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Sages, Saints and Kings of Ancient India describes many great personalities whose activities demonstrate the characteristics and conduct conducive to devotion to the Supreme Lord Śrī Kṛṣṇa. The primary sources for the narratives in this publication are the paurāṇik literatures, which, as stated in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad (7.1.2), are considered to be the fifth Veda: itihāsapurāṇaṁ pañcamaṁ vedānāṁ.

The Purāṇas reveal the esoteric truths of the Vedas in the form of histories, accessible to all. Essentially, history may be considered a record of the activities of outstanding and influential persons, and one repeatedly encounters a number of important sages, saints and saintly kings throughout the entire Vedic corpus who may be familiar to a reader with a background in Indian theology or philosophy. However, to some, these personalities and their pastimes may be less familiar or entirely unknown. Therefore, His Divine Grace Śrīla Bhakti Ballabh Tīrtha Gosvāmī Mahārāja has prepared the present volume in the context of his own sagacious realizations to better acquaint the reader with some of these notable persons, and to provide spiritual inspiration and sustenance for enthusiastic votaries of the devotional path.

There are those who may be inclined to dismiss these transcendental histories as mere myths or metaphors. However, to a sincere aspirant of the bhakti (devotional) tradition, the practical and positive transformative potency of these narratives is an undeniable fact, especially when narrated by a contemporary sage strictly adhering to the Vedic standard, faithfully maintained by an authentic sampradāya, or lineage of saintly predecessors.

We humbly pray that His Divine Grace Śrīla Bhakti Ballabh Tīrtha Gosvāmī Mahārāja and the Divine Couple, Śrī Śrī Rādhā-Kṛṣṇa, will be pleased by this publication, and that the sincere reader may be blessed by Them to appreciate and act upon the eternal truths contained herein. We also humbly beg the readers’ forgiveness for any inadvertent errors or omissions.

—The Publishers
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In a lecture delivered at Śrī Saccidānanda Maṭha in Cuttack, Odisha, on July 9th, 1929, His Divine Grace Oṁ Viṣṇupāda 108 Śrī Śrīmad Bhakti Siddhānta Sarasvatī Gosvāmī Ṭhākura, founder of the worldwide Śrī Caitanya Maṭha and Śrī Gauḍīya Maṭha, spoke the following words: adhokṣaja tattva śravaṇaik vedya.

By these words, he preached that śravaṇa (hearing) is the only perfect path for devotional practitioners. Vedānta-sūtras like śāstra-yonitvāt (Vedānta-sūtra 1.1.3), and śrutes tu śabda-mūlatvāt (Vedānta-sūtra 2.1.27) confirm the authenticity of the words of śruti regarding the subject matter of spiritual knowledge.

In Chapter 16, Verse 24 of Śrīmad Bhagavad-gītā, Lord Kṛṣṇa instructs Arjuna as follows:


tasmāc chāstraṁ pramāṇaṁ te

kāryākārya-vyavasthitau

jñātvā śāstra-vidhānoktaṁ

karma kartum ihārhasi



“One should therefore understand what is duty and what is not duty by the regulations of the scriptures. Knowing such rules and regulations, one should act accordingly, so that one may gradually be elevated.”

Thus, knowledge about Brahman can only be obtained via the words of Vedānta. Furthermore, one can only come to know about Adhokṣaja Lord Śrī Hari by hearing the pastimes of the Supreme Lord from unalloyed pure devotees. The pure devotees speak śabda-brahma (transcendental sound), which is understood to be self-evident, and the hearing of which is the only authentic means to learn about the absolute meaning. The Skanda Purāṇa declares that the four Vedas, Mahābhārata, Mūla-Rāmāyaṇa and Pañcarātra are counted as authentic scriptures:


ṛg-yajuḥ-sāmātharvāś ca bhārataṁ pañcarātrakam

mūlarāmāyaṇaṁ caiva śāstram ity abhidhīyate

yacchanukulametasya taccha śāstram prakīrtitām

ato nyagrantha vistaro naiva

śāstram kuvatarm tataḥ



“The Ṛg Veda, Yajur Veda, Sāma Veda, Atharva Veda, Mahābhārata, Pañcarātra and original Rāmāyaṇa are all considered Vedic literature. The Purāṇas (such as the Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa, Nāradīya Purāṇa, Viṣṇu Purāṇa and Bhāgavata Purāṇa) are especially meant for Vaiṣṇavas and are also Vedic literature. As such, whatever is stated within the Purāṇas, Mahābhārata and Rāmāyaṇa is self-evident. There is no need for interpretation.”

Although we need to understand and refer to the scriptures mentioned in the preceding quoted verse, above all we are to take shelter of the most authentic of all scriptures, namely Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, written by the literary avatāra (descended personal manifestation of Kṛṣṇa) named Śrīla Kṛṣṇa-dvaipāyana Vedavyāsa Muni. Hence, as per the Garuḍa Purāṇa, it is stated:


artho ’yaṁ brahma-sūtrāṇāṁ

bhāratārtha-vinirṇayaḥ

gāyatrī-bhāṣya-rūpo ’sau

vedārtha-paribṛṁhitaḥ



“The Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is the authorized explanation of Brahma-sūtra, and it is a further explanation of Mahābhārata. It is the commentary of the Gāyatrī Mantra and the essence of all Vedic knowledge.”

Śrīla Vrindāvana Dasa Ṭhākura, who is non-different from Śrīla Vyāsadeva, has glorified the superiority of the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam as follows in the simplest language:


cāri veda dadhi bhāgavata navanīta

mathilena śuka khāilena parīkṣita



The understanding of this verse is that the four Vedas are like curd (yogurt), whereas the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is like the butter resulting from the churning of the four Vedas. Śrīla Śukadeva Goswāmī churned the curd in order to get butter and Parīkṣit Mahārāja tasted the butter.

The four Vedas (Ṛk, Yajur, Sāma and Atharva), Mahābhārata, Mūla-Rāmāyaṇa and Pañcarātra are called sad-śāstra, eternal scriptures. Concomitantly, the scriptures that confirm the teachings of these eternal scriptures also fall into the category of sad-śāstra. However, all scriptures not subscribing to the above-mentioned standard fall into the category of asad-śāstra, non-eternal scriptures.

Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is the explanation of the Brahma-sūtras and purport of the Mahābhārata. Above all, Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is the commentary on Gāyatrī and the true purport of all the Vedas.

Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu accepted Śrīmad Bhāgavatam as the best among all authentic scriptures, and instructed us to hear it regularly. In his commentary on the Bhāgavatam called Krama-sandarbha, Śrīla Jīva Goswāmī (one of the famous six gosvāmī followers of Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu) wrote the following on Śrīmad Bhāgavatam 7.5.18: tatrāpi śravaṇe śrīmad bhāgavatam śravaṇastu param śreṣṭhaṁ.

While studying Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa and other scriptures we come across many famous sages, saints, and saintly kings. By learning about the pastimes of these legendary personalities, we can more easily understand the actual purport of all Vedic scriptures. Thus, an attempt is hereby made to compose this purāṇic caritāvalī (narrative of great purāṇic personalities).

— Bhakti Ballabh Tīrtha
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Ikṣvāku was one of the ten sons of Vaivasvata Manu. He was the father of Vikukṣi, who was also known as Saśāda. Dhundhumāra, Dṛḍhāśva, Haryaśva, Nikumbha, Kṛśāśva, Senajit, Yauvanāśva, Māndhātā, Pūrukutsa, Trasaddasyu, Amaranya, Haryaśva, Aruṇa, Tribandhana and Satyavrata were born successively in the Purañjaya Dynasty. This Satyavrata later became famous as Triśaṅku. Satyaramā of the Kaikeya Dynasty, the wife of King Triśanku of the Solar Dynasty (Sūrya-vaṁśa), gave birth to King Hariścandra. Hariścandra was also known as Traiśankava. (Harivaṁśa Purāṇa 12-13)

King Hariścandra possessed all the virtues delineated in the śāstras. Desiring to enjoy all the pleasures of heaven in his mortal human body, King Triśaṅku stepped down from his position as king and conferred the royal crown to his son Hariścandra. In order to fulfill his desire, he initially approached the sage named Vaśiṣṭha, but he declined his request. Later on, he requested the hundred sons of Sage Vaśiṣṭha to perform the required yajña, but they also refused his proposal. On the contrary, due to the curse of Vaśiṣṭha’s son, Triśaṅku became a caṇḍāla (person of low-caste who earns a living by cremating the dead). In order to achieve liberation from the curse and to go to heaven, Triśaṅku then took shelter of the great sage Viśvāmitra, the son of Gādhi. Viśvāmitra became compassionate toward Triśaṅku and asked the sages to perform a yajña in order to send Triśaṅku to heaven in his human body. Out of fear of Viśvāmitra, the sages performed the yajña but the demigods did not accept the offerings and, becoming angry, Viśvāmitra then sent Triśaṅku to heaven by the power of his severe penance. When Indra saw Triśaṅku coming toward heaven he criticized Triśaṅku as follows: “You are a caṇḍāla, a low-caste person, and are unqualified to receive the same respect as the inhabitants of heaven, therefore you must fall back to earth.” As the disappointed Triśaṅku began his descent back to earth, he prayed to Viśvāmitra, who suspended him in mid-air by exclaiming the word “Tiśtha!” and reassured him by saying, “Please do not worry if Indra will not allow you to stay in heaven. I shall create a new universe with a new heaven in it.” Having said so, Viśvāmitra began preparations for a yajña with the aim of creating a new universe. However, at the same time, Indra (husband of Śacī and king of the demigods) rushed to stop him and pleaded with Viśvāmitra not to create another world. Thus, to please Viśvāmitra, Indra transformed Triśaṅku’s human body into a heavenly body and took him to heaven in his heavenly airplane.

