. How can they sleep at the roots of trees, on a bed of grass,
bothered by mosquitoes and flies? It will be more than they can bear.”

Even asthey talked, dawn came. An elaborate carriage with ateam of four Sindh horseswas
brought. Maddi paid her respectsto her husband’ s parents and entered the carriage with her two
children. “Do not worry,” she said to the king. “Wherever we go, wewill carefor the children.”
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Vessantara also bowed to his parents and climbed into the carriage. As they drove in the
direction of Mount Vamka, he shouted, “ A blessing on my relatives. Farewel|!”

“If my son desiresto give,” the queen announced as they drove away, “let him give.” She
sent two carts with him, each loaded with all sorts of preciousthings, but, in ashort time, he had
distributed everything to beggars he met on the road. Beforethey left the city, he had given away
even al the jewelry he was wearing. Vessantara turned around to take one last look at his
ancestral homein all itsloveliness and ordered the people who had followed them to turn around
and to return to the city. Then the carriage continued on its journey.

As soon as the prince had left the city, four brahmins arrived, asking about the Gift of the
Seven Hundreds. When they were told that the ceremony was over and that the prince had | ft,
they asked if he had taken anything with him. Learning that he had a coach and horses, they
rushed after him.

Vessantara had asked Maddi to watch for other beggars, and, when she saw the four, she
said, “Mendicants, My Lord.” The princeimmediately stopped the carriage. When the brahmins
asked for the horses, he gave one horse to each.

Instantly, four devas, disguised as red deer, appeared and yoked themsel vesto the carriage.
V essantara, realizing who they were, smiled and said, “Look, Maddi! It' samiracle!” Beforethey
had gone very far, afifth brahmin approached and asked V essantarafor his carriage, which he
gave willingly.

“Maddi,” Vessantarainstructed, “you take Kanhajinafor sheislight. Jali isaheavy boy, so
I"ll carry him myself.” With the two children on their hips, they proceeded on foot, talking
together happily and asking the way of peoplethey met. Other travel ers, touched by the sight of
the little family, told them that Mount Vamkawas along way off and that they still had a hard
task ahead.

The children became hungry and cried when they saw all the different kinds of fruit on the
tall trees beside the road. Because of Vessantara s virtue, the trees bowed down so that the
parents could reach the ripe fruit. Maddi marvded at this wondrous event.

Out of pity for the children, the devas shortened the way. That evening, the family arrived
in the kingdom of Ceta, which wasruled by one of Vessantara’ suncles. The prince choseto rest
inahall outside the city gate, without entering the city itself. Maddi brushed the dust off hisfeet
and rubbed them. Then she went toward the gate, intending to announce her husband’ s arrival.
Somelocal women recognized her and wondered why this princess, who should havebeenriding
inapalanquin, appeared on foot. Realizing that V essantara, Maddi, and the children had all come
in this unbecoming manner, they hurried to inform the king.

As soon asthe princes of Ceta heard of the royal family’s peculiar arrival, they went to meet
Vessantara. “What has happened to your kingdom, mighty prince?’ they asked. “Where is your
army?Whereisyour royal carriage? Why are you without achariot or even ahorse? Y ou’ ve come
along way. Were you defeated by an enemy? Is that why you are here without an entourage?”’

“Thank you, sirs,” Vessantaraanswered. “My father iswell, but misfortune hasbefallen me.
The other day, some brahmins came and asked for my great el ephant because their kingdom was
having adrought, so | gave them the elephant and all histrappings. This made the people of Sivi
so angry that they called for my banishment, and my father was forced to accept their demands.
Now | am on my way to Mount Vamka. Though | am only an exile, please show me a place to
stay in the meantime.”



The royal cousins welcomed Vessantara warmly, gave him many presents, and prepared a
deliciousfeast for the family. They even offered V essantara their own kingdom, and asked him
to stay.

V essantara accepted their gifts but insisted that he had to continue on to Mount Vamka to
livein exile. *Y ou must not even inform my father that | was here,” hetold the princes. “I must
go away abanished man. If the people of Sivi knew that you had asked me to become your king,
they would be furious. | would hate to start a quarrel.”

Vessantara refused even to enter the city, so the princes furnished and decorated the hall
wherehewasgoing to sleep and madeit comfortable. V essantara, Maddi, and the children stayed
two nights in Ceta. When they left early the next morning, the princes accompanied them for
fifteen yojanas.

“Y ou must continuefor another fifteen yojanas,” they told V essantara. “ That rocky mountain
inthe distance is Mount Gandhamadana. Y ou, your wife, and your children may safely passthat
way. From there, go straight northward, and you will see Mount Vepulla, a pleasant place with
many shady trees. When you get there, you will find the Ketumati River, whose fresh, sweet
water isfull of fish. Bathe and rest there, and | et the children play. After that, you will see Mount
Nalika, whichisfull of songbirdsand kinnaras. Continuing north, you will find Lake Mucalinda
with blue and white water lilies. A little further along, you will come to athick forest with lots
of fruit trees and flowers. Follow the mountain cataracts to their spring, and you will see a
lotus-covered lake. Build yourself a hut alittle to the north. There is plenty of food nearby. It
should be a safe haven for you.” Not satisfied with just giving directions, however, before
returning to their capital, the princes assigned a trustworthy forester from that region to watch
over Vessantara and his family.

When the family reached the Ketumati River, they took the princes’ advice and stopped to
bathe and to rest. The forester prepared a delicious lunch for them and Vessantara gave him a
golden hairpin. Asthey crossed theriver, Vessantara’ smind becamevery calm. Thefamily rested
under abanyan tree and ate some of itsfruit. Then they proceeded to Mount Nalika and to Lake
Mucalinda. They walked aong the northeast shore of the lake and entered the thick forest by a
narrow footpath.

Sakka looked down and saw that V essantara had entered the Himavat. He immediately
called Vissakamma, chief architect among the devas, and ordered him to build asuitable place
for Vessantarato stay. Vissakammabuilt two lovely hermitages, with sleeping rooms and day
rooms, connected with covered walks, lined by banana plants and flowering shrubs. Then he
drove away all unfriendly devas and all harsh-voiced animals and birds. At the entranceto the
settlement he posted a sign saying, “All of this is for anyone who wishes to become an
ascetic.”

