roots. There is always danger from ferocious animals that stalk in search of prey. Considering these conditions, I could never allow you to accompany Me to the forest.”�

Räma’s words of refusal made Sétä tremble with fear at the prospect of separation from her Lord. As pearl-like tears rolled down her cheeks like drops of water falling from a lotus leaf, Sétä replied, “As long as I remain with You, any inconvenience or danger will be of no consequence. O Räma, without her husband, a wife cannot live. If You do not allow me to go with You, I shall give up my life by taking poison, entering fire, or drowning myself. 

“Before my marriage, an astrologer predicted that I would have to spend part of my life in the forest. Therefore, my dear husband, I know that it is my destiny to accompany You. To be with You is heaven and to live without You is hell. Therefore, You must take me with You.”

Räma, however, remained reluctant to allow Sétä to accompany Him into forced exile. This caused Sétä to feel as though she were falling into a great abyss of calamity. Thus, she became almost mad, fearing separation from her husband. Unable to tolerate Räma’s stubbornness any longer, Sétä began to chastise Him, “My father made a big mistake in choosing You for a son-in-law! How can You think of deserting Your wife who married You before puberty? Are You going to leave her unprotected and exposed to the stares of others? The citizens of Ayodhyä are fools for declaring, ‘Räma is as splendrous as the sun—His glories are without equal.’ I refuse to remain here alone while You go off to the forest. Either You take me with You, or I will take poison and die!”

Crying bitterly, her heart tormented with grief, Sétä teetered on the verge of fainting. Seeing her pitiful condition was more than Räma could bear. Thus, His heart softened, and He took his darling Sétä in His arms. Räma then assured her that she could indeed accompany Him.

“Darling Sétä,” Räma began, “I only tried to dissuade you because I did not understand the true situation of your mind. O Sétä, I could no more abandon you than a wise man could give up his sense of compassion. How could I ever rest peacefully, knowing that you were unhappy? Go then, and give away in charity all your valuables, clothes, jewels and whatever you possess to the brähmanas.”

As Sétä joyfully departed, Lakñmaëa, who was standing nearby, came forward and caught hold of Räma’s lotus feet. With tear filled eyes, Lakñmaëa pleaded, “O Räma, please allow me to also accompany You into the forest.”

Hoping to discourage Lakñmaëa, Räma replied, “My dear brother, you must remain here at Ayodhyä to serve our two mother’s, Kauçalyä and Sumitra. Otherwise, without your protection, they will surely be mistreated by Kaikeyé.”

To this, Lakñmaëa replied, “Surely our brother Bharata will take care of everything. There is no need to be anxious for them. O Räma, as You traverse the forest, I shall walk in front with my bow in hand, allowing You and Sétä to enjoy the scenic delights. I will also gather fruits and roots as You sleep, and stand nearby to guard You.”

At last, Räma happily agreed. He then instructed Lakñmaëa, “You may certainly come, but first take leave of your mother. Afterward, bring the two mighty bows given by Varuëa to Mahäräja Janaka, the impenetrable armor, two inexhaustible quivers, and a pair of powerful swords. After paying your respects to Vasiñöha, return here with the weapons and we shall depart.”

 Upon fulfilling Räma’s orders, Lakñmaëa returned. Räma then asked him to summon the foremost of brähmanas so He could distribute all His possessions in charity. Soon thereafter, Suyajna, the son of Vasiñöha, the sons of Agastya and Viçvämitra arrived at the royal palace.

  After duly welcoming them, Räma instructed His dependents to look after their palaces in their absence. Räma then ordered His treasurer to bring forth all His wealth. Thereafter, a huge hill of gold and jewels was stacked high, along with other valuables, such as clothing, chariots and animals. In this way, Räma began to distribute His possessions in charity.

It happened that a brämaëa named Trijata resided in the forest near Ayodhyä. Because of his extreme poverty, the brämaëa was very weak and frail. Thus, his wife pleaded with him to go to Ayodhyä to ask some charity from Räma. Thereafter, the brämaëa set out, and happened to arrive just when Räma was distributing His entire wealth. When the brämaëa approached Him and described his impoverished condition, Räma jokingly replied, “Take your staff and throw it as far as you can. As many cows as that stick passes over, I shall give you.”

Trijata tightened his belt and then excitedly threw his staff into the air. Much to everyone’s surprise, his staff soared all the way across the Çarayu and landed amongst a herd of thousands of cows that were grazing from the river’s edge up to the point where his stick had landed. Räma then embraced the brämaëa, saying, “Please do not be offended by My jest. I merely wished to see your exhibition of brahminical  prowess.”

After that, Räma gave away everything in His possession. He made sure that no brämaëa, relative, dependent or beggar failed to receive charity on that day.

Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa then proceeded on foot through the streets of Ayodhyä toward the palace of Mahäräja Daçaratha. The citizens observing Räma traveling about in this fashion, some from their seven story mansions, and others in crowds on the street, all became greatly pained. Indeed, the citizens exclaimed, “O How unfortunate that even common people are now able to see Sétä, who formerly never appeared in public. We shall take our families to accompany Räma so that Ayodhyä will become like an uninhabited forest, and the forest will become like a populous city.”