King Hariścandra of Ayodhyā was happy to learn about his father’s ascent to heaven by the grace of Viśvāmitra, and thus he ruled his empire with great pleasure. However, the one thing lacking in his life was that, after many years had passed, still he did not have a son, so he went to Sage Vaśiṣṭha and expressed his grief by saying, “A person without a son does not attain liberation and such a person becomes grief stricken and most unfortunate.” Upon hearing his lament, Vaśiṣṭha felt compassion for the king and asked him to worship the demigod Varuṇa (demigod of water), as there is no other demigod who can bestow a child upon his devotee. As per the instructions of his spiritual master, Hariścandra sat on the bank of River Gaṅgā performing penance while meditating upon Varuṇa, whereupon, being very much satisfied with the penance of the king, Varuṇa appeared and addressed him, “O King, what kind of boon do you want?” King Hariścandra earnestly requested Varuṇa to bless him with a son. Varuṇa then smiled and said, “As per your desire you will get a brilliant son, but whenever I ask, you should offer me your son as a sacrifice in yajña without any hesitation. If you agree, I shall grant your wish.”

The king agreed, if only to cease being known as son-less. King Hariścandra had one hundred beautiful queens, including the virtuous Śaibya, the daughter of King Śibi, who was his principal queen. By the blessings of Varuṇa she became pregnant and, at an auspicious time on an auspicious day, she gave birth to a very sweet child bearing all the auspicious symptoms. The king was very happy with the birth of his son, so he donated many items in charity and began organizing daily festivals in his palace. Many joyful days passed in this way until one day Varuṇa came to him, disguised as a brāhmaṇa. Varuṇa first blessed the king and, after introducing himself, reminded the king of his promise to surrender his son for a fire sacrifice. The king was stunned and did not know what to do, as he was perplexed by his promise to Varuṇa on the one side and his boundless love for his son on the other.

After properly worshiping Varuṇa the king implored him, “You are all-knowing and aware of all the rituals and practices of sanātana-dharma; therefore you know that in a sacrificial yajña, ten days after the birth of a child, the father is supposed to perform certain rites and the mother is considered pure after one month. Therefore, please grant me a month so I may perform those rites.” On hearing this, Varuṇa said, “All right, for now I am going, but I shall return after one month, at which time you can conduct the naming ceremony of your child and give him to me for sacrifice.”

The king was most relieved and made donations of millions of cows and heaps of sesame seeds. He performed the name-giving ceremony and called his son Rohita. After a month had passed, Varuṇa again came in the guise of a brāhmaṇa and repeatedly asked the king to perform the fire sacrifice, but the king was thoroughly illusioned by the love he had for his son. Looking to save his son, he said to Varuṇa, “It is my good fortune that you have bestowed your grace upon me and have paid an auspicious visit to my home. You are kind to the poor and I shall definitely fulfill your wish, but the wise say it is improper to perform a fire sacrifice until the one to be sacrificed has his own teeth. Thus, it would be better if we were to wait until then.”

As before, Varuṇa reluctantly agreed and left. However, upon his return, Varuṇa was sent away once more by the king who then said, “Wise men say that it will be improper to have a sacrificial fire until the cūḍākāraṇa rites (shaving of the head) are performed.” Unhappy and disappointed, Varuṇa said, “Captivated by the love of your son, you are postponing the sacrificial fire again and again, though all the essential items for the performance of the yajña are readily available. I will curse you if you do not give me your son after completing the cūḍākāraṇa rites. You have taken birth in the Ikṣvāku Dynasty, so surely you must keep your promise.” Varuṇa then returned to his abode again and the king continued to rule his kingdom happily. He organized a grand ceremonial festival on the occasion of the cūḍākāraṇa rites of his son Rohita, and the queen was sitting with her son on her lap when the effulgent Varuṇa appeared before them. The king, becoming frightened, bowed down before Varuṇa with folded hands and prayed, “I am always ready to obey your order; nevertheless, I request you to hear my point and, if you find it to be rational, then please accept it. According to the Vedas, the three higher classes (brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas and vaiśyās) are considered to be śudras (lowest class) until the upanāyana-saṁskāra or sacred thread rite is performed. Only after accepting the sacred thread are they known as dvīja (twice-born). They are unworthy of becoming the sacrificial offering until this rite is performed, and the scriptures direct that the sacred thread ceremony for brāhmaṇas should be performed at eight years of age, for kṣatriyas at eleven years of age and for vaiśyās at twelve years of age. Thus, considering me to be your unworthy servant, please permit me to perform the sacred thread ceremony of my son. You are all-learned, expert in all scriptures and the custodian of the people.” Varuṇa was pleased to hear the humble words of the king and agreed, whereupon he left. The king and queen heaved a sigh of relief. When the prince turned ten, the king began preparations for the sacred thread ceremony, and when his son turned eleven, the king organized the ceremony as prescribed. At that time, Varuṇa once again appeared in the garb of a brāhmaṇa. The king, recognizing him, stood with folded hands and said, “My lord! My son has accepted the sacred thread and now he is eligible to be a sacrificial offering for the sacrificial fire. By your grace the curse of infertility is no more upon us. Please believe me when I say that I will give large amounts of money in charity for your satisfaction in this sacrificial fire, but I wish to perform the sacrifice after my son returns from his teacher’s āśrama. So I beg you to please be merciful upon me and grant me some more time.” Varuṇa replied, “O King! You are deluded by the love of your son. You have been concocting various excuses and are trying to cheat me in a bid to save your beloved son. I am leaving, but rest assured, I will return!” The king was relieved as Varuṇa left and he realized that, yet again, his son had been protected.

By now, Prince Rohita had matured and had overheard the latest discussion between Varuṇa and his father. Upon further inquiry, he learned the reason for his father’s anxiety. So, in order to protect himself and relieve his father, he consulted his ministers. They suggested that he should leave the palace, so he left for the forest without informing his father. The king became very morose upon hearing the news of Rohita’s sudden departure, and so he sent his men to search for the prince in the forest. After some time, Varuṇa once again came to the grieving king and asked him to perform the rite of the sacrificial fire. The king offered his obeisances and said, “O Varuṇa! My son was scared and ran away. I am unaware of his present whereabouts. I have already sent many soldiers out to search for him, but they have been unable to locate him. My son has absconded, so please instruct me as to what I should do? You are omniscient and know everything. I am not at fault and am most unfortunate.” When Varuṇa heard that the king was once again unable to fulfill his promise to him, he became furious and cursed the king by saying, “May you suffer from severe jalodara!”1