When V essantarasaw the path, hefelt sureit would lead to a settlement of ascetics. Assoon
as he saw the empty hermitage and the sign, he knew that Sakka had provided it for him.
Accepting the gift of the hermitage, V essantaratook off hisroyal robe and put on the rough garb
of an ascetic. When Maddi saw him dressed likethat, she could not keep herself from crying, but,
following hisexampl e, she al so changed her clothesand the children’s. At that moment, because
of Vessantara's compassion, all beings within a radius of three yojanas, even the fiercest
carnivores, stopped their violence and began treating each other gently. None even thought of
hunting or hurting another.



Maddi suggested that Vessantara stay with the children during the day so that she could
gather food, and he agreed. Vessantaratold his wife that he also had a request. He asked her to
stay apart from him so that they might maintain the modesty appropriateto their new asceticlife.

Every morning, Maddi arranged drinking water, food, and toothsticks. After sweeping out
the hermitage, she left the children with their father and went to the forest with a basket, a
pruning hook, and atrowel to find fruit, roots, berries, and flowers. She returned in the evening
and bathed the children. Then the four of them sat at the door of the hermitage to eat their meal.
At night, Maddi took the children to her own cell to sleep. For seven months, they lived
peacefully in this way deep in the mountains.

At that time, in the kingdom of Kalinga, in the village of Dunnivittha, there was abrahmin
by the name of Jujaka. In the past, Jujaka had collected one hundred coinsin donations. He had
left this fortune in the safekeeping of afamily in the village and had gone off in search of more.
He stayed away such along time, however, that the family assumed that he would never come
back, and they spent the money. When Jujakafinally returned, he was furious to discover that
his savings were gone. Too poor to replace the money, the couple gave Jujaka their daughter,
Amittatapana, instead.

Amittatapana took very good care of Jujaka. In fact, some young men said to their wives,
“Look at Amittatapana. See how well she caresfor that old man while you are careless of your
young husband!” Naturally, this infuriated the other women, and they decided to drive
Amittatapana out of the village.

At every opportunity, the women mocked her and made her life miserable. When they went
to theriver with their potsto get water, they teased her: “How your parents must have hated you
to give you to an ugly, decrepit old man like that! How can you bear to look at that hideous old
man? Y ou are ayoung girl! How could that old dotard give you any happiness? Why don’t you
go back where you came from?”’

This abuse upset Amittatapana very much, and she usually returned home in tears.

One day, Jujaka saw her crying and asked, “What iswrong, my dear?’

“1 can’'t fetch water anymore. Whenever | go out, the other women make fun of me.”

“Don’t worry. You don’t have to carry water. From now on I’ll fetch it myself.”

“That isimpossible. That would just makethingsworse! If you did that, | would be ashamed
to stay with you. Y ou must get a slave to do the work.”

“My dear, how can | get a slave? | have no money. Don’'t be angry; I'll do your work
myself.”

“Now, listen to me! I've heard that Prince Vessantarais staying on Mount Vamka. People
say heis devoted to giving. Go and ask him for a slave. He will certainly give you what you
want.”

“I"'m an old man, and Mount Vamka is far away. The road there is rough. Please don’t be
unreasonable; I'll do the work myself.”

“So! You're going to give up without even trying! I'll say it once more: if you don’'t get a
slave to do the work for me, I'll leave you. Y ou'll soon see me in someone else’s arms,” she
taunted him, “and then you’ Il be sorry! You'll miss me so much, your gray hairs will multiply,
and you will be miserable and lonely in your old age.”

Terrified that hisyoungwifewould carry out her threat and leavehim, Jujakagavein. “ All right!
All right!” hecried, “I'll go and return with a pair of daveswho will wait on you hand and foot.”
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While hiswife prepared the provisionsfor hisjourney, Jujakalaid in asupply of wood and
water so that she would be safe and comfortable until he returned. “Don’t go out after dark,” he
warned her. “Be careful until | return. | promise not to be gone long.” Then, with tearsin his
eyes, he set out.

As soon as he reached the capita city of Sivi, he asked where he could find Prince
Vessantara. He was shocked that his question provoked such anger. Everyone he asked shouted
at him and pushed him away. “It’s people like you,” they said, “who ruined our prince. Because
of giving to you beggars, he has been banished from the kingdom. It’ s your fault that he had to
leavewith hiswife and childrento live on Mount Vamka.” Some peoplewere so angry that they
threw sticks and stones at Jujaka to chase him away.

Thedevas, however, guided the brahmin and set him on theright road to Mount Vamka He
soon reached the forest, but then he got hopelessly lost and whined loudly, “ Does anyone know
whereV essantara, the great and generous prince, is staying? Won't someonetell me how to find
Prince Vessantara?’

When theforester who had been assigned to look after V essantaraheard Jujaka, he thought,
“Thisman is up to no good. I'll bet he wants to ask for Maddi or the children. | cannot let that
happen. | will kill him!”

The forester drew his bow and approached Jujaka. “ Because of men like you,” he shouted
at thebrahmin, “ PrinceV essantarahasbeen exiled. Y ouworthlessfool! Rather than let you harm
hiswife and children, I'll kill you myself!”

Shaking with fear, Jujaka quickly devised abold lie. “My friend,” he said as sweetly as he
could, “you cannot kill amessenger. That’s an ancient rule! | am an ambassador from the king
of Sivi. The people have come to repent their hasty anger with Prince Vessantara. The king
misses his son, and the queen is pining away. | have come to escort Vessantara back to the
capital. If you know where | can find him, it is your duty to help me.”

Theforester wasdelighted to hear thiswonderful news. He quickly put down hisbow, called
off his hunting dogs, and invited Jujaka to a feast of roast leg of deer and a pot of honey.
Completely taken in by Jujaka s deceit, the forester described Vessantara’ s peaceful hermitage
and gave detailed directions to get there.

Jujakawas so pleased that he offered the forester a piece of hishomemade barley bread, but
theforester refused, insisting that hewasfully provisioned. To make sure Jujakawould not make
amistake, the forester explained the path once more.

Further along, Jujakacame upon an ascetic by thename of Accuta. “Holy man,” thebrahmin
greeted the ascetic, “| trust that you are prosperous and well, with plenty of roots and fruit, that
you are not bothered by flies or gnats or creeping things, and that wild beasts |eave you alone.”

