
Siddhartha and the Swan
The story (version one)

The original buddha was an Indian prince. His real name, his first name, that his parents gave him when he was 
born, was Siddhartha. His nickname, that he got only when he was a grownup, was "buddha."

"Buddha" is just an Indian word that means "awake," so when buddhists call Siddhartha "the buddha," this 
means "the one who is awake" or "that awake guy."

Buddhist teaching says that though the buddha was the first person to wake up, others can wake up too, and be 
awake just like he was. In fact he taught others how to do it, and left instructions and schools. So, though 
Siddhartha was the first buddha, he was not the only one. There have been many buddhas since him, equally 
awake. I am not going to explain just what is meant by "awake" or "wake up" because this is a story about the 
boy, prince Siddhartha, not about buddhism.

Of course many people, especially non-buddhists, call him "Buddha," not "the buddha." That is probably how 
you have heard people call him, but his real name was Siddhartha, and that was his only name for the entire 
time of this story.

I said that Siddhartha was a prince. Siddhartha's father, the king, was very rich. When Siddhartha was born, the 
king brought priests, holy men, and wise men to the palace grounds to tell Siddhartha's future. Unfortunately 
they did not all agree. One of these fortune-tellers, a counselor, said that Siddhartha would become a great 
emperor. Another, a holy man, predicted that Siddhartha would become a wandering priest with no possessions 
once he left home. The last fortune-teller, a wise man, said that Siddhartha would become a great teacher, but 
only after he found out about birth, old age, sickness and death. 

Siddhartha's father, a king himself, wanted his son to be a great emperor, not a priest or a teacher. So he ordered 
everyone to make sure that Siddhartha would never hear or learn about birth, old age, sickness or death. He also 
ordered everyone to make sure that Siddhartha never left home. This may sound terrible but it was not; the 
king's palace grounds, which were Siddhartha's home, were beautiful, lush, fragrant, and very, very large, with 
waterfalls and hills and pools and palaces and many places to play and have fun and learn. Everything anyone 
could ever want to do, they could do there. It was really a kind of paradise.

Especially because of the king's command. Siddhartha never saw anyone born, never saw old people, or sick 
people, never saw anyone die, never saw anyone unhappy. All the servants acted happy, and usually they really 
were happy, since their lives were good; it was beautiful there, a good place to work, their bosses were kind. 
But, if they were not happy and could not pretend to be, they were sent to work somewhere else. Servants 
picked dying flowers; animals that started to get old were taken away; all so that Siddhartha would never see 
anything dead or dying. Siddhartha's whole world consisted of his wealthy, happy, beautiful family and friends, 
their happy servants, and the young, healthy animals that lived in the palace grounds. Siddhartha could not 
study every book, because some were sad, but he did not know this. Nobody told him about the sad books, or 
about sad things. He did learn to read and write, to ride a horse, and to shoot a bow and arrow. He shot with 
great skill, and did other things fit for a rich prince. He got so good at most things that his cousin Devadatta got 
pretty jealous. In fact Devadatta resented Siddhartha's mastery.

Siddhartha was a compassionate person and wise for his age. He cared about animals and liked them. But as I 
have told you, at first, because of the king's orders, Siddhartha did not know about suffering. Here is how he 
found out, and what he did about it.

He was with Devadatta taking a walk through the palace grounds when they saw a swan. Devadatta was skilled 
with bow and arrow, and he was a skilled hunter. He drew his bow, took aim, loosed his arrow, and shot the 
swan. However, the swan, seeing the boys, took flight, and it is not easy to hit a bird in flight with an arrow. 
Devadatta's aim was not perfect and he did not kill the swan; his arrow struck only its wing, wounding it.

But Devadatta was happy and proud. "Good for me!" said he. "Got him with my first shot!"

The big white swan fell bleeding to the ground. Siddhartha ran over to the bird and broke the arrow in two, then 



pulled out the two halves. He did it that way to keep from hurting or harming the swan more than he had to. 
Then he grabbed some moss and stopped the swan's bleeding as best he could. He cradled the bird in his arms, 
speaking softly to it and trying to calm it down so it would not thrash and break its wing.

"Give me my swan!" Devadatta yelled. 

"Who says it's your swan?" replied Siddhartha. This surprised Devadatta because Siddhartha was normally very 
accommodating, and had never been known to challenge anyone. Why would he have to? Remember that he 
lived in paradise. Also, Siddhartha was good-natured and preferred to get along and to help others get along. He 
was also pretty quiet, usually, so Devadatta was surprised that Siddhartha even spoke up at all. But he was even 
more surprised that Siddhartha was actually challenging him. Devadatta was a very forceful person, not used to 
being challenged. After all, Devadatta was himself a member of the royal family. Maybe he was even a prince 
himself - I do not know.

But he still wanted his swan. Said Devadatta, "I shot it, so it's mine. The rules of the hunt say that the hunter 
gets to keep his kill."

"But it isn't dead," replied Siddhartha. "I am trying to heal it, to help it live. It has a life of its own and belongs 
only to itself."