The king immediately fell ill and suffered from severe unbearable pain in his stomach. Rohita became very anxious after learning that his father had suddenly fallen ill, so he became desperate to see him. Indra, the king of the demigods, then came in the guise of a brāhmaṇa and stopped Rohita from going to his father by saying, “If you go to your father now, he will definitely sacrifice you in the sacrificial fire, so that he might be rescued from his suffering condition. You know this is true, so why are you still trying to go there to embrace death? You should understand that people love their own self the most. All material and family relations are formed for the comfort of the self. On the other hand, if your father dies, then you will become king.” The persuasive words of Indra convinced Rohita to stay in the forest for another year, but the knowledge of his father’s persistent ailment continued to haunt his mind. He once again became desperate to meet his father even if it would mean his own death, but Indra returned in the guise of a brāhmaṇa and tried to dissuade Rohita by various means. Meanwhile, being unable to tolerate the pain any longer, Hariścandra asked Sage Vaśiṣṭha for some means of amelioration. Vaśiṣṭha told him, “You should purchase a son and give him up for the sacrificial fire; this will liberate you from your sins. The learned brāhmaṇas state that there are ten types of sons, one of which is the son that is purchased. Such a son is known as a krīta-putra. A sacrificial fire with such a son as an offering will definitely please Varuṇa. Some poor, greedy brāhmaṇa in your kingdom might give his son to you in exchange for some wealth.” After hearing from Vaśiṣṭha the means of his cure, the king immediately ordered his ministers to search for a boy who could be purchased, so after searching for some time, the ministers approached a brāhmaṇa named Ajigarta. He had three sons: Śunaḥśepuccha, Śunaḥśepha and Śunaḥśelangula. The ministers offered Ajigarta one hundred cows in exchange for one of his sons, who would be used for the sacrificial fire. Ajigarta only agreed to give up his son because he was suffering from hunger and poverty. The brāhmaṇa thought that since his eldest son had the right to perform all religious rites, he should stay, but his wife refused to give up their youngest son out of affection. So, after some deliberation, he decided to surrender his middle son, Śunaḥśepha, in exchange for the promised one hundred cows. The ministers then brought Śunaḥśepha to the king, who announced the boy to be the sacrificial offering for the sacrificial fire. When the time for the sacrificial aspect of the yajña ceremony drew near, Śunaḥśepha became very frightened when he was tied to a wooden sacrificial altar, and began to cry. The sages observed the distressful situation and were unable to perform the sacrifice. Therefore, a mercenary was handed the sword meant for performing the sacrifice, but when he heard Śunaḥśepha’s screams, he also refused to kill him, even when he was offered extra money. The king then asked the brāhmaṇas, “What should be done?” As Śunaḥśepha’s screams grew louder, the voices of protestation and resentment also grew louder. Suddenly Ajigarta, the father of Śunaḥśepha, who was sitting among the crowd, stood up and said, “O King! Please calm yourself! I could be the solution to your problem, but in that case, you would need to pay me double the amount paid earlier. You will learn that an extremely greedy man can develop animosity even toward his own son.” The king was pleased to hear this and agreed to give an additional one hundred good quality cows to Ajigarta. However, all the assembled learned persons shouted, “This cruel and sinful brāhmaṇa is definitely a demon. The scriptures say: ‘ātmā vaijayte putra’, which means you destroy your own self by killing your son. You are a self-destroyer, a sinner and a low-caste person. Shame on you!”

Observing the commotion, Sage Viśvāmitra, the son of Kauśika, out of compassion, approached the king and asked him to spare Śunaḥśepha. He said to the king, “By such an act of mercy your sacrifice will be considered complete and your suffering will end. Benevolence is the holiest act and violence is the most heinous sin, so the sacrificial rites have not been prescribed in the scriptures to advocate the spread of violence and cruelty. The Tantra-śāstra (branch of the Vedic scriptures) has only prescribed such sacrifice based upon one’s eligibility, so that those who constantly chase after material desires may gradually realize the truth and become kind-hearted. The sacrifice mentioned in those scriptures is not meant to promote violence. O King! How can one justify the killing of another’s body in order to save one’s own body? Mercy toward all beings, control of the senses and satisfaction with whatever one obtains by honest means pleases the Almighty. Every animate being desires to live, and one must consider all beings to be on the same platform as oneself when judging their merits. Since you are now trying to become happy by killing this brāhmaṇa boy, why should he not also desire to become happy by protecting his body? If anyone should kill another person simply for one’s own comfort, when there is no cause for hostility, it is certain that the slayer will be killed by the slain person in his next birth. Śunaḥśepha’s father is a very cruel and ill-intentioned person, who is ready to kill even his own son for a small amount of money. You well know that the king shares one-sixth of the fruit of any sin committed in his kingdom, so the king must forbid any sin in his kingdom, including Ajigarta selling his son. You were born in the Solar Dynasty and you are the son of the pious Triśaṅku. Being ārya (noble), why are you now behaving like someone who is non-ārya? Please take to heart what I am saying and liberate this poor boy, as this will bring you happiness in all respects. Due to the curse of Vaśiṣṭha’s sons, your father became a caṇḍāla and, by the influence of my penance, I transferred him to heaven in his human body.” Despite the honest preaching efforts and explanations given by Sage Viśvāmitra, they were still insufficient to motivate the king to revoke his decision. Viśvāmitra then became enraged and went to Śunaḥśepha and gave the Varuṇa mantra to him. The sage then asked the boy to continuously recite this mantra while meditating on Varuṇa. Śunaḥśepha did as he was told and, by the power of the mantra, Varuṇa appeared. King Hariścandra, who was suffering from ascites, also bowed down to Varuṇa and prayed thus: “O ocean of kindness! Being unwise, I have committed an offense toward you but, being kind-hearted, still you have purified me by your audience. Please forgive my sins. My son became frightened and ran away. To satisfy you, I bought a brāhmaṇa boy instead. If you are pleased with me, then my suffering will disappear.”

Pleased by the king’s compassionate prayers, Varuṇa requested him to release Śunaḥśepha. He told the king that, by his doing so, his vow would be considered fulfilled and he would become free of his illness. Thus, by the king’s order, Śunaḥśepha was set free and the king regained his health. A loud applause filled the sacrificial arena and the king performed the completion rites of the yajña.

Devī Bhāgavatam narrates the story of King Hariścandra in detail. Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, composed by Śrī Kṛṣṇa-dvaipāyana Vedavyāsa, mentions the story of King Hariścandra only in brief and the two narrations differ slightly. Regardless of which version one reads, the king’s prayers to the demigods, and their subsequent mercy, rescued Śunaḥśepha, who was to become the sacrificial animal offered in a sacrificial fire. This same boy later became famous as Devarāta.

In the 7th Chapter of the 9th Canto of Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, this narration is given succinctly: Following the advice of Sage Nārada, King Hariścandra meditated upon Varuṇa and was blessed with a son. Varuṇa blessed him with the son on the condition that the king would offer his son at a later date in a sacrificial fire to please Varuṇa. When Varuṇa approached Hariścandra to perform the yajña, Hariścandra asked him to come back after ten days; the second time he asked him to come back when his son’s teeth had grown in; the third time he asked him to come back when his son had lost his teeth; the fourth time, after getting new teeth again and the fifth time he said that the sacrificial animal is eligible for sacrifice only after he is fit to fight in battle wearing armour. In this way, he kept on postponing the sacrifice, but when Rohita learned that he was to be sacrificed like an animal in a yajña, he took a bow and a quiver of arrows and ran away to the forest. He tried to return after learning about his father’s ailment, but Indra, the king of the demigods, managed to stop him. On Indra’s advice, Rohita remained in the forest for another year and then spent five more years going on pilgrimage. After that, he again thought of returning to his father’s kingdom, when Indra, in the guise of a brāhmaṇa, appeared and again stopped him from returning. After yet another year, Rohita finally went back to his father’s kingdom and bought Ajīgarta’s middle son, whom he presented to his father as the sacrificial animal for the yajña. The king then offered Ajīgarta’s son as a sacrifice to Varuṇa and was cured of his curse. For the yajña, Viśvāmitra acted as hota, Jamadagni took the role of adhvaryu, Vaśiṣṭha took the role of brahma and Ayāsya acted as udgata (four types of priests necessary for the correct performance of a yajña). Indra was also pleased by the yajña and presented a golden chariot to the king.

In the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, 9th Canto, 16th Chapter, this incident has been described as follows:

Śunaḥśepha’s father Ajīgarta sold his son to Hariścandra for sacrifice in a yajña. When he was brought to the sacrificial fire, Śunaḥśepha prayed to the demigods and was rescued. Śunaḥśepha was born in the Bhṛgu Dynasty, but since the demigods had protected him he became famous as “Devarāta” of the Gādhi Dynasty. Sage Viśvāmitra adopted him as his son and asked his other sons to treat him as their elder brother. Once the yajña was completed, Śunaḥśepha, with folded hands, asked the wise men present in the assembly to consult the scriptures to enable him to understand exactly whose son he was. After consultation, the wise men concluded that since he was born of Ajīgarta’s potency, he was actually the son of Ajīgarta.