As Räma entered Kaikeyé’s quarters He saw Sumantra, and asked the charioteer to announce His presence to the King. Upon hearing of Räma’s arrival, Mahäräja Daçaratha ordered Sumantra to assemble his consorts so he could meet with his son in their presence. Shortly thereafter, 350 young maidservants came and surrounded Kauçalyä. Then, when Räma, accompanied by Sétä and Lakñmaëa, entered His father’s room, King Daçaratha ran to embrace Him. Overwhelmed by grief, the King fell unconscious before reaching his beloved son. At that, Räma rushed forward, picking up His father in His arms, while all around were heard cries of anguish. 

  After being brought to his couch, Daçaratha regained consciousness. Räma then said, “My dear father, I have come to bid you farewell. Please give Me permission to depart for the forest with Sétä and Lakñmaëa.”

  Mahäräja Daçaratha then urged, “Räma, please accept my advice. Take me captive at once and then occupy the royal throne by force. No one can stop You.”

  Räma replied, “Dear father, I have no desire to achieve sovereignty over the earth or royal opulences.”

  Mahäräja Daçaratha then said, “You may leave with my blessings, but please stay here for just one day so I may have the opportunity to see You.”

  However, Räma replied, “I must leave immediately. It is my duty to fulfill your promise and do as Kaikeyé has ordered Me. I must leave for the forest at once.”

Mahäräja Daçaratha then embraced Räma, and afterward he again fell unconscious. Sumantra, who was weeping profusely, also fell to the floor. Everyone, except Kaikeyé, cried aloud with grief. 

Sumantra had been the most intimate associate of the royal family. Thus, he, more than all others, suffered because of the calamity before them. Suddenly, Sumantra approached Kaikeyé and began chastising her harshly, saying, “O wicked woman! By sending away Räma you will become the murderer of your own husband. Your selfish demands violate the religious principle that a kingdom be handed over to the eldest son. Indeed, you shall reap the bitter fruits of your evil deeds, for when Räma goes away, all the brähmanas will follow Him. Thus, your kingdom will become devoid of all auspiciousness. I will tell you something for your benefit:

“Once upon a time, your father, Kekaya, received a benediction from a åñi that enabled him to understand all languages—even those of the animals. However, in giving the boon, the åñi made one condition—if Kekaya ever disclosed the meaning of any speech that he heard from an animal—as a consequence, he would die. 

“Later, the King once happened to hear the shrill cry of a bird. Because he understood its meaning, he began to laugh heartily. However, the queen, your mother, imagined that the King was laughing at her. Therefore, she demanded to know what he found to be so amusing. The King then informed his queen of the åñi’s benediction, warning her that he would die if he disclosed what the bird had said. The foolish queen was so stubborn and jealous, however, that she replied, ‘you can live or die, I do not care. I only insist that you tell me why you are laughing.’ 

“The mortified King then went to the åñi who had given him the benediction, explaining his predicament. The åñi advised  that he not disclose the bird’s speech, and that he should rebuke the queen for her impudence. Taking the åñi’s words seriously, Mahäräja Kekaya gathered his courage, and chastised his wife severely. After which, he lived happily ever after. 

“In the same way, Kaikeyé, you are acting impudently toward your husband. Admit your fault and give up your wicked plan.”

Kaikeyé, however, remained unmoved. Thus, considering Räma’s exile to be inevitable, Mahäräja Daçaratha ordered Sumantra, “Make ready one akñauhiëé of soldiers and organize many merchants, hunters and the royal treasurer so that they may accompany Räma into exile. Though He may reside in the forest, my beloved son does not have to go without the objects of comfort and enjoyment.”�

Hearing this, Kaikeyé was seized with fear, “Bharata will not accept the kingdom if you strip it of all its resources before his installation.”

Growing progressively weaker, Daçaratha said, “If you will not let Räma go to the forest in comfort, then I shall take all the citizens with me myself and accompany Him.”

Hearing this, Kaikeyé snapped, “In our dynasty there is the example of how King Sagara exiled his eldest son, Asamaïjasa. Therefore, you should cast off Räma in the same way, without any comforts.”

Hearing this, the elder minister Siddhartha retorted, “Asamaïjasa used to take delight in drowning the other children in the River Çarayu. When the citizens complained of this to King Sagara, he rejected his cruel son. How is this comparison valid? Where is the fault of Räma?” 

At that Räma replied, “My dear father, please do not be upset. I have no use for the royal comforts you desire for Me. Let Kaikeyé’s maidservants bring Me tree bark at once so that I can wear suitable clothing for My forest life.”

Hearing His request, the shameless Kaikeyé personally went and brought clothes made from tree bark and asked Räma to put it on. Without hesitation Räma and Lakñmaëa obediently took off Their royal garments, putting on the clothes presented by Kaikeyé. 

