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Siddhartha Gautama (or Gotama), the founder of Buddhism, was born to a wealthy Indian 
family in the sixth century BC. He led a privileged life until the age of 29. At that time, 
according to legend, he renounced his family’s wealth and began to search for the 
meaning of life. About six years later Gautama experienced a revelation about how 
people may be saved from suffering. He began to travel and to preach, gathering 
followers, developing a new religion, and establishing religious communities. The 
following excerpt from his life story relates his first encounter with suffering and his 
initial steps toward his own conversion. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What do you think caused Gautama leave his privileged life? 
 
 
 
Now the young lord Gotama, when many days had passed by, bade his charioteer make 
ready the state carriages, saying: “Get ready the carriages, good charioteer, and let us go 
through the park to inspect the pleasaunce.” “Yes, my lord,” replied the charioteer, and 
harnessed the state carriages and sent word to Gotama: “The carriages are ready, my lord; 
do now what you deem fit.” Then Gotama mounted a state carriage and drove out in state 
into the park. 
 
Now the young lord saw, as he was driving to the park, an aged man as bent as a roof 
gable, decrepit, leaning on a staff, tottering as he walked, afflicted and long past his 
prime. And seeing him Gotama said: “That man, good charioteer, what has he done, that 
his hair is not like that of other men, nor his body?” 
 

“He is what is called an aged man, my lord.” 
“But why is he called aged?” 
“He is called aged, my lord, because he has not much longer to live.” 
“But then, good charioteer, am I too subject to old age, one who has not got past 

old age?” 
“You, my lord, and we too, we all are of a kind to grow old; we have not got past old 

age.” 
“Why then, good charioteer, enough of the park for today. Drive me back hence to my 

rooms.” 
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 “Yea, my lord,” answered the charioteer, and drove him back. And he, going to his 
rooms, sat brooding sorrowful and depressed, thinking, “Shame then verily be upon this 
thing called birth, since to one born old age shows itself like that!” 

Thereupon the ra-ja1 sent for the charioteer and asked him: “Well, good charioteer, did 
the boy take pleasure in the park? Was he pleased with it?” 

“No, my lord, he was not.” 
“What then did he see on his drive?” 
(And the charioteer told the ra-ja all.) 

 
Then the ra-ja thought thus: We must not have Gotama declining to rule. We must not 
have him going forth from the house into the homeless state. We must not let what the 
brahman soothsayers2 spoke of come true. 
 
So, that these things might not come to pass, he let the youth be still more surrounded by 
sensuous pleasures. And thus Gotama continued to live amidst the pleasures of sense. 
Now after many days had passed by, the young lord again bade his charioteer make 
ready and drove forth as once before. 
 
And Gotama saw, as he was driving to the park, a sick man, suffering and very ill, fallen 
and weltering in his own water, by some being lifted up, by others being dressed. Seeing 
this, Gotama asked: “That man, good charioteer, what has he done that his eyes are not 
like others’ eyes, nor his voice like the voice of other men?” 
 

“He is what is called ill, my lord.” 
“But what is meant by ill?” 
“It means, my lord, that he will hardly recover from his illness.” 
“But I am too, then, good charioteer, subject to fall ill; have I not got out of reach 

of illness?” 
“You, my lord, and we too, we are all subject to fall ill; we have not got 

beyond the reach of illness.” 
“Why then, good charioteer, enough of the park for today. Drive me back hence to my 

rooms.” “Yea, my lord,” answered the charioteer, and drove him back. And he, going to 
his rooms, sat brooding sorrowful and depressed, thinking: Shame then verily be upon 
this thing called birth, since to one born decay shows itself like that, disease shows itself 
like that. 

Thereupon the ra-ja sent for the charioteer and asked him: “Well, good charioteer, 
did the young lord take pleasure in the park and was he pleased with it?” 

“No, my lord, he was not.” 
“What did he see then on his drive?” 
(And the charioteer told the ra-ja all.) 

 
Then the ra-ja thought thus: We must not have Gotama declining to rule; we must not 
have him going forth from the house to the homeless state; we must not let what the 
brahman soothsayers spoke of come true. 
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So, that these things might not come to pass, he let the young man be still more 
abundantly surrounded by sensuous pleasures. And thus Gotama continued to live amidst 
the pleasures of sense. 
 
Now once again, after many days. the young lord Gotama. drove forth. 
 
And he saw, as he was driving to the park, a great concourse of people clad in garments 
of different colours constructing a funeral pyre. And seeing this he asked his charioteer: 
“Why now are all those people come together in garments of different colours, and 
making that pile?” 
 