Sage Vāmadeva objected by saying, “Since Ajīgarta sold him to the king for a sum of money, the king is legitimately the father of Śunaḥśepha. Otherwise, Varuṇa is his lawful father, as he is the one who rescued him. As per the scriptures, one who fathers, one who feeds (gives grains to eat), one who protects (liberates from fear), one who educates or one who gives money to a child are all equally considered the real father.” After this, a loud discussion began regarding the question of who should be designated as Śunaḥśepha’s father. When Sage Vaśiṣṭha heard the commotion, he entered into the discussion and said, “Please hear what the scriptures have to say on this subject. When a heartless, emotionless father sells his son in exchange for money, he ceases to be his father. And the moment King Hariścandra offered his purchased son as a sacrificial offering for a yajña he also ceased to be his father. Furthermore, Varuṇa came to save him only after the boy had pleaded for his life a number of times; so he is not his lawful father either. Therefore, the conclusion is that none of them had selfless love for the boy but, out of compassion, Viśvāmitra guided the boy by instructing him to chant hymns in worship of Varuṇa as a means of saving himself. Due to this, he is the legitimate father.” Everyone agreed with Sage Vaśiṣṭha. Viśvāmitra then called Śunaḥśepha, held his hand affectionately, and together they left in an ebullient mood. King Hariścandra became healthy again and happily ruled his kingdom.

When Prince Rohita heard the news, he was elated and, coming out of hiding, he quickly returned home from the forest. As soon as King Hariścandra learned this news from his messengers, he became extremely joyful and ran out to meet him. Upon seeing his father coming to him in haste, Rohita became filled with emotion and immediately fell at his feet, crying due to separation grief. The king quickly picked up his son, embraced him and started kissing him profusely out of parental love. He then affectionately made Rohita sit on his lap and both of them broke out in tears. Thereafter, the king ruled the kingdom happily along with his son. After some time, the king developed a desire to perform a rājasūya-yajña (royal sacrifice performed by the warrior class to prove their might across the planet), so he appointed Sage Vaśiṣṭha, the spiritual master of his dynasty, as the performer of the yajña. Once the yajña had been accomplished, the king offered his respectful prayers to Sage Vaśiṣṭha and gave him a large sum of money in charity. Vaśiṣṭha accepted this and went to Indra’s palace, where he met Sage Viśvāmitra. When Viśvāmitra noticed the respect offered to Vaśiṣṭha, he was surprised and asked him for the reason for his being the recipient of so much respect and a significant offering. Vaśiṣṭha then proceeded to describe the glory, truthfulness, charity, generosity and other qualities of Hariścandra to Viśvāmitra, and informed him that Hariścandra gave him a large sum of money in charity for the completion of the rājasūya-yajña. He further stated that King Hariścandra was not only truthful and generous, but also equally brave and pious, and that there was no one like him in the past and no one likely to be so in the future.

Hearing all this from Vaśiṣṭha, Viśvāmitra became enraged and said, “Hariścandra cheated the demigod Varuṇa after failing to fulfill his promise of offering his son to him in sacrifice, yet you are praising that hypocrite and liar! I even dare say that you may cease calling me Viśvāmitra if I do not prove that man to be a miser and a liar. Should I be wrong, then may I stand to lose all the good fruits earned from my performing penance, but should I succeed in proving this, then you, Vaśiṣṭha, will stand to lose all the good fruits earned due to your penance.” After this heated exchange, both sages went back to their respective homes.

One day Hariścandra went hunting in a forest and saw a beautiful young girl who was weeping. The king, feeling sympathy for the young girl, asked her, “Who are you? Why are you crying? What seems to be the problem?” Upon hearing Hariścandra’s compassionate query, the beautiful girl told him, “I am the mystical Kāmiṇī, but penance performed by Sage Viśvāmitra is disturbing me considerably.” The king then consoled her and went to the place where Viśvāmitra was performing his penance. Hariścandra offered his respects and requested the sage to stop his penance because it was troubling others. Viśvāmitra was annoyed but did not say anything. When Hariścandra left, the sage sent forth a demon in the form of a boar to punish the king for disturbing his penance. The immense boar-demon, generating great fear by grunting loudly, first embarked on a rampage among the general populace and then ran into the king’s garden, where he began uprooting the trees. The guards’ arrows were unable to deter the boar and, in a state of terror, they ran to inform the king. The king asked them, “Why are you in so much anxiety?” They replied, “O great king, we are not troubled by any hitherto recognizable powerful entity, but by an extraordinarily large boar. We are unable to defeat him, so now we beg you to please come to our aid.” The king did not hesitate and took with him his cavalry, which, aside from soldiers riding on horseback, also included soldiers riding elephants and chariots, and other soldiers. In this way, the king approached the garden, where he saw the boar and, without hesitation, proceeded to attack it. However, all his efforts were in vain. The demonic boar then retreated into the forest and the king continued to chase after him, but eventually the king became tired of running after the demon, so he aborted the chase. By now he was not only separated from his army but was also hungry and thirsty, and he noticed he was now lost in the forest as well. As such, it was much to his relief when he happened upon a river of clear water. He first let his horse drink from it and then he drank to his full satisfaction. After satiating his thirst, he tried to rest, but could not find any peace on account of his anxiety regarding his being lost in the forest. He then repeatedly attempted to find his way back to the city, but without success. After some time, Sage Viśvāmitra came to him in the guise of a brāhmaṇa. As the king paid his obeisances, the brāhmaṇa asked the king, “What are you doing here in this dense forest?”

The king replied, “A huge boar uprooted all the trees of my garden. I tried to kill him with the help of my army, but the mystical boar disappeared. I chased after the creature and am now lost in this forest. However, by my extreme good fortune, I have somehow been granted your audience today. I am Hariścandra, the king of Ayodhyā, and I have performed a great rājasūya-yajña. Thus, I am under oath to fulfill the demands of anyone who asks something of me. If you require wealth, then please come to Ayodhyā and I shall give it to you.” Viśvāmitra replied, “O King! You are presently at a great pilgrimage site. You must bathe in these waters, offer prayers to the ancestors and then give something in charity. Svāyambhuva Manu has said that one who does not bathe during holy pilgrimage, who does not offer prayers to the ancestors and who does not give a donation at a holy place is a killer of the self and a great sinner. Therefore, you must perform some pious activity here as per your preference. After that I will show you the way back home.” The king was impressed and did everything as instructed by the sage. Then he desired to donate something to the brāhmaṇa. He said, “I have promised the sages at the rājasūya-yajña that I shall fulfill the demand of anyone who requests something of me, so it goes without saying that I shall definitely fulfill the demand of a brāhmaṇa asking me for something at a holy place.”

Viśvāmitra, disguised as a brāhmaṇa, then praised the king and said, “O King, you are great among all the Sūrya-vaṁśa kings (kings of the Solar Dynasty); there is no other king like you.” After his flattering words, the brāhmaṇa asked for some wealth to support the marriage of his son. The brāhmaṇa then exhibited his mystical powers and revealed a handsome prince along with a beautiful ten-year-old damsel, and asked the king for additional wealth to support their marriage as well. He told the king that he would receive a larger reward than the results of the rājasūya-yajña if he would sponsor their marriage. The king agreed immediately, after which, the brāhmaṇa pointed out the correct path back to his kingdom. Thus, via Viśvāmitra’s directions, the king was able to find his way back home again. Later, when Hariścandra was performing another yajña, Viśvāmitra arrived and requested the promised wealth for the marriage. The king said, “O brāhmaṇa! Please let me know what you desire and I shall give you whatever you ask, even though it may be beyond my reach.”

Viśvāmitra, disguised as a brāhmaṇa, said, “O great King, if you would indulge me, I would like to have your whole kingdom, including all the horses, elephants and all the diamonds, jewels and gold in your treasury.” Enchanted by the sage’s manner of speaking, and being compelled to uphold his vow, the king agreed to the brāhmaṇa’s request. Sage Viśvāmitra then asked the king for some dakṣiṇā (token gift given to a brāhmaṇa in addition to a donation), as King Manu has stated that all donations are worthless if dakṣiṇā is not given along with them. When the king inquired about the amount, the brāhmaṇa demanded 225 seras (1 sera or 80 tolas = 0.93 kg) of gold. The king agreed to give the 225 seras to the brāhmaṇa as dakṣiṇā, but now he thought: “What am I to do? Oh! This brāhmaṇa is a cheat and has come to steal and deprive me of all I have. I have given him my kingdom, elephants, horses and wealth. Now I am left with nothing, so how will I be able to give him the 225 seras worth of gold that he is now demanding from me? This bandit in the guise of a brāhmaṇa has certainly looted me.” In this way he began to lament, and his soldiers, the commander of his army, his queens and principal queen Śaibyā became very worried. Aware of this, Viśvāmitra reminded the king about his promise.