“Thank you, Brahmin,” theasceticreplied. “ Y es, | anquitewell, and thereisplenty of fruit here.
| am not troubled by insects or animals. As a matter of fact, in al the years I've lived here, | have
never been bothered by any sickness whatsoever. Please wash up, and rest from your journey. Have
sometender leavesand ripefruit. Thiswater isfrom acaveup thehill. Itisvery cool and refreshing.”

Jujakawasted notimein explaining hiserrand. “ | amlookingfor Vessantara, King Sanjaya’ s
son, who was banished by the people of Sivi. If you know where heis, please tell me.”

“I’m afraid your intentions are not good,” the ascetic replied suspiciously. “No doubt, you
have cometo ask for hiswife or to take his children as your servants. The prince has no wealth
or property here.”
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Jujakaquickly protested. “No, no, you misunderstand me! | have only the best of intentions.
Itisajoy to be able to visit agood man. | have never met this prince before. | have just come
here to see him; that’s all. If you know where heis, please tell me.”

“All right then,” Accutaanswered, a so taken in by the brahmin’ shoneyed words. “ Stay with
me tonight, and tomorrow I’ll tell you how to get there.”

Thenext morning, theascetic pointed out therouteto V essantara’ shermitage, and Jujakaset out.
By evening, hehad reached thelake. Hethought to himsalf, “Vessantara swifewill bereturning from
the forest. Women are dways in the way, so, tomorrow, after she has gone out to gather fruit, | will
gpproach Vessantaraand ask him for the children. I'll get them and be on my way before she comes
back.” Satisfied with his plan, he climbed asmall hill and lay down to deep in apleasant spot.

Just before dawn, Maddi dreamed that a black man, wearing yellow robes and with red
flowersin hisears, cameinto theleaf hut. He grabbed her by the hair, dragged her out, and threw
her down. As she lay shrieking on the ground, he gouged out her eyes, lopped off her arms, cut
open her breast, and tore out her heart, which he carried off, dripping with blood. She awokein
terror. “What an unspeakably evil dream!” she cried. “1 must ask Vessantarato tell me what it
means. Surely he will understand it.”

Although it was still dark, she hurried to Vessantara s hut and knocked at the door. “Who
isit?” Vessantara asked.

“Itisl, My Lord,” Maddi answered.

“Why have you come at this hour?’ Vessantara asked, without opening the door. “Areyou
not breaking our agreement?’

“l amvery sorry, but I am not coming out of desire. | have had an evil dream, and only you
can explainit.”

“1 see,” Vessantarareplied, opening the door. “Please tell me what you saw.”

As soon as Maddi had explained the nightmare, V essantara understood its meaning. “My
generosity will soon be perfected,” he thought. “Today someone will come and ask for the
children. | must comfort Maddi and let her go back to bed.”

Aloud he said, “Y our mind must have been disturbed by indigestion. Don’t worry.”

Reassured by hiswords, Maddi returned to her own hut, but the dream continued to haunt
her so much that she could not get back to sleep. When it finally became light, she emerged and
prepared things as she did every day. As she hugged and kissed the children, she told them that
she had had a bad dream and warned them to be careful. She asked Vessantarato ook after the
children with extra care. Then, wiping away her tears, she picked up her basket and tools and
went to the forest to gather food.

Jujakawaited until he was sure that Maddi would be out of the way. In joyful anticipation,
Vessantara had come out of his hut and was sitting on a stone slab. “Now the supplicant will
come!” hethought. As the children played at his feet, he eagerly watched the road. As soon as
Vessantara saw the brahmin approaching the hermitage, he sensed that his seven idle months
were at an end. He once again took up the burden of generosity and called out happily,
“Welcome, Brahmin! Come herel!”

“Jali,” he called to his son, “stand up! Here comes a brahmin! Isn’t it wonderful ? It’ s just
like old times!”

“Yes, Father,” the boy answered. “1 see him too. It lookslike he wantsto ask afavor. Let's
welcome him.” Jali quickly ran to meet the brahmin and offered to carry his bag.
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“This must be Jali, the prince's son,” Jujaka thought. “I must start out by treating him
roughly.” He snapped hisfingers at the lad and snarled under his breath, “ Get back! Get away!”

“What a harsh man thisis!” thought the boy.

ToVessantara, however, Jujakawasextremely polite. Hegreeted himwarmly, inquired after
his health, and asked about the family’ s welfare.

“Weareall faring quite well, thank you,” Vessantarareplied. “We have plenty of food and
good water, the surroundings are comfortable, and no wild animals annoy us. Please have some
of our fruit, and drink some of the delicious cold water from a cave on the hill.”

As soon as Jujaka was seated comfortably, Vessantara addressed him directly, “Tell me,
good sir, why you have come to this deep forest. What business do you have here?’

“You arelikeagreat flood which never fails,” Jujakareplied, praising V essantara svirtues.
Then just as directly as the question had been posed, he answered, “| have cometo ask for your
children. Please give them to me.”

Vessantarawas delighted. “1 givethem to you without hesitation,” he announced. “Y ou will
be their master. But, sir, my wife went a little while ago to collect food. She'll be back this
evening. Please stay heretonight. My wifewill wash the children and garland them with flowers.
Tomorrow morning, we will send you on your way with them.”

“No, great prince,” Jujakaanswered, “1 must go. | do not want to stay. I'll leave right away
to make sure that nothing happens to delay me. Women are not generous givers. Give me your
children now. There is no need for them to seetheir mother’s face. No need at all!”

“If you don’t want to meet my wife—and afaithful wife sheis, indeed,” Vessantara said,
“take Jali and Kanhgjinato their grandfather. As soon as my father sees them, he will give you
afortune”

“Ohno, my friend,” Jujakaanswered quickly. “I’ m sure your father, the king, would punish
me, perhaps even kill me. | want the children to serve my wife, and I'll take them away right
now.”

When the children heard this, they ran to hide in the bushes behind the hut, but they were
so frightened that they couldn’t keep still. They scampered here and there, looking for a safer
place. Findly, in desperation, they jumped into the lake and hid among the lotus |eaves.

Jujakalooked for the children but could not find them.

“Vessantaral” hecried. “ Y ou' renothing but aliar and afraud! Y ou said that you would give
me the children, but as soon as| told you that, instead of taking them to the capital, | was going
to take them home and make them my wife' s servants, you signaled to them to hide. And now
you just sit there, looking so innocent!”

