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The following names, listed in order of their appearance, are pronounced as follows:








	Shuddhodana
	(shoe-DOE-da-na)



	Siddhartha
	(sid-HAR-ta)



	Devadatta
	(day-va-DAT-ta)



	Yashodhara
	(yah-SHOW-da-ra)



	Sujata
	(sue-JAH-ta)






A Fortunate Birth

Many, many years ago, in a small kingdom in the north of India, something was happening that would change the whole world. Queen Maya, wife of the good King Shuddhodana, lay asleep and had a wondrous dream. She dreamt she saw a brilliant white light shining down to her from the sky, and in the rays of this light was a magnificent elephant. It was pure white and had six large tusks. This elephant of light flew closer and closer to the queen and finally melted into her body. Queen Maya awoke, filled with greater happiness than she had ever felt before.

Quickly she went to the King and together they asked the wise men at the court what this strange and wonderful dream might mean. The wise men answered, “O Your Majesties, this dream is a most excellent one! It means that the Queen will give birth to a son, and this prince will someday become a great man. Not only you, but the entire world is fortunate that the Queen will have such a special child.” Hearing this good news, the King and Queen were overjoyed. The King was especially happy because he longed for a son who would someday rule the kingdom in his place. And now it seemed his wish was being granted.
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It was the custom in those days for a woman to return to her parents’ home in order to give birth. And so, when the time had almost come for the baby to be born, Queen Maya and many of her friends and attendants left the palace of the King and began the journey to her childhood home.

They had not traveled far when the Queen asked that they stop and rest. She knew the baby would be born very soon. They had reached the beautiful gardens of Lumbini and the Queen went into this garden looking for a comfortable place in which she could give birth. The stories say that even the animals and plants, somehow understanding what a special child was about to be born, wanted to help. A large tree bent down one of its branches and the Queen took hold of it with her right hand. Supporting herself in this way, she gave birth to a son. The attendants cradled the baby in their arms and were amazed at how beautiful he was and how peaceful he seemed.

At that moment, throughout the land, there was a great feeling of peace and happiness. People forgot their troubles, ceased their quarrels, and felt great love and friendship for one another. Some people saw rainbows suddenly appear in the sky, and many other beautiful and unusual sights were seen.

Wise men from all over the kingdom noticed these signs of peace and joy and excitedly said to each other, “Something very fortunate has just happened. Look at all these wonderful signs! It must certainly be a special day!”
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Queen Maya, unaware that her joy at having a son was being shared at that very moment throughout the kingdom, took the newborn baby in her arms and returned to the palace of the King. It was the beginning of the fourth Indian month (May–June) and the moon was growing full.
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A Holy Man’s Visit

With great rejoicing, King Shuddhodana greeted his Queen and his new son. Splendid festivals were held and the whole kingdom was decked in beautifully colored banners. It was a time of great happiness and peace. There was so much gladness everywhere that his parents decided to name the Prince “Siddhartha,” which means “the one who has brought about all good.”

Now the wise men made new predictions about the baby. “O King,” they said, “the signs of the Prince’s birth are most favorable. Your son will grow up to be even greater than you are now!” This news made the King very proud. “If these wise men are correct,” he thought, “my son, Prince Siddhartha, may one day be the ruler not only of my small kingdom, but perhaps of the entire world! What a great honor for me and my family!”

In the first few days after his birth, many people came to the palace to see the new baby. One of these visitors was an old man named Asita. Asita was a hermit who lived by himself in the distant forests, and he was known to be a very holy person. The King and Queen were surprised that Asita would leave his forest home and appear at their court. “We are very honored that you have come to visit us, O holy teacher,” they said with great respect. “Please tell us the purpose of your journey and we shall serve you in any way we can.”

Asita answered them, “I thank you for your kind welcome. I have come a great distance to visit you because of the wonderful signs I have recently seen. They tell me that the son recently born to you will gain great knowledge for the benefit of all people. Since I have spent my entire life trying to gain such holy wisdom, I came here as quickly as possible to see him for myself.”

The King was very excited and hurried to where the baby Prince lay sleeping. He carefully picked up his son and brought him to Asita. For a long time the holy man gazed at the infant, saying nothing. Finally he stepped back, looked sadly at the sky, sighed heavily, and began to cry.

Seeing Asita weep, the King and Queen became very frightened. They were afraid that the holy man had seen something wrong with their child. With tears in his eyes, the King fell to his knees and cried out, “O holy teacher, what have you seen that makes you weep? Didn’t you and all the other wise men say that my son was born to be a great man, to gain supreme knowledge? But now, when you look at my baby, you cry. Does this mean that the Prince will die soon? Or will something else very terrible happen to him? He is my only child and I love him dearly. Please tell me quickly what you have seen, for my heart is shaking with sadness and fear.”
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Then, with a very kind look, Asita calmed the new parents and told them not to worry. “Do not be upset,” he told them. “I am not crying because of something bad I saw for the Prince. In fact, now that I have seen your son, I know for certain that he will grow up to be more than just a great man. There are special signs that I have seen on this child—such as the light that shines from his fingers—that tell me he will have a glorious future.

“If your son decides to stay with you and become a king, he will be the greatest king in history. He will rule a vast kingdom and bring his people much peace and happiness. But if he decides not to become a king, his future will be even greater! He will become a great teacher, showing all people how to live with peace and love in their hearts. Seeing the sadness in the world he will leave your palace and discover a way to end all suffering. Then he will teach this way to whoever will listen.

“No, dear King and Queen, I was not crying for the child. I was crying for myself. You see, I have spent my whole life looking for the truth, searching for a way to end all suffering. And today I have met the child who will someday teach everything I have wanted to learn. But by the time he is old enough to teach, I shall already have died. Thus, I shall not be able to learn from him in this life. That is why I am so sad. But you, O fortunate parents, should not be sad. Rejoice that you have such a wonderful child.”

Then Asita took one long, last look at the child, and slowly left the palace. The King watched him leave and then turned toward his son. He was very happy that there was no danger to the Prince’s life. He thought, “Asita has said that Siddhartha will become either a great king or a great teacher. It would be much better if first he became a king. How proud I would be to have such a famous and powerful son! Then, when he is old like Asita, he can become a holy man if he wants.”
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