Sétä, however, felt very unhappy when she accepted her dress made from kusa grass and tree bark, causing her eyes to fill with tears. Trying to put the dress on, it kept slipping, for she was not at all accustomed to such clothing. Räma then took the dress of tree bark and draped it over Sétä’s silk sari. This was unbearable to Vasiñöha. With tears in his eyes he restrained Räma and chastised Kaikeyé with strong words, “You wretched woman. Don’t you see that everyone is prepared to follow Räma? Indeed, you will find that even Bharata and Çatrughna will follow Him, leaving you alone to rule an empty kingdom. At least allow Sétä  to go into the forest with a comfortable dress and be carried on some conveyance.”

Sétä, however, was determined to follow her husband’s example, and kept the forest clothes on. Seeing Sétä dressed in this way, the palace residents began to condemn Daçaratha with strong words. Hearing their talk, the King lost all interest in continuing his life. 

Nearly one hour passed as Mahäräja Daçaratha remained delirious, incoherently mumbling words of reproachment to himself. Later, when the King became a little more composed, he ordered Sumantra to bring a chariot to carry Räma to the forest.

At this time Kauçalyä embraced Sétä and gave her the following womanly advice: “It is well known that during times of misfortune, women will desert even righteous and loving husbands. Such wicked women forget all past favors and nothing can bind them. Because of ingratitude, such selfish women cannot be controlled by wisdom, gifts or even marriage. However, there are also women who are gentle, truthful, and obedient by nature. Thus, they honor their husbands above all. O Sétä, please do not despise my son on account of His exile. Let Him always remain your worshipable Lord in all circumstances.”

Sétä accepted the words with folded hands and replied, “I know well my duty toward my husband. Please do not speak to me about faithless women. My attachment to Räma is like that of the moonlight to the moon. There is no véëä without strings, or a chariot without wheels. Similarly, there is no future for a wife without a husband, even though she may possess 1,000 sons. Räma is my Lord and He shall always be so. How could I despise Him?”

Kauçalyä began weeping, thinking of the impending separation from her son. Trying to comfort her, Räma assured her that the time would pass quickly. Then he took leave of His 350 step-mothers, as they wept loudly. Räma then went and clasped the feet of His father.

  Circumnabulating the King with Sétä and Lakñmaëa, Räma bowed low before His mother and father. Then, without further delay, Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa mounted the chariot and departed for the forest.





***





Mahäräja Daçaratha kept his gaze fixed upon the dust raised by the chariot as it gradually disappeared over the horizon. Finally, after losing all sight of Räma’s departing chariot, the King fainted and fell to the ground. When Kauçalyä and Kaikeyé ran to lift him up, Mahäräja forbade the younger queen, saying, “Do not touch me. I have disowned you. I no longer want to see you.”

Kauçalyä lifted her husband, and while bringing him back, saw that all the stores and shops were closed, with a gloom pervading the citizens. After entering his palace, the King asked to be taken to Kauçalyä’s apartment. “From now on,” the King declared in a faltering voice “I will stay here only.” 

Mahäräja Daçaratha passed the night with great difficulty, likening losing Räma to the dissolution of the universe. Seeing the King and Kauçalyä in such a miserable state, Sumitra tried pacifying them “Please do not lament for your son, for Sétä and Lakñmaëa are with Him. Räma will not experience the least difficulty. Indeed, Räma is not an ordinary human being, but is the God of gods Himself, the illuminator of the sun and controller of eternal time. While Räma resides in the forest, the Earth herself and all natural phenomena will engage in His devotional service. Have faith that you will one day see the return of your beloved son. Therefore, your lamenting serves no purpose. Already the citizens of Ayodhyä have practically stopped all activity out of grief. You must pacify the subjects and not let yourselves fall prey to anguish.”

Meanwhile, some of the citizens had followed Räma’s chariot to the forest, begging Him to turn back. Räma told them, “I cannot break My vow. I desire that you repose in Bharata the same love you have for Me.”

As they traveled, Räma saw how some of the elderly brähmanas were having difficulty keeping up with His chariot. Hearing their anxious pleas, Räma felt great compassion and descended from the chariot. Then, along with Sétä and Lakñmaëa, He proceeded on foot, allowing the brähmanas to catch up with Him. Still, Räma would not turn His face backward, for He was determined to keep His vow perfectly. Thus, as the brähmanas constantly beseeched Räma to turn back, they reached the banks of the River Tamasa.





***





As the sun slipped over the horizon, Sumantra and Lakñmaëa selected a site to rest for the evening. Then, after smoothing the ground, they made a bed of leaves for Räma. When He lay down with Sétä, Räma quickly fell asleep. Nearby, Lakñmaëa stayed awake all night, discussing the glories of his elder brother with Sumantra.

Early the next morning when Räma awoke, He saw that some citizens of Ayodhyä were sleeping nearby. “Just see how much the citizens love us, Lakñmaëa,” Räma