“Don’tworry,” Vessantarasaid camly to Jujaka. “ They haveprobably just runaway. I’ ll get
them.” Seeing their footprints behind the hut, he started walking toward the lake, calling, “ Jali,
my beloved son! Please come and fulfill my perfection now by following my will. Y ou will be
the ship to carry me across the sea of existence beyond the realms of devas and men. Through
you, | will be free.”

When the boy heard hisfather, he pushed aside the lotus |eaves and came out. “ L et that old
brahmin do what he wants with me,” he sobbed as he embraced his father’ s feet. “I will never
disobey my father.”

“My boy, whereis your sister?’ Vessantara asked.

“Father,” Jali answered, “in times of danger, all creatures take care of themselves.”
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Realizing that the children had made a pact, V essantara called again, “Kanha, my beloved
daughter! Please come and fulfill my perfection now by following my will. Y ou will bethe ship
to carry me acrossthe sea of existence beyond the realms of devas and men. Through you, | will
be free.”

“1 will not quarrel with my father,” Kanhajinaresolved as she too emerged from the water.
Falling beside her brother at her father’ sfeet, she grasped V essantara sleft ankle and wept. As
V essantara stood looking down at his two young children, his own tears fell upon their backs.
“My dear, dear children,” he said, lifting them up and comforting them, “don’t you know that |
have gladly given you away so that my desire may attain fulfillment? Now you must go with this
brahmin.

“Jali, my son, if you wish to become free, you must pay him one thousand coins, but your
sister isvery beautiful. Should aperson of low birth givethe brahmin money to free her, it would
break her noble birthright. No one but a king can pay the price of the one hundreds. Therefore,
for your sister to be free, the brahmin must be paid one hundred el ephants, one hundred horses,
one hundred bulls, one hundred coins, one hundred male servants, and one hundred female
servants.”

Then he led the children back to the hermitage and called the brahmin. Vessantaratook his
water pot and poured water, signifying that his gift was freely given. “Dearer than my son
one-hundredfold, one-thousandfol d, one-hundred-thousandfold,” hedeclared, “isomniscience!”

Ashe handed the brahmin the precious gift of hisbeloved children, hismind wasfilled with
joy, and the earth trembled at the greatness of his gift.

Impatient to be off, Jujakatied the boy’ s right hand to the girl’ s left hand with a vine and
dragged them away. Asthe children staggered forward, he beat them until they bled. When they
came to a very rough place in the road, the old man stumbled and fell. Instantly the children
slipped off their bonds and ran back to Vessantara.

“Father! Father!” they cried, “please let us wait until Mother returns! Don’t send us away
before she comes back. Let the brahmin sell us or kill us, but please let us see our mother again.
Hishandsarerough; hisnailsaretorn; he's covered with spots and wrinkles; and he has squinty
eyes. He' s cruel and inhuman; maybe he's even a cannibal .”

“Father!” Jali cried. “1 appeal to you on behalf of my dear sister. Let her stay! She has never
known such harshness before.”

When V essantaradid not answer, Jali continued, lamenting, “ I’ m not afraid of death; | know
that we al must die. What | regret isthat | will never see my mother’s face again. Never again
will | see my beloved father. | know how much they, too, will grieve. How they will weep after
my sister and | have gone! Now we must leave our playground and our toys. No more will we
wear these lovely flowers, nor eat this delicious fruit. Farewell to al the animals that we have
loved in this forest home!”

Jujakaroughly retrieved the children, tied their wrists together again, and drove them away
even more roughly.

“Father!” Jali cried. “Give Mother al our toys. They will ease her grief.”

Seeing the children treated like this and hearing their plaintive cries, Vessantara trembled
violently. When he thought of never seeing his son and daughter again, he began to weep
uncontrollably. “Who will feed my children when they are hungry?’ he cried, as he entered the
hut alone. “How could that brahmin strike my defensel ess, innocent childrenin front of me? Has
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he no shame? No man with any decency would treat even the lowliest slave like that! Though |
can no longer see them, | know that he is scolding and whipping my darlings while | am here,
helpless and unable to protect them.”

As he stood alonein the hut, hislove for the children welled up in his mind. The vision of
the brahmin beating them was more than he could bear. He felt an urge to follow Jujaka, to kill
him, and to bring the children back. He even picked up his bow and started for the door.

“No!” he thought, restraining himself with great effort. “ To give agift and then to regret it
would be agreat sin. That is not the way of righteousness. Although the children are suffering,
| cannot ask for them back. It’ swrong to rescind a gift once given. | must not even alow myself
to feel any pain.”

Jujaka hurried the children along, beating them the whole while.

“Now | understand,” Jali cried, “what people mean when they say that a child who has no
mother is fatherless, aswell. Without mother and father, lifeis nothing to us. We might aswell
be dead, Kanha. We are nothing more than the chattel of this horrible, greedy man. Farewell,
beautiful forest! Good-bye, lovely home! Oh, Kanha, everything islost!”

Once again, the clumsy old brahmin fell and dropped the cord. As fast as they could, the
children ran back to their father.

Jujaka became very angry. He got up quickly and followed them back to the hut. “Y ou two
areclever at running away, but I'll fix that!” he shouted. Hetied the cord even tighter than before
and led them away a third time.

Kanhajinaturned back and called, “ Father, this man beatsme asif | wereaslave. Brahmins
are said to be upright men. He cannot be a brahmin. He must be a yakkha, taking us away to eat
us. How can you just stand there and watch us being dragged away to be a yakkha s meal ?’

This plaintive cry from his beloved daughter was like a flame burning Vessantara’ s heart.
Tearswelled up in hiseyesand rolled down hischeekslikedropsof blood. Then hethought, “ All
this pain comes from affection and not from any other cause. | must quiet this affection and
becomecalm.” By the power of thisinsight, he overcamehis sorrow and was ableto sit perfectly
still.

“My feet are very sore and the road is very hard,” Kanhgjina continued lamenting. “It’s
already evening, but still thishateful brahmin drivesuson. To devasthat dwell inthesehillsand
forests, we bow in greeting. Devas of this lake, keep our mother well. She’s been gone along
time. She must have gathered alot of wild fruit and roots by now. When she sees our empty hut,
she'll cry! Perhaps she will follow us. If she does, | hope she hurries. If she had met this cruel
man and given him fruit and honey, he never would have treated us so cruelly.”