“It is because someone, my lord, has ended his days.” 
“Then drive the carriage close to him who has ended his days.” 
“Yea, my lord,” answered the charioteer, and did so. And Gotama saw the corpse of 

him who had ended his days and asked: “What, good charioteer, is ending one’s days?” 
“It means, my lord, that neither mother, nor father, nor other kinsfolk will now see 

him, nor will he see them.” 
“But am I too then subject to death, have I not got beyond reach of death? Will neither 

the ra-ja, nor the ranee, nor any other of my kin see me more, or shall I again see them?” 
“You, my lord, and we too, we are all subject to death; we have not passed beyond 

the reach of death. Neither the ra-ja, nor the ranee, nor any other of your kin will see 
you any more, nor will you see them.” 

“Why then, good charioteer, enough of the park for today. Drive me back hence to my 
rooms.” 

“Yea, my lord,” replied the charioteer, and drove him back. 
 
And he, going to his rooms, sat brooding sorrowful and depressed, thinking: Shame 
verily be upon this thing called birth, since to one born the decay of life, since disease, 
since death shows itself like that! 
 
Thereupon the ra-ja questioned the charioteer as before and as before let Gotama be still 
more surrounded by sensuous enjoyment. And thus he continued to live amidst the 
pleasures of sense. 
 
Now once again, after many days. the lord Gotama. drove forth. 
 
And he saw, as he was driving to the park, a shaven-headed man, a recluse, wearing 
the yellow robe. And seeing him he asked the charioteer, “That man, good charioteer, 
what has he done that his head is unlike other men’s heads and his clothes too are 
unlike those of others?” 
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“That is what they call a recluse, because, my lord, he is one who has gone forth.” 
“What is that, ‘to have gone forth’?” 
“To have gone forth, my lord, means being thorough in the religious life, thorough in 

the peaceful life, thorough in good action, thorough in meritorious conduct, thorough in 
harmlessness, thorough in kindness to all creatures.” 

“Excellent indeed, friend charioteer, is what they call a recluse, since so thorough in 
his conduct in all those respects, wherefore drive me up to that forth-gone man.” 

“Yea, my lord,” replied the charioteer and drove up to the recluse. Then Gotama 
addressed him, saying, “You master, what have you done that your head is not as other 
men’s heads, nor your clothes as those of other men?” 

“I, my lord, am one whose has gone forth.” 
“What, master, does that mean?” 
“It means, my lord, being thorough in the religious life, thorough in the peaceful life, 

thorough in good actions, thorough in meritorious conduct, thorough in harmlessness, 
thorough in kindness to all creatures.” 

“Excellently indeed, master, are you said to have gone forth since so thorough is your 
conduct in all those respects.” Then the lord Gotama bade his charioteer, saying: “Come 
then, good charioteer, do you take the carriage and drive it back hence to my rooms. But 
I will even here cut off my hair, and don the yellow robe, and go forth from the house 
into the homeless state.” 
 

“Yea, my lord,” replied the charioteer, and drove back. But the prince Gotama, there 
and then cutting off his hair and donning the yellow robe, went forth from the house into 
the homeless state. 
 
Now at Kapilavatthu, the ra-ja’s seat, a great number of persons, some eighty-four 
thousand souls, heard of what prince Gotama had done and thought: Surely this is no 
ordinary religious rule, this is no common going forth, in that prince Gotama himself has 
had his head shaved and has donned the yellow robe and has gone forth from the house 
into the homeless state. If prince Gotama has done this, why then should not we also? 
And they all had their heads shaved and donned the yellow robes, and in imitation of the 
Bodhisat3 they went forth from the house into the homeless state. So the Bodhisat went 
up on his rounds through the villages, towns and cities accompanied by that multitude. 
 
Now there arose in the mind of Gotama the Bodhisat, when he was meditating in 
seclusion, this thought: That indeed is not suitable for me that I should live beset. 
’Twere better were I to dwell alone, far from the crowd. 
 
So after a time he dwelt alone, away from the crowd. Those eighty-four thousand 
recluses went one way, and the Bodhisat went another way. 
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Now there arose in the mind of Gotama the Bodhisat, when he had gone to his place and 
was meditating in seclusion, this thought: Verily, this world has fallen upon trouble—
one is born, and grows old, and dies, and falls from one state, and springs up in another.  

And from the suffering, moreover, no one knows of any way of escape, even from decay 
and death. O, when shall a way of escape from this suffering be made known—from 
decay and from death?” 

 
 
1. ra - ja: Gautama’s father; an Indian title given to a king or a prince 
2. brahman soothsayers: Fortune-telling priests had prophesied that if the Gautama 
stayed at home, he would become a world ruler, but if he left home, he would become a 
spiritual leader. 
3. Bodhisat: a Sanskrit word referring to Gautama the Buddha, meaning “one whose 
essence is perfect knowledge” 
 
 
Excerpt from The Life of Gotama the Buddha by Earl H. Brewster (London: K. Paul, 
Trench Tubner & Co., 1926), pp. 15–19. 
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