Devadatta said "You just admitted that it isn't yours. So give it back to me and I'll finish it off."

"There is no 'back,'" said Siddhartha. "You never had it. Now I have it."

Devadatta said "That's just like 'finders keepers' and we both know that 'finders keepers' is no rule at all. I shot 
it, it's mine. Give it back! If you don't I'll take you to court and sue you!"

"Good idea." said Siddhartha, "We are never going to agree on this. Let's go to court and let the court decide."

The court in those days was not quite the same as a court nowadays; it was the king's court, the king's group of 
counselors, advisers, and lawyers, and others who  helped him make decisions. But in the end, it was the king 
who had the power and made the final decision. And of course the king was Siddhartha's own dad. Devadatta 
did not actually want to go to court because he figured Siddhartha's dad would just take his side.

But Siddhartha's dad was a fair and wise king, and he knew that to judge his own son's case would look very 
bad. He did not want to look bad; he knew how important it was for a king to keep the respect of the people he 
rules. So he chose as judge a wise man who happened to show up at around that time.

Nobody quite knew just who this man was, or where exactly where he came from, but somehow people 
recognized his wisdom. You could just tell. He had some way of being with people that made them think and act 
better when he was around. Just how all this worked was a bit of a mystery, but it was so.

Devadatta and Siddhartha went to the royal courtyard, and went before this judge to present their case. 
Siddhartha did not let go of the swan. He kept it safe in his arms. Both Devadatta and Siddhartha stated their 
case in turn and then the judge had to decide. Who should get the swan? Devadatta, who had shot it, or 
Siddhartha, who had claimed it and was trying to save it?

The Judge examined the swan and it looked to him like the swan was recovering from its wound. Its wing was 
not broken and the bleeding had stopped. The animal was quiet, as animals are when they are suffering, but it 
looked alert and also unafraid. So, the judge delivered his judgement. Since the swan was alive, due to 
Siddhartha's care and skill, and also to good fortune, Siddhartha should be allowed to keep it. If Devadatta's shot 
had killed the swan, Devadatta would have had the stronger claim, and could have kept it.

The swan did recover; it got completely well. But it never got tame. Siddhartha never did try to tame it, and 
once the swan was well, he freed it. He cared for animals for the rest of his life, and later in his life when he did 
really become a teacher like the fortune-teller predicted, this was his first teaching - that you should not kill 
animals. 



The story (version two)
In India, a long time ago, there lived a king. He had a son called Siddhartha. When Siddhartha was a baby a 
wise man had told the king that he would grow to be very important. This pleased the king very much.

Siddhartha grew up to be gentle and helpful. He loved everybody and everything. He had a kind heart. He spent 
a lot of time with his boy cousin, and he was very clever in his lessons. His teachers could not find any work 
that he could not do!

In the palace he learnt how to use a bow and arrow and how to fight with a sword. Whenever Siddhartha's 
lessons were over, he went to the palace garden and the lake. He was happy and relaxed being with the birds 
and the animals. Two swans had made a home by the lake and he loved watching them.

One day, when Siddhartha was by the lake he looked up more white swans flew above him. He was fascinated. 
All of a sudden, one of the swans came
down from the sky, landing by Siddhartha. Siddhartha could see an arrow in the swan's wing.

Siddhartha wanted to help the swan so that it could fly in the sky again. Siddhartha touched the swan gently and 
carefully removed the arrow and placed his shirt around the swan. He could not believe that someone could 
shoot a swan and hurt it: how cruel!

His cousin, came running into the palace garden saying, "Where is my swan?" He came up to Siddhartha and 
shouted angrily, "You have my swan!" His cousin didn't want Siddhartha to heal the swan because it belonged 
to him now that he had shot it! Siddhartha was determined not to give the swan to his cousin. They kept arguing 
about the swan. Eventually, they decided to go to the King so that he could decide who owned the swan.

The king listened to their story. Siddhartha told the king what had happened, then his cousin told the King what 
he thought had happened. Who was going to get the swan? Well, the king's nephew had shot the swan so it 
could be his; but Siddhartha had saved the swan so perhaps it should be his.

"I will help you decide", said a frail voice. It was the old man who had seen Siddhartha when he was a baby. He 
told them that animals and people do not like pain or dying: they enjoy being alive. He advised the king that the 
boy who helped the swan should keep it. The boy who had shot the swan did not deserve anything.

The king followed the old man's advice and gave the swan to Siddhartha and the old man left the palace. His 
cousin stood quietly, thinking about what the old man had said. He hadn't realised that animals needed the same 
care when they were in pain. So, Siddhartha and his cousin looked after the swan.
One night, by the lake, the boys recognised the sound of flapping wings. In the sky the other swans had come 
back. Siddhartha and his cousin let their swan fly up to its friends. What a fantastic sight. She flew above them, 
in a circle as if saying thank you and then flew towards the mountains.

Traditional Indian/buddhist story. 
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