When Vessantara gave his dearly beloved children to the brahmin, the earth resounded so
loudly that the sound reached the Brahma heavens and touched the hearts of all the deities
dwelling there. When those devas heard the sobs of the children being beaten by the brahmin,
they thought, “When Maddi returnsto the hermitage, shewill ask V essantaraabout the children.
As soon as she learns that they have been given away, if it is still daylight, she will run after
them. Thiswould not beright.” They assigned three devasto assume the shapesof alion, atiger,
and a leopard. They were told to keep Maddi from returning before sunset, to guard her from
other wild animals, and to allow her to come back only by moonlight.

All day, Maddi had been thinking about the evil dream she had had. Shewanted to gather food
very quickly and to return early to the hermitage. She tried to hurry, but, as she became more
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flustered and worried, her hand trembled, she dropped her trowel, and the basket dlipped from her
shoulder. She could no longer tell the barren trees from those laden with fruit. Her head began
throbbing, and the whole world felt upside down. “Why do | fedl so strange?’ she asked herself.
“What can bethe meaning of this? Look!” Shecried. “It’ stimefor dinner. My children arewaiting
for me. They are hungry and thirsty.” She turned to go, but she found the three wild animals
standinginfront of her. “What isthis? Theonly path blocked! Oh, mighty beasts, mighty monarchs
of thewood,” shepleaded, “pleaselet me pass. | anroyal, too! A banished prince’ swife. Whenyou
return home this evening, you can see your children. Let me return to my Jali and Kanhgjina. My
father is aking; my mother, a queen. Be brothers now in righteousness, and let me pass.”

Although she continued pleading, the three great beasts refused to move. They remained
there, watching her until the moon was shining overhead. Then they got up and silently moved
away, finally allowing Maddi to return to the hermitage.

By the time she reached the end of the covered walk, it was dark, except for the light of the
full moon. When shereached the entranceto the hermitage, shecried out, “My children, all dusty
from their play, like little fawns with their ears pricked up, always wait for me here. Today |
cannot see Jali and Kanhgjina. My head is spinning. My children must be dead! Why is the
hermitage so quiet? Even the crows and songbirds are silent!”

Confused and frightened, she approached V essantaraand set down the basket of fruit. “Why
areyou so quiet?’ she asked, trembling. “Where are the children? That nightmare comes back
to me! Have my children been carried off by some beast of prey? Have they wandered off to
play? Are they asleep?’

V essantara said nothing.

“My husband, why don’t you speak to me? What have | donewrong? That | cannot find my
children is pain enough, but, if you do not speak to me, | will die from grief!”

“Maddi, royal princess whose glory is great,” Vessantara said slowly, “you went for food
early in the morning. Why are you so late?’

“Didn’t you hear the lion, the tiger, and the leopard roaring? | had so much trouble in the
forest. | kept dropping my spade, and my basket kept slipping off my shoulder. My head was
spinning, and the dream haunted me all day. | bowed to all four quarters, praying that no harm
should come to my daughter or my son. Then, when | tried to come home, those three fierce
animals blocked my path. That iswhy | am late.”

Vessantara did not answer.

“1 have tended my husband and my children night and day,” Maddi cried, becoming more
and more distracted. “| have brought wild fruit and roots from the forest. Hereisalily for our
daughter, and hereisonefor Jdi. Let’ s give them these flowers and see them dance. Call them,
Sivi, call them! Oh, mighty monarch, since we were banished, we have shared al our joy and
sorrow. Please tell me now where my beloved Kanhgjinaand my Jali are. What have | done to
offend the devas so that | cannot see my darlings?’

Vessantara remained perfectly still and silent.

Trembling, Maddi ran from the hut to ook for the children. By thelight of thefull moon she
could seethejambu trees, the great banyan, and all the other placeswherethey played. Shefound
some fruit half-eaten, flowers they had cast off, and toys they had been playing with, but there
was no trace of the children. After searching all through the hermitage again, she returned to
where Vessantara was sitting. He had not moved since she arrived.
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“You haven't split the kindling or lit the fire,” she said to him. “Y ou haven't even carried
water. Why areyou sitting hereidly? When | return at the end of theday, | would liketo rest, but,
today, | cannot find Jali and Kanhgjinal”

V essantara neither moved nor spoke.

Maddi ran back to search againin every corner of the hermitage, fearing that she might have
overlooked some hiding place.

“Husband!” she wept. “I cannot find my children, nor can | see how they have died!”

Still Vessantara said nothing.

Unableto accept the possibility that the children werenot there, Maddi frantically searched
athird timein al the same places.

“1 have searched everywhere for them or for asign of what has happened to them, but | can
find nothing! Silence hangs over this hermitage like agreat black cloud. | can endure no more!”
she cried, as she stretched out her arms and fell in a swoon.

“Oh no! She's dead!” thought Vessantara, becoming agitated. “This is not a fit place for
Maddi to die. If she had died in Jetuttara, there would have been great splendor. Two entire
kingdoms would have mourned. Here in the forest, | am alone. What should | do? What can |
do?

Recovering his presence of mind, he knelt beside her and felt her pulse. Her heart was still
beating, and her body was still warm. Although they had lived as ascetics for seven months,
Vessantaratenderly laid her head upon his lap, sprinkled her with water, and, with tearsin his
eyes, rubbed her face and her bosom, trying to revive her. After a few minutes, Maddi opened
her eyes. As soon as she had regained her senses, she asked, “My husband, where have the
children gone?’

“1 have given them to abrahmin,” he answered softly.

“My dear, if you gave the children to a brahmin, why didn’t you tell me? Why did you let
me weep and carry on?’

“1 didn’t want to causeyou pain,” Vessantaraanswered. “ This morning, apoor old brahmin
came begging for the children. | gavethemto him.” Before Maddi had a chanceto say anything,
he continued, “Don’t worry, Maddi. Please don't grieve too much. Look at me. Breathe again.
WEe'll get them back, and we'll be happy again. When asked, good men should give whatever
they can—qrain, cattle, wealth, and even sons. Maddi, rejoice with me! Thereis no greater gift
than one’s children.”

“l dorgjoice!” Maddi reassured him. | know that thereisno greater gift than one’ schildren.
Set your mind at ease. My dear husband, in aworld of selfish men, you give giftswith alavish
hand. Y our generosity does you credit. | pray that you may aways give like that!”

