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King Sudhodana wanted his son Siddhartha to take 
over his throne one day. The prince would end up 
taking a very different path, however. Instead of 
ruling the kingdom of Kapilavastu, Siddhartha 
would become the founder of an entire religion.
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He was born as the prince of a small kingdom in 
India. As he grew up, he had everything most 
young men desired: enormous wealth, a beautiful 
wife, and a newborn son to carry on his royal 
legacy. In addition, his father King Sudhodana* 
had been preparing him to become the next king. 
The king even built three palaces for him: one for 
cold weather, one for hot weather, and a third for 
use during the rainy season. Still, Siddhartha 
Gautama felt something vital was missing in his 
life. He tried his hardest to meet his family’s 
expectations. But he knew he had a different 
calling.

He was already a grown man when he ventured 
outside his palace walls for the first time. When 
he did, he “witnessed people suffering from 
sickness, weakened by old age, and being dumped 
in charnel grounds after death. It became clear to 
him that he could not reconcile his life inside the 
palace and the suffering outside its walls,”1 states 
journalist Thomas Graves.

One night as his wife and infant son slept, 
Siddhartha took one last look at them before 
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CHAPTER 1
leaving the palace for good. It is said that he didn’t wake them for fear 
that he might change his mind. But in his heart, Siddhartha knew 
that remaining a husband, a father, and a prince would keep him 
from fulfilling his true purpose.

In an effort to fulfill this purpose, he spent several years wandering 
throughout a vast area of northern India. What did he do during this 
time? And did he find the path that he was seeking?

As journalist Carol Brozozowski explains, “He started out with 
traditional Hindu [the dominant religion in India] practices, which 
he found empty.”2 He then tried more severe acts, fasting until his 
hair fell out. He soon realized such behaviors were pointless. So he 
began to focus on meditating—a deep process that some call the 
quieting of the mind. He hoped it would bring him closer to the 
answers he was seeking.

Through meditation Siddhartha eventually reached the stage of 
enlightenment. This highest state of being—of awakening to the 
truth—was what he had been seeking all along. Legend states that 
this wondrous event took place as he meditated under the Bodhi tree 
in Bodh Gaya, a small town in India. At this point Siddhartha became 
known as Buddha, which means “the enlightened one.”

Buddha at Bodh Gaya
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Today a monument called the 
Mahabodhi Temple stands in 
Bodh Gaya. It marks the spot 
where Buddha is said to have 
achieved enlightenment.
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A Buddhist monk named Ananda planted the Anandabodhi tree 
at the Jetavana Monastery. It began as a sapling of the Mahabodi 
tree Buddha sat under in Bodh Gaya. Today it is considered one 
of the holiest trees in Buddhism.
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