The king told him, “You are right. Although I do not have anything at this time, I will give the agreed amount as soon as I can obtain it.” The king sat on the platform of the yajña-śala (place where yajñas are performed) and immediately donated everything except his wife and son. As the king prepared to leave his kingdom to go to the forest along with his wife and son, the residents of Ayodhyā became morose and started cursing and abusing Viśvāmitra for his foul play. The cruel Viśvāmitra then met the king on the way to the forest and said, “If you cannot give me the gold as promised, just tell me straightforwardly. If you still harbor the desire for your kingdom, then you are at liberty to take it back.”

With folded hands the king then humbly said, “My dear lord! Please have patience with me. I will neither eat nor drink until I have given you the gold as promised. Please bear with me until I have collected the money.”

Viśvāmitra said, “You have donated everything and now that you no longer own anything, how will it be possible for you to give me anything in charity? Please, just admit that you will not be able to give me anything, so that I may abandon the hope of receiving the gold from you and then be free to leave this place.” The king would not give up, however, so he thought that, maybe, in order to clear his debt, he could sell himself along with his wife and son, as they were all in good health. Thus, he said to Viśvāmitra, “O saint! If you please, you may sell my wife, son and me to anyone in Vārāṇasī for 225 seras of gold. May we then stay like slaves to the buyers, but we shall never back out of our promise. Thus, may you now be happy and please do not worry.” The king then went to Kāśī-dhāma, where he was mesmerized by the beauty of the city and pondered: “Since Kāśī is under the jurisdiction of Lord Mahādeva (the great god Śiva, the holder of a trident), this area cannot be under the rule of any human and is beyond the limits of my kingdom. Therefore, staying here won’t create any problems for me.” With this belief, he began to reside there but, after some time, Sage Viśvāmitra approached him and asked for his bounty (dakṣiṇā). The king told him, “I do not have anything but myself, my wife and son.” However, Sage Viśvāmitra ruthlessly insisted that, as per the agreement, the time period of one month was about to pass.

Time was running out for the king, as only half a day remained before the one month time period would come to pass, so the king humbly requested Sage Viśvāmitra to wait. However, Viśvāmitra warned that if he were not to get his promised dakṣiṇā, then he would return and curse the king. The king was worried and wondered: “What should I do? I belong to the warrior class; thus I cannot beg, as begging is not allowed for a kṣatriya. However, if I should die without giving the designated donation to the brāhmaṇa, I might become a ghost as the result of the sin of stealing a brāhmaṇa’s wealth. Therefore, it will be better to sell myself.” When Queen Śaibyā saw her husband so pale and worried, she consoled him and encouraged him to follow the righteous path and code of conduct prescribed by the scriptures. She said, “Truth is the ultimate religion. King Yayāti went to heaven by performing a thousand rājasūya-yajñas, but was hurled back to the earthly plane because of a single lie.” After listening to his wife, the king replied, “How can I protect the truth? I am left with nothing but you and our son. Our son is our only hope for the future of our dynasty. How can I sell him and how can I sell you, as one’s wife should never be sold either?” Queen Śaibyā then humbly told the king, “O my husband, just please sell me and our son at an appropriate price, so that you may be enabled to uphold dharma.” The king fell unconscious upon hearing these heart-breaking words from his queen. When he regained consciousness, his wife did not hesitate to repeat her words and, as a result, he fell unconscious yet again. The queen was petrified and began weeping as she said, “He who always slept on a bed of roses is now lying on the bare ground. Oh! Why is my husband, who is the king of the whole planet and who has donated millions of gold coins to brāhmaṇas, lying on the bare ground?” Having spoken thus, Śaibyā also fell on the ground unconscious, being unable to control her grief. Prince Rohita, upon observing the miserable condition of his parents, also fell at their feet. Furthermore, because he was in distress due to hunger, Rohita screamed and begged his parents, “O mother! O father! I am suffering from hunger and my mouth is dry, so please give me something to eat.” At that time, Viśvāmitra, a former member of the kṣatriya class who had engaged in severe penance to become a brāhmaṇa, mercilessly entered the scene like a predator. When the king regained consciousness and opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was Viśvāmitra, which instantly resulted in him losing consciousness again. In order to wake him up, Viśvāmitra sprinkled water on the king’s face and eyes, causing the king to regain his senses.

Thereupon, Viśvāmitra angrily shouted, “It is better that you keep your word than perform thousands of aśvamedha-yajñas (horse sacrifices). I will definitely curse you if you fail to give me the promised dakṣiṇā before sunset.” When the sage left, the king became even more anxious and apprehensive. At that very moment, some learned brāhmaṇas came by and the queen was relieved to see them. She thought that there would be no harm in asking the brāhmaṇas for money, since they are to be seen as the fathers and teachers of the other three varṇas (castes). As such, she advised the king to ask them for money, but the king would not agree and replied, “My dear queen, protecting the surrendered, donating, and taking care of the public are the duties of the warrior class (kṣatriyas). Warriors never beg.” Upon hearing this, the queen replied, “If it is your duty to give in charity, then you may sell your wife, as she is also your property and then, with the amount of gold received by selling me, you can give the promised dakṣiṇā to Viśvāmitra.” Eventually, in order to uphold religion and because of the repeated requests of his queen, the king, who was overwhelmed with grief, succumbed to the proposal. Therefore, with a heavy heart, he decided to sell his wife. As he stood in a morose mood on the main avenue of the city, he shouted to the citizens with a grave voice: “Everyone, please listen to me. If anyone is in need of a maid, he may take this woman; I am in debt, so please pay me and take her, though I love this woman more than my own life.” Upon hearing such unbecoming words, some wise men asked him who he was. He replied, “I am an inhuman, violent and merciless devil. That is why I am committing such a heinous act.” At that time, Viśvāmitra, disguised as an elderly brāhmaṇa, approached the king, saying, “Give me this maid as I shall pay enough to buy her from you. I am a rich man and my wife is too young for household work, so you can sell her to me.” Viśvāmitra inquired about the cost and said, “According to the scriptures, the price of a trustworthy woman who has thirty-two virtues and many other good qualities, is one crore (10 million) gold coins and for a man it is ten crores (100 hundred million) gold coins.” Hearing this, the king kept quiet, and thus the elderly brāhmaṇa paid for the queen by placing 10 million gold coins on the bark of a tree on the ground and then he pulled her away by her hair, treating her as his slave. Realizing the finality of her situation, the queen became desperate to see her son once more before leaving, so she glanced at him and addressed him with these heart-rending words: “O my dear royal prince! I am a slave now, so please do not touch me, as I am unworthy of being your mother.” As the brāhmaṇa dragged the queen away by her hair, her son Rohita screamed out, “Mother! Mother!” and ran after her. He was unable to run properly and kept on falling, but still he managed to reach his mother and catch hold of her clothes. Upon seeing this, the brāhmaṇa became furious and hit him with his stick. The boy wept as he was being beaten but, nonetheless, he held onto his mother’s cloth firmly. The queen didn’t know what to do; thus she requested the brāhmaṇa to buy the prince. As per the scriptures, a man possessing thirty-two virtues is worth 100 million gold coins (ten crores). The brāhmaṇa agreed to the proposal and placed 100 million gold coins on a piece of cloth as a measure of payment for the young prince, and then he tied both of them and started to move forward feeling pleased. Before being pulled along, the queen circumambulated her husband and offered him her obeisances. She said, “If I succeed in satisfying the brāhmaṇa, then it might culminate in meeting you again.” The king grieved tremendously, seeing how his queen and son were being pulled and beaten like animals by the brāhmaṇa. He felt utterly disgraced that he had stained the spotless name of his dynasty and said to himself, “All this is happening because of my sins.” As the king was sitting there, grieving in separation from his family, the brutal and heartless Viśvāmitra, accompanied by his disciples, arrived at that place. Knowing very well that the king had acquired all the money for the promised dakṣiṇā, the sage tricked him in the hope that he would make him fall from his righteous path. He told Hariścandra, “O King! Need I remind you that you promised to give me unlimited wealth when I next came to Ayodhyā?” The king offered his respects to Viśvāmitra and replied, “O brāhmaṇa! As dakṣiṇā of the kingdom please accept 225 seras (210 kg) of gold, and the remaining gold as compensation for the rājasūya-yajña.” The sage then asked the king, “By what means have you acquired this wealth? I shall take the money only if it has been raised by using proper means.” The king replied, “O sage, I obtained one crore of gold coins by selling my wife and ten crores of gold coins by selling my son. Therefore, by these means, I received the sum total of eleven crores of gold coins.” Having spoken thus, the king gave Viśvāmitra eleven crores (110 million) of gold coins.
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After collecting the money, Viśvāmitra shouted angrily at the king and said, “O low-caste warrior! This amount of money could never be considered enough dakṣiṇā for performing a rājasūya-yajña! Immediately go and arrange for an adequate amount, because if you fail to do so, you had better be prepared to suffer the wrath of my destructive and celestial power!”

After the king had pleaded with him for some time, Viśvāmitra agreed to wait until the afternoon. The king wept profusely and saw that only one prahara (three hour period of the day) was left before sunset. He called to the people loudly and said, “If anyone wishes to buy my ghost-like body, that is, a body devoid of feelings, and in return is benefited, then please do so. What will you pay for this body?” No one came forward. Then, Dharmadeva (demigod of righteousness) appeared in the guise of a caṇḍāla whose looks were frightful, and whose body emitted a foul odor. His chest was oddly deformed, he was of black color, a moustache and beard covered his face, he had an elongated belly, and was wearing a garland of skulls. Just by seeing him one could not help but be repulsed by him. He was carrying a stick in his hand and said to King Hariścandra, “I need a servant and can accept you as my slave. Please tell me how much money I should pay for you?” The king asked, “Who are you?” The caṇḍāla then introduced himself: “I am Vīrabāhu, the chief caṇḍāla of the cremation grounds, and I require someone to collect the clothes of the dead.” The king replied, “I will work only for someone of the warrior or priestly class; otherwise I will be degraded from dharma (righteous path).” The caṇḍāla replied, “To adhere to one’s words is the greatest doctrine. You yourself vociferously proclaimed that anyone who needs a servant could come forward and buy you. Now it seems you are backing out. Tell me, is this the correct path to follow?” At that moment, Viśvāmitra appeared and angrily asked the king, “This caṇḍāla has come forward to buy you for any given price. Why do you not accept the money offered by him so you can pay me my share? You are deluded by the false ego of belonging to the kings of the Solar Dynasty. If you fail to pay me my money by not selling yourself to this caṇḍāla, I shall surely curse you.” King Hariścandra was petrified, so he said, “O brāhmaṇa! Please accept me as your slave from now on and give me your orders, which I shall readily obey.” Viśvāmitra then accepted the king as his slave and asked the chief caṇḍāla to purchase him by paying the right price, as he needed the money. The caṇḍāla was pleased to hear this and donated ten yojanas (one yojana = approx. eight miles) of land in Prayāga (an area rich with diamond mines) to Viśvāmitra, which the brāhmaṇa readily accepted. After all his debts with the brāhmaṇa were settled, the king felt very much relieved. Instantaneously, a celestial voice announced that the king was now freed of all his debts. Flowers were showered from heaven on Hariścandra, and Indra and all the other demigods praised him. As he had accepted Viśvāmitra as his master and had decided to follow his instructions, the king prepared to leave as a slave to the caṇḍāla, as ordered by Viśvāmitra. The caṇḍāla tied the king and repeatedly beat him as he dragged him along. The caṇḍāla then told the king, “You will have to speak many lies from now on.” He brought the king home and slept comfortably after having bound him with chains. Meanwhile, in stark contrast, the king could not sleep by dint of his being separated from his near and dear ones, and because of the pain he suffered as a result of being beaten by a stick. Reflecting upon the sufferings of his son and wife, the king cried and thought: “How unfortunate am I? I have lost my kingdom, my wife and son—my kith and kin are gone from me and I have now become a caṇḍāla.”

At first, the chief caṇḍāla made it a daily routine to ridicule Hariścandra again and again. Later, he released him from his chains and instructed him to stay in a large crematorium situated in the south of Kāśī-dhāma, where he was to safeguard the clothes collected from the dead bodies that were brought there. He then gave him his own old, worn-out stick. Having become a caṇḍāla, the unfortunate king went to the crematorium, which was filled with the foul smell of the dead. He saw many groups of vultures, dogs and jackals fighting with each other, barking, growling and eating the bodies of the dead. Stinking corpses were lying here and there and the bones of the deceased and their remains were scattered all around. They were so plentiful that it made walking across them difficult. Semi-burned heads, jaws and bodies of human beings were lying everywhere, as if ridiculing the false ego of mankind. It was a gruesome scene where the grieving relatives of the dead were all around, crying loudly in separation grief. The cremation flames of the burning dead bodies, mixed with the pitiful cries of the bereaved parties, created a scenario as if it were doomsday. The king cursed his destiny and began collecting the clothes of the dead bodies.

After a while, it became impossible to recognize the weakened king. He was now drenched in the dirty discharge of dead bodies and even started to behave like a caṇḍāla, arguing with the relatives of the dead who came for the cremation. The king was in a pathetic condition; his worn and torn dress was tied and knotted in various places and his feet, hands, face and body were covered by the ashes and burns from sparks that came flying out of the fire from the funeral pyre. He had wrapped a cloth torn from a shroud around his head and survived on pindas (balls made of flour or rice presented as an offering to the deceased) left by the relatives of the deceased. The king felt as if a whole century had passed, though in reality, only one year had passed in this condition without sleeping. Queen Śaibyā and Prince Rohita were also suffering intensely every day and night, as they were working like slaves in the house of the brāhmaṇa who had purchased them. One day, Rohita went out to play with some friends. He and his friends combined this activity with going into the forest to collect some ingredients for his master’s sacrificial fire: dry wood, kuśa (sacred grass), twigs to ignite the fire and also some wood of a palāśa tree. However, due to carrying such a heavy load on his head he became tired, so he sat down. Carrying the load had made him thirsty, so he went to a nearby pond, lowered his head to place his load on the ground and drank some water. After taking some rest, he was about to pick up his load (which was resting over a hole) from the ground, when a black poisonous cobra snake (as per the instructions of Viśvāmitra) came out of the hole and bit him. Rohita died instantaneously and his friends were very frightened when they realized that he was dead. They ran to the brāhmaṇa’s house and informed his mother about the unfortunate incident. The queen instantly lost her senses and fell to the ground. When the brāhmaṇa returned home he was annoyed to find his slave, the queen, lying on the ground, so he sprinkled some water on her face, which brought her back to her senses. Her callous master then started shouting and abusing her by saying, “What is this? Why are you sleeping in the evening? Are you aware that doing so is an omen of bad luck and poverty?” Still shocked by the loss of her son, the queen did not reply and kept on crying, which infuriated the brāhmaṇa. Then he castigated her by saying, “When I bought you, I bought a slave, so why are you avoiding work and why did your husband take my money if you cannot serve me adequately?”

The queen repeatedly requested the brāhmaṇa to allow her to have a glimpse of her dead son’s body, but the cruel brāhmaṇa would not budge and ordered her to continue working instead. By the time she finished massaging her master’s feet it was midnight. The brāhmaṇa then permitted her to go to her son, cautioning her to return immediately after his cremation, so that her morning activities would not be postponed. In the dead of night, outside of Vārāṇasī, the lonely queen finally saw her son lying dead on a pile of wood. Seeing her son like that, she was overcome with emotion and began weeping in desperation. Her painful cries were such that even a stonehearted person would be moved by them. Finally, she fell unconscious on the dead body of her son. When she regained her senses, she kissed his lifeless face and cried out, “O King! Where are you? Please come at once and see your beloved son Rohita. Why won’t you come?” The continuous crying of the queen woke the watchmen from their sleep. At first, they were amazed to see a lone woman at midnight, crying with a dead boy on her lap, and repeatedly asked her to identify herself. However, being absorbed in grief, the queen did not reply. Then the watchmen considered the possibility of her being a child-killing witch, as that would explain why she was out of the city at that hour. They considered it quite likely that she would kill and devour children. The gatekeepers then surrounded her, with one of them catching her hands, another her hair and another holding her by her neck. In this way, they dragged her to the caṇḍāla Vīrabāhu. They told the caṇḍāla, “This woman is a child-killing witch, and she should be killed and thrown out of the city.” Vīrabāhu praised them and said, “You have done a very good job. I have only ever heard about such a witch, but have never actually seen one. Perhaps she has killed and eaten many children. You will be praised for catching such a demon. Surely, it is considered a pious deed and not a sin if one kills someone who is the killer of a brāhmaṇa, cow, woman, child, one who steals gold, sets a house on fire, drinks alcohol, copulates with his spiritual master’s wife or one who blasphemes pure devotees.”

Then the caṇḍāla Vīrabāhu, after tying the queen with a piece of rope pulled from her hair, started beating her and dragged her to Hariścandra. Shouting in his harsh voice, he then ordered the former king to kill her. King Hariścandra replied, “To kill a woman is a great sin, as a woman is to be protected at all times. The sages have implored us not to kill women. They have also told us that if a man kills a woman, he has to suffer the agony of passing through the Raurava hell (one of twenty-eight hells) for an infinitely long period. I am under oath that I shall never kill any woman in my lifetime. Therefore I refuse to kill her, so you should have someone else do it.”

The caṇḍāla again ordered Hariścandra by saying that there is no duty for a slave other than obeying his or her master. The king said, “O master! Please ask me for any other gruesome work and I shall do it. If you have an enemy I shall gladly kill him and hand over his kingdom to you. If Indra or any great heavenly person such as another demigod, a demon, mystic, Gandharva, celestial serpent and so on is your enemy, I shall kill him and thus fulfill your wish.”

The caṇḍāla Vīrabāhu replied, “When a slave brings loss to his master, he cannot escape hell even after ten thousand kalpas.2 Therefore, do not give me such lame excuses; take this sword and behead this witch!” In response to this, the king raised the sword to kill her, as the appearance of the queen and that of his own self had transformed so drastically that they were unable to recognize each other. By now, the queen actually wanted to die because her son had died. Though in profuse grief, still she prayed to the king, “O caṇḍāla! I want to make one final request. The dead body of my son is lying outside the city of Vārāṇasī, so I ask you to spare me some time until he is cremated.” The king (looking like a caṇḍāla) agreed to her request. Then the queen, in dirty attire and with dust-laden hair, carried the dead body of her son to the cremation ground while crying loudly. She then placed his body on the ground and, upon seeing her dead son like that, lost all control and cried out, without realization of her husband’s immediate presence, “O King! Please come and have a glimpse of your child. He is lying here on the ground. He died from a snake bite while playing with his friends.”

The lament of the woman made Hariścandra curious, and thus he removed the cloth from the head of the dead boy to identify him. Although they were almost face-to-face, the king failed to recognize his wife due to the length of time that had passed since they had become separated. This was exacerbated by the daily crises and miseries they had endured, giving their faces a totally different appearance. The queen also was unable to recognize the king because of his now long tangled hair and body as thin as the bark of a tree. Gazing at the dead body, King Hariścandra was astonished to see a charming face and princely virtues on the body of the dead child. The child had large lotus-eyes, red lips, a wide chest, long arms reaching to the knees and very fine, beautiful fingers. He understood this child to be of royal descent and, upon observing the child’s face, remembered his own past while weeping at the thought of this being his son Rohita. Tears began to flow from his eyes as he considered whether or not this could be his son. The queen was surprised to see the changed expression on the face of the caṇḍāla. Overwhelmed with grief she said, “I do not know what sinful acts have brought these dreadful events upon me. O my lord! O my husband! O my king! Where are you staying peacefully now, after you left me? I am drowning in an ocean of grief. O God! What have you done? You have made King Hariścandra lose his kingdom, leave his relatives and sell his wife and son.”

Upon hearing his own name and past history, the king recalled everything and exclaimed, “Oh! She is my wife Śaibyā and he is my dear son Rohita!” Grief stricken, he fell down and lost his senses, and the queen also fell unconscious, as the words of the king triggered strong emotions of remembrance of her husband. She became overwhelmed due to being separated from him for such a long time. Both were weeping when they regained their senses. The king cried, “I lost my kingdom, my relatives, my wealth—everything—due to ill-fortune. I do not grieve for this at all but, O cruel gods, you have also taken away my only son! Now I am torn asunder by this heart-breaking sorrow.” Upon hearing this, Queen Śaibyā slowly recognized the voice of her husband as she wondered at his words: “He lost his kingdom? How is it that a king is staying in a crematorium?” Then, after staring at the king for some time, she finally concluded that the caṇḍāla was actually her husband! She was simultaneously surprised and pleased, which eventually made her lose consciousness again. After coming to consciousness, she began to cry, “O cruel Almighty! Disgrace to You! You made the king lose his kingdom, leave his relatives and sell his wife and son. As if this were not enough, You made him a caṇḍāla as well! It is very pathetic to learn that You forced the king to live in this horrible place that is strewn all over with ashes; burning pyres filled with half-burned corpses; bones and flesh spread throughout; full of jackals, vultures and other creatures that howl, bark, growl and so on. They jump on the burning pyres to eat the corpses.” After listening to Śaibyā’s narration of the whole sequence of events leading up to their son’s death, the king lifted his son’s body and began kissing it profusely. Then he fell unconscious. After the king regained his senses, Śaibyā requested him, “O dear husband! As ordered by your master, please behead me using the sword and thus kill me. You must not be known as a liar. Do not hesitate to follow the instructions of your master.”

[image: Image]

Upon hearing the words uttered by the queen, the king fell unconscious yet again. Upon regaining his senses, he decided that, as he had lost his only son, he had no reason to continue his life. Thus, he planned to burn himself to death by sitting on the burning funeral pyre of his son. The king then told his queen, “O my dear queen, go and serve the brāhmaṇa, and do not disobey him by feeling proud of being the wife of a king.” However, when she understood the decision of the king, she replied, “O my dear king! Since you have decided to give up your life by burning yourself along with our son, I shall follow you and relieve myself of these unbearable sufferings. For any wife this is certainly the most recommended act.”

The king placed the dead body of his son on the pyre; then he and the queen meditated upon almighty God for some time. Indra and other demigods including the demigod of dharma appeared instantaneously when they learned about the king’s plan. Viśvadeva (god of the world), Marut-gaṇāḥ (masters of the wind), Lokapālā (governors of the different planets), the eleven Rudras and so on, along with all the sages including Sage Viśvāmitra, then arrived on the scene. Viśvāmitra came with the desire to grant anything the king might desire. The demigod Dharma said to the king, “You need not die. You have pleased everyone by setting an example with your acts of tolerance, self-control, truth and observance of your promise.” Indra, the king of demigods, said with great satisfaction, “O fortunate one! By your penance, you, along with your wife and son, have conquered all the eternal puṇya-lokas (heavenly planets attained by means of merit). Therefore, all three of you may now depart for heaven. You have achieved that place that is most difficult for human beings to attain.” He then sprinkled nectar on the dead body of the prince lying on the pyre and flowers rained from the heavens while dundubhis (kettledrums) resounded throughout the sky. Prince Rohita rose up from the pyre, relaxed and smiling, as healthy and fresh as he was in Ayodhyā.

The king embraced his son and he, along with his queen, regained his original glory, grace and beauty. They wore beautiful clothes and were decorated with garlands. When Indra asked the king to leave for heaven with his wife and son, Hariścandra replied that he could not proceed unless his master, the caṇḍāla, would allow him to. At that moment, Dharmadeva appeared and told him that he had disguised himself as that caṇḍāla, and had shown him Caṇḍāla-purī (Caṇḍāla City) with the aim of appraising the king’s dharma-niśtha (dedication to righteousness). Then, Indra again asked the king to leave for heaven, but Hariścandra refused, saying, “The people of Kauśala (Ayodhyā) are grieving for their king, so I cannot leave them like that. Unless they also get the right to go to heaven, I will not go.” Demigod King Indra interjected, “The people of Kauśala have committed an act of sin as well as an act of virtue, so how can they be allowed to go to heaven alongside their king without proper evaluation?” King Hariścandra then proposed to donate the fruits of all his puṇyā (pious acts) to them. Indra replied, “Tathāstu! So be it!” Thus, Indra, Dharmadeva, Sage Viśvāmitra and other brāhmaṇas went to Ayodhyā and informed the people about the return of King Hariścandra and that, because of his good deeds, they would all go to heaven. The people of Ayodhyā were greatly pleased to learn this. The great King Hariścandra then crowned his son Rohita as the new king and sent him to Ayodhyā along with many well-wishers. He was awarded great glory, the scope of which is sought after even by the demigods. At that time, Śukrācārya composed a verse glorifying the charity and patience of Hariścandra. The verse is as follows:


aho titikṣāmahatāmyamaho dānaphalam mahat

yadāgato hariścandro mahendrasya salokatāṁ



This verse vividly illustrates the superlative piety of Hariścandra’s actions. He did not lose his courage or power even after donating his kingdom to Viśvāmitra. On being ordered by his then master, the caṇḍāla Vīrabāhu, to kill a woman, the king stubbornly refused though he was prepared to perform any other tough task such as fighting someone as powerful as Devarāja Indra, or Yakṣas and Kinnaras (sons of Kuvera, the lord of wealth), and deliver their wealth to him, rather than commit the heinous act of killing a woman. A ruler should be of worthy character because when a kingdom is handed over as a gift to an unworthy person, such a person cannot protect and rule over it. After donating his kingdom to Viśvāmitra, and when prompted to give further dakṣiṇā, the king invited the people of Vārāṇasī to purchase his queen in order to raise the required sum of money, but no one came forward. Therefore, Viśvāmitra had to come in the guise of brāhmaṇa to buy the queen and prince. When the king offered himself for sale, again no one came forward, so Dharmaraja had to come in the guise of a caṇḍāla to buy him by paying the required amount of money. The above incidents prove that the king’s righteousness was of the highest order and something rarely to be seen in this world. In the Sabha-parva section of the Mahābhārata, written by Śrī Kṛṣṇa-dvaipāyana Vedavyāsa, it is mentioned that, during an assembly headed by Indra, Sage Nārada uttered the name of only one king, Hariścandra, and, upon hearing only this name, King Yudhiṣṭhira asked, “O great soul! What penance did Hariścandra perform to acquire a status equivalent to that of Indra?” Sage Nārada replied, “Hariścandra was king of all the kings and they all bowed before him. He won over Saptadvīpa (seven islands or continents) while riding his golden chariot and fighting with his weapons. After conquering all the kings on earth, he performed a great rājasūya-yajña and gladly donated five times whatever anyone asked of him. When the yajña was completed, he happily gave away food and a variety of wealth to the brāhmaṇas. Therefore, he achieved the kind of glory that is unattainable by thousands of kings. O Kaunteya (son of Kuntī)! Your father Pāṇḍu was also amazed at the glory of Hariścandra. He wishes you also to perform a rājasūya-yajña so you might also achieve matchless glory like that of Hariścandra.”

In Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, Śrī Śukadeva Gosvāmī has mentioned Hariścandra:


yo ’nityena śarīreṇa satāṁ geyaṁ yaśo dhruvam

nācinoti svayaṁ kalpaḥ sa vācyaḥ śocya eva saḥ

hariścandro rantideva uñchavṛttiḥ śibir baliḥ

vyādhaḥ kapoto bahavo hy adhruveṇa dhruvaṁ gatāḥ

(Śrīmad Bhāgavatam 10.72.20-21)



“Those who do not use their mortal bodies for such acts as are praised by devotees, are to be pitied and are condemned. King Hariścandra, Rantideva, Uñchavṛtti (Sage Mudgala), Śibi, Bali, Vyāsa, Kapot and many others in the past, went to the planet of Dhruva (Dhruvaloka) with their mortal bodies.”

To conclude the story of King Hariścandra, Śrīla Viśvanātha Cakravartīpāda writes in his commentary:


viśvāmitrānṛṇyāya hariścandro bhāryātmajādi

sarvaṁ vikrīya svayaṁ caṇḍālatāṁ prāpto’nya

nirviṇṇah sah ayodhyāvāsibhirjaneḥ svargaṁ gataḥ




	
1 ascites; an abnormal buildup of fluid in the abdomen

	
2 One kalpa = one day of Brahmā, which is equivalent to 71 catur-yugas.
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Śrī Nāhuṣa was a noble king belonging to the Lunar Dynasty.3 His father’s name was Āyu and his mother’s name was Svarbhanvi. Candra’s (presiding deity of the moon) son was Buddha, Buddha’s son was Purūravā (famous as the first king of the Lunar Dynasty) and Āyu was the son of Purūravā. In the Viśvakośa,4 Nāhuṣa’s wife is designated as Aśoka Sundarī, whereas in the Bengali Dictionary of Āśutoṣa Deva, her name is mentioned as Virajā. King Nāhuṣa had six sons, named Yati, Yayāti, Śaryāti (also known as Saṁyāti), Āyati, Viyati and Kṛti respectively. King Nāhuṣa was a righteous and noble king who eliminated all the evil from his kingdom by his exemplary administration. Thus, the people of his empire felt safe and happy. He was enormously powerful and succeeded in killing the atrocious demon Tunda, and thus acquired all sorts of opulence in the three worlds. Due to his numerous pious deeds (puṇyā), he became free from all sinful reactions, even after killing a cow out of ignorance. Due to the fruits of his pious deeds, King Nāhuṣa also reigned in heaven.

Once upon a time, Cyavana Ṛṣi undertook a vow to remain underwater for meditation in Prayāga. It so happened that some fishermen came there with the intention of catching fish but, coincidently, they also caught the ṛṣi and later sold him to King Nāhuṣa for an appropriate price.

One time, Indra, the king of the demigods, hid inside the stem of a lotus at Mānasarovara for one thousand years under the protection of Goddess Lakṣmī. He did this to free himself from the sinful reaction of killing the brāhmaṇa (brahma-hatya) by the name Viśvarūpa at the time of killing the demon Vṛtrāsura. During that period, the demigods and sages requested King Nāhuṣa to preside over heaven and offered him Indra’s crown. However, King Nāhuṣa became so absorbed in the opulence of heaven that he developed the desire to enjoy the wife of Indra, Śacī-devī. Observing Nāhuṣa’s negative transformation, Bṛhaspati (spiritual master of the demigods), the demigods and great sages were shocked and worried to see this distressing development. All of their efforts to stop Nāhuṣa went in vain. Śacī-devī then took shelter of Bṛhaspati who promised to protect her. He advised her to tell Nāhuṣa that she was ready to fulfill his desire, provided that he should come to her on a palanquin carried by saintly persons.

[image: Image]

Śacī-devī sent this proposal to Nāhuṣa, who, blinded by lust, agreed to go to her on a palanquin carried by the sages who had crowned him king of heaven. While carrying Nāhusa, the sages, who thought this to be some sort of stunt, engaged in a discussion among themselves about certain Vedic hymns, which disturbed Nāhuṣa’s sitting posture. Thus, while he changed to a more comfortable posture, Nāhuṣa’s foot accidently touched the head of Sage Agastya. Agastya became furious and cursed Nāhuṣa, “May you transform into a member of the reptile species!” Due to the power of that curse, the king’s body immediately changed into the body of a snake and fell down to Dvaita Forest:


pitari bhraṁśite sthānād indrāṇyā dharṣaṇād dvijaiḥ

prāpite ’jagaratvaṁ vai yayātir abhavan nṛpaḥ

(Śrīmad Bhāgavatam 9.18.3)



“Due to his immoral behavior toward Śacī-devī and the curse of Sage Agastya, Nāhuṣa was degraded to the status of a python. Consequently, his son Yayāti became the king.”


tāvat triṇākaṁ nahuṣaḥ śaśāsa vidyā-

tapo-yoga-balānubhāvaḥ

sa sampad-aiśvarya-madāndha-buddhir

nītas tiraścāṁ gatim indra-patnyā

(Śrīmad Bhāgavatam 6.13.16)



Nāhuṣa was afraid and tearful, and repeatedly begged for forgiveness at Agastya’s feet. Out of compassion, Sage Agastya said, “King Yudhiṣṭhira will free you from this curse. You will achieve liberation from the snake species when he answers some of your questions correctly.”

This episode of Nāhuṣa’s liberation is described in detail in the Mahābhārata, Vana-parva (the Pāṇḍavas’ stay in the forest), Chapters 79-81. One day, when the Pāṇḍavas were staying in Dvaita Forest, Bhīmasena went hunting and fell into the grip of a great python. To his surprise, even after repeated attempts, he failed to free himself. Then he asked the python, “Who are you? Introduce yourself!” The snake said, “I am starving and want to eat you.” Unfazed by the snake’s reply, Bhīma was not worried for his own life, but about his brother’s safety in this forest full of snakes and demons. Meanwhile, King Yudhiṣṭhira was observing various bad omens. The delay in Bhīma’s return made him anxious. After having assigned Dhanañjaya (Arjuna) to protect Draupadī, and Nakula and Sahadeva to protect the brāhmaṇas, he took Sage Dhaumya (Yudhiṣṭhira’s head priest and the son of Sage Asita) along with him in search of Bhīma.

After walking a long distance, they saw Bhīma trapped in the grip of a four-fanged python, which had a very large cave-like mouth and gold-colored skin. Bhīma explained everything to them, so Yudhiṣṭhira asked the snake to introduce himself, upon which the python replied, “I am Nāhuṣa, the son of one of your ancestors, King Āyu of the Lunar Dynasty. I previously attained the opulence of all the three worlds as a result of my penance and yajñas, and eventually became the ruler of heaven as well. I was so filled with pride due to attaining such opulence and respect that I arranged for a thousand brāhmaṇas to carry me on a palanquin. The sages, demigods, Gandharvas,5 Rakṣasas,6 and all others used to pay me taxes. I was so powerful and impressive that others were rendered lusterless by the mere sight of me. One day when Sage Agastya was carrying my palanquin, my foot unknowingly touched him. The sage became enraged, and he cursed me to become a snake. After I repeatedly prayed to him for forgiveness, he told me that you would rescue me upon my posing some questions to you. Now here you are, so if you answer my questions correctly, I will let Bhīmasena go and my curse will be lifted.”
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