“Maddi,” he said, grestly relieved and overjoyed that she agreed with him, “if | had not been
able to give away my children and, thus, to gain this sublime peace of mind, these great miracles
would not have happened.” Hetold her that, when he gavethechildren to Jujaka, hehad felt agreat
earthquake, the sky was filled with thunder and lightning, and a great cry arose from the devas.

“Yes,” Maddi cried, “I, too, felt the earthquake. | saw the lightning and heard the thunder.
Of course, both the Brahmas in the highest heavens and the devasin Tavatimsarejoiced. There
isno greater gift than one's children.”

Fromtheir arrival intheforest, Sakkahad been watching over V essantaraand the hermitage.
While Vessantara and Maddi were talking, Sakka thought, “Vessantara willingly gave his
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children to Jujaka. It isvery possible now that some vile creaturewill come and ask him for the
incomparable and virtuous Maddi. It would not do for an undeserving beggar to take her away,
leaving the prince aone, helpless and destitute. | must prevent that. | will prevent it, and in so
doing, | will enable Vessantarato attain the supreme height of perfection!”

At dawn the next morning, another brahmin appeared at the hermitage and politely greeted
Vessantara, inquiring as to his health and well-being.

“Thank you, Brahmin,” Vessantarareplied. “| am prosperous and well. There are abundant
rootsand wild fruit here. There are neither annoying insectsnor wild beasts of prey to trouble me.
I’ve lived here seven months, and you are the second brahmin to visit. Welcome. Please make
yourself at home. Wash your feet, and enjoy the ssmple hospitality | can offer. Taste this sweet
fruit, and drink some of this cool water which comes from a cave hidden high on ahill.”

After they had spoken pleasantly for afew minutes, Vessantara asked the brahmin why he
had come to the remote forest.

“Mighty prince,” the brahmin answered, “you are like agreat flood which never fails. | am
old, but | have come here to ask for your wife Maddi. Please give her to me.”

Vessantarathought, “ Y esterday, | let another take both Jali and Kanhajina. Now itisMaddi,
my dear devoted wife. | cannot say that | do not love my children or that | do not treasure my
faithful wife, but dearer than these is wisdom. Above al, | love perfect knowledge.”

He answered the brahmin without hesitation, “I will not hide that | am weary, but gifts
delight my heart. Good sir, of my own freewill, and with an open hand, | offer you my wife.” As
he poured water from apitcher to consecratethe gift, the earth again shook and lightning flashed.

As Maddi listened to this conversation, she neither frowned nor showed surprise. Holding
her head erect, shethought, “V essantaraknows best what heisdoing.” When V essantaral ooked
at her to see her reaction, she said, asclearly asif alion were roaring, “From childhood, | have
been hiswife, and heis my husband still. Prince Vessantarais free to give me to whomever he
wishes.”

Delighted with her composure and her resolution, the brahmin praised Maddi for her
fortitude. He affirmed that the earthquakes and the lightning had been the result of Vessantara' s
mighty gifts and of his overcoming obstacles, both human and divine. “It is hard to do as good
men do,” he proclaimed, “and to give as they can give. Virtuous and generous men like you go
to heaven, while the evil and stingy fall into hell.”

“Now, good prince,” he continued, “| give Maddi, your good and lovely wife, back to you.
Thetwo of you are perfectly matched to livetogether harmoniously. Since both of you are of one
mind in al things, it isfitting that you stay on here in this forest hermitage and continue doing
good.”

Then, rising into the air like the morning sun, the brahmin identified himself. “1 am Sakka!”
hedeclared. “| have cometo test you, and | am satisfied. Eight boons| grant to you. Choose what
you will.”

“First,” Vessantarabegan, “1 wish to bereconciled with my father. Let him call me back and
set me on the throne.

“My second wishisthat | may never condemn any man to death, even the guiltiest. Instead,
let me be able to release from death those who have been condemned.

“May all people—young, middie-aged, and elderly—feel free to look to me for help. This
ismy third wish.
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“Fourth, may | always be contented with my own wife, never straying, never unfaithful.

“My fifth wish, Sakka, isthat you grant long life to my beloved son, that he may conguer the
world with righteousness.

“Every morning may | receive celestial food. Thisis my sixth wish.

“My seventh wish isthat the means of giving may never fail me and that | may aways give
wholeheartedly and gladly.

“Finally, may I, at the end of my life, be reborn straightway in heaven.”

“These eight boons | grant,” Sakka declared. “Very soon, your beloved father will long to
seeyou and will sendfor you.” Thentheking of the gods disappeared and returned to his heaven.
Confident after having received Sakka' s blessing, Maddi and V essantara resumed their ascetic
life.

Meanwhile, Jujaka and the children were trudging through the forest. Every night, Jujaka
tied the children with vinesand | eft them lying on the ground. He himself was so terrified of wild
beasts that he climbed atree to sleep safely in the branches. Devas, however, were constantly
watching over the children. As soon as Jujaka was gone, they appeared, disguised as the
children’ s parents, and rel eased the bonds. The devas gently massaged the children’ s hands and
feet, washed and fed them, and placed them on a heavenly couch. At dawn, when Jujaka came
down from his tree, he would find the children just as he had left them. He never knew that
anything had happened. In this way, the children journeyed onward unharmed.

The devas were al so guiding Jujaka. He thought he was headed for hishomein Kalinga,
but, after fifteen days of walking, he had walked sixty yojanas and arrived, instead, in
Jetuttara.

The night beforethey arrived, King Sanjayahad adream. He dreamed he was sitting on his
throne when aman came and handed him two beautiful flowers. He hung the blossoms over his
ears, and pollen fell from them, covering his chest. When he awoke, he asked his advisors what
the dream meant. “ Some noble warriors, Sire, who have been absent for along time, will return
to your kingdom.”

After breakfast, the king went to the audience hall, sat on histhrone, and waited. The devas
guided Jujaka to the courtyard of the palace. As soon as the king saw the children, he asked,
“Whose faces are those, shining like gold? Who can those children be? The boy looks like Jali,
andthegirl very much resemblesKanhgjina! They areasbeautiful and asgolden astwollittlelion
cubs.” Excitedly, he sent a courtier to bring them to him.

“Good sir,” he said to the brahmin, “tell me where you have brought these children from?”

Jujakareplied, “Two weeks ago they were given to me by one who was quite pleased with
his gift.”

“By what sort of speech did you manageto get them?’ the king asked. “From whom did you
receive these children, greatest of all gifts?’

Jujaka replied, “From Prince Vessantara, who, like the great earth, gives without
discrimination. He gave me his own children as slaves.”

When they heard this, the courtiers heaped scorn upon Vessantara. “That is outrageous!”
they cried. “We banished him for giving away his el ephant, but now he goes beyond all decency
and gives away his children! A man might well give servants, ahorse, amule, acart, or even an
elephant; but how could anyone give away his own children to become slaves? It certainly is
good that we got rid of him; heisnot fit to be king!”
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“Grandfather!” Jali cried, when he heard his father thuswrongly criticized. “What they are
sayingisnot fair! How could my father have given slaves, ahorse, amule, acart, or an elephant?
He has nothing at all!”

“Children, | praiseyour father’ sgift,” the king quickly reassured them. “1 have no words of
blame for him. But, tell me, how did he feel? What was in his heart when he gave you to this
brahmin?’

Jali replied, “His heart was burning, and it seemed that it would break. His eyes were red,
and tears rolled down his cheeks.”

“Grandfather,” Kanhgjina said, speaking out for the first time since they arrived, “this
brahmin enjoys beating us with creepers as if we were slaves. He is not really a brahmin, but a
yakkha pretending to be aman!”

“My dears,” the king said gently, “you used to climb up on my lap. Why are you standing
over there so far away?’

Jali answered, “We may be children of aking and queen, but now we are this brahmin’s
slaves, so we must stay where we are.”

King Sanjayawas greatly shaken by their answer. “My dearest children, don’t say that. Y ou
will break my heart. Come, let me buy you back, and you' |l be slaves no more! Tell me what
price your father set when he gave you away.”

Jali replied, “My price was set at one thousand coins, but, to free my sister, you will have
to pay the price of the one hundreds, that is, one hundred each of e ephants, horses, bulls, coins,
male servants, and female servants.”

The king immediately ordered his steward to pay Jujaka the one thousand coins for Jali as
well asthefull price of the one hundredsfor Kanhgjina. He a so had them prepare a seven-story
mansion in which Jujaka could keep all his newly-acquired treasure.

Thoroughly gratified by this unexpected outcome, the old brahmin retired to his new
residence to enjoy his wealth. He reclined on aluxurious couch and let himself be served plate
after plate of rice, with servings of succulent meat and spicy curries. He indulged his appetite
without restraint.

Servantstook the children, bathed them, and provided them with fine clothes. After Jali and
Kanhajina had been properly fed, they returned to their grandparents. The king took onein his
lap, and the queen held the other.

“My dear boy,” the king said to Jali, “tell me how your parents are doing. Wetrust they are
both well. Do they have enough to eat? Are they bothered by insects and wild beasts in the
forest?’

“Thank you, Sire, for your concern,” Jali answered. “ Our parentsare both well. They are not
troubled by insects, nor do wild beasts disturb them. Every day, Mother finds plenty of herbs,
nuts, and fruit for us, but she has grown very thin. The exposureto the sun, the heat, and thewind
has aged her and darkened her skin. Every night, she sleeps on animal skins spread on the
ground.”

He paused for just a moment, but, before his grandfather could ask more questions, he
continued, “It is customary in the world for a man to love his son, but it seems that you have
failed at this. Y ou have not loved my father adequately.”

“Yes, my boy. You areright,” the king admitted reflectively. “It was wrong of me to drive
your father away. | knew that he was innocent. | should not have listened to the people’ s angry
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cries. Seeing the error of my decision, | am now ready to bestow upon him my title, al my
wealth, and all my power. Let V essantara, your noblefather, come and rulethe kingdom of Sivi.”

“But, Grandfather,” Jali quickly replied, “hewill not return at my word. Y ou yourself must
go and personally give him your blessing.”

“Again you are right, dear boy!” Turning to his commander-in-chief, King Sanjaya
ordered, “ Prepare my el ephants, my horses, and my chariots! Mobilizetheentirearmy! Prepare
armor, shields, and banners! Summon al my brahmins and advisors! Invite all my loyal
subjects! Let us proceed to Mount Vamkato find Prince V essantara and to invite him back to
the capital!”

The king commanded that the road from Jetuttara al the way to Mount Vamka be leveled
and widened to accommodate the procession. He instructed the people to decorate the roadside
andto preparemusic, entertainment, and refreshmentsal ong the entirelength of thethoroughfare
by which his son would return.

Caught up in the festive atmosphere of these preparations, Jujaka ate so much rich food that
his stomach burst, and he died. Although his death was proclaimed throughout the city, no
relative could be found, so all his newly acquired property reverted to the king, who arranged a
funeral for the brahmin.

In seven days, everything was ready. The king seated himself upon Paccaya, the great white
elephant, which had been returned by the grateful king of Kalinga after rains ended their
kingdom’ sdrought. Theel ephant trumpeted |oudly with joy at the prospect of being reunited with
his master, Vessantara, once more, and the grand procession set out from Jetuttara with Jali as
aguide. The chariot wheels and the horses created a thundering din as the army marched in a
cloud of dust toward Mount Vamka. They entered the forest and continued marching for one
moreday and one more night. On the shore of Lake Mucalinda, Prince Jali suggested that acamp
be built.

From the hermitage, V essantaraheard the noi se of horses and el ephants and wondered what
it was. “Havethey killed my father and come here after me?” he asked Maddi. The two of them
climbed the hill to see what was going on.

“Can they be hunterslooking for wild animals?’ Vessantarawondered. “ Are they enemies
who have come to kill us?” Maddi looked more carefully and saw that it was the army of Sivi.
“Donot worry,” shesaid to her husband. “ All will bewell. Y our enemies could no more hurt you
than fire could overcome the sea.”

Reassured by these words, V essantara returned with her to the hermitage.

King Sanjaya called Queen Phusati and said, “My dear, if we al go together, it will be a
great shock for the prince. | will gofirst, alone. Give metimeto greet him. After afew minutes,
when you are sure that V essantaraand Maddi are calm and reassured, please bring the children,
and come with the rest of the company.”

Accordingly, the king posted guards at each entrance to the camp, mounted his royal
elephant, and set out for the hermitage. His heart filled with delight when he beheld his
handsome son sitting fearless and self-composed in front of the hut of leaves. As soon as the
prince and Maddi saw the king, they went forward to greet him. Maddi knelt and embraced the
king's feet, weeping with joy to see him again.

“1 trust, my son, that you are prosperous and well, with plenty of food,” the king greeted
Vessantara. “Have you been bothered by insects and wild beasts?’
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“Sire,” Vessantaraanswered, “itisawretched life that my wifeand | lead here, eating what
can be gleaned from the forest. Adversity breaksin aman just as a charioteer breaksin ahorse.
Adversity hastamed us, and the separation from our parents has made us thin and gaunt, asyou
can see. Our greatest hardship, however, isthat Jali and Kanhajina, your hapless heirs, are no
longer here. Even now, | fear, they are being goaded and abused by a merciless brahmin. If you
know anything of our royal children, please tell me. If you can, please ease my mind.”

“Both Jali and Kanhajina, your lovely children, have been released. | myself paid the
brahmin the price you set. Let your heart rest easy, my son, for al iswell.”

“Father,” Vessantarasaid, greatly relieved to hear thiswonderful news, “| hopethat you are
also well. | would like to hear that my mother has recovered from her sorrow and that she no
longer weeps for us.”

“Thank you, my son,” the king replied. “Both your mother and | are well.”

“Is the kingdom peaceful and prosperous?’ V essantara continued.

Astheking wasabout to answer, Queen Phusati appeared with agreat company. V essantara
and Maddi went to greet her, and Maddi embraced her mother-in-law’ sfeet. Assoon as Jali and
Kanhgjina saw their mother, they raced forward. The instant Maddi saw the children, she,
likewise, ran to meet them. Asthey threw their arms around each other, laughing and crying, a
great quake shook the earth, and lightning flashed across the sky. The entire party swooned,
overwhelmed by great emotions of love and joy.

When Sakka saw these six royal personages and their attendants lying senseless on the
ground, he sent a gentle shower of rain to revive them. This was, however, a miraculous rain
which wetted only those who desired to be wet. When the rain fell on those who wished to
remain dry, it rolled off as water rolls off alotus leaf.

When the courtiersand citizensrealized all that had happened, they clamored for V essantara
and Maddi to become their king and queen.

V essantaraturned and faced theking. “ Y our Majesty,” hesaid, addressing hisfather, “when
| was aroyal prince, even though | was behaving righteously, you and the people banished me
from the kingdom.”

“1 was wrong to condemn an innocent man!” the king proclaimed. “1 made a grievous
mistake in heeding the heated and ill-considered opinion of the populace. | erred in driving my
virtuous son into exile.”

In a contrite voice, the king spoke pleadingly to his son, “To relieve the suffering of his
father and mother, a son should not hesitate to give even his very life, let alone forgiveness of
their faults.”

Having heard himself exonerated and having regained the respect of the people and of his
father, V essantara agreed to accept the throne his father sought to abdicate.

“Come, Your Majesty!” the people cried to their new king. “It istimeto bathe and to wash
off the dirt of the forest.”

“Wait amoment,” Vessantara answered. He went into the hut, took off his ascetic’s clothes,
and put them away. When he came out, wearing hisroyal robes, he announced, “ Thisisthe place
wherel have spent nineand ahalf monthsin ascetic practices. It washerethat | attained the summit
of the Perfection of Generosity. Here the perfection of my giving caused the earth to quake.”

He silently circumambulated the hut clockwise three times and performed the five-point
prostration in front of it, touching the earth with knees, forearms, and forehead. At last, he
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allowed the courtiersto wash and trim his hair and beard and to pour lustral water over him. As
the newly-consecrated king, Vessantara shone in all his glory. When he mounted his richly
caparisoned white el ephant, surrounded by his sixty thousand courtiersin gorgeousarray, joyous
music filled the air.

Meanwhile, women attendants bathed Maddi and dressed her in finerobes. Aslustral water
was sprinkled on her head, the people shouted, “May V essantara protect our queen!”

Maddi stood beside the children, beaming with joy. “While you were gone, | ate only one
meal aday,” shetold them, “and | slept upon the bare ground. That was the vow of love | made
for you. Now that you are safely back, | pray that you may always be protected by whatever good
your father and | have done!”

“Let my daughter-in-law wear these robes and jewels,” Queen Phusati proclaimed as she
presented innumerable boxesto Maddi. So magnificent werethese adornmentsthat, when Maddi
was dressed, she was as beautiful as a nymph from Tavatimsa. Maddi mounted another noble
elephant and rode beside V essantara back to the camp.

Theroyal party and al the courtiers stayed in theforest for amonth, enjoying various games
and sports, but, by the gloriousvirtue of Vessantara, no animal or bird suffered any injury during
that time, and no creature harmed another. When it was time for Vessantarato leave the forest,
all the birds and beasts came together to pay their respects. When he finally left the woods, it
seemed that al the sounds of joy were gone, and only silence remained.

Thereturn journey of sixty yojanastook two months. All along the way, the royal road was
adorned with flowers and bunting. When they arrived in Jetuttara, they found the city richly
decorated, and all the citizens came out to welcome the new king and queen.

King Vessantara commanded that all creaturesin the realm be set free, even the cats, dogs,
birds, and fish. Soon after entering the city, he thought, “ Tomorrow morning, supplicants who
have heard of my return will cometo ask mefor gifts. What can | givethem?’ Asaresult of this
noblethought, Sakka’ sthrone grew hot. As soon asthe king of the devas understood the reason,
he caused a shower of the seven precious thingsto fall upon the city, filling the palace grounds
waist-high and the city streets knee-deep in precious gems. Vessantara allotted certain areas to
various families, but most of the jewelswere collected and deposited in avault in the palace so
that he would always have enough to distribute in the future. For the rest of his life, King
V essantara continued giving unstintingly, and, when he died, he was reborn in Tusita heaven.

Having concluded his story, the Buddha identified the birth: “ At that time, Devadatta was
Jujaka, Cinca-Manavika was Amittatapana, Channa was the forester, Sariputta was the ascetic
Accuta, Anuruddha was Sakka, King Suddhodana was King Sanjaya, Queen Maha-Maya was
Phusati, Rahula’ smother was Queen Maddi, RahulawasPrince Jali, Uppalavanna was Princess
Kanhajina, my followers were the rest of the people, and | was King Vessantara.”

From Jataka Tal es of the Buddha: An Anthology, retold by Kenand VisakhaKawasaki, Volumelll,

pp. 1217-1250, Tale 217, Buddhist Cultural Centre, Dehiwala, Sri Lanka, 2012, ©Ken and Visakha
K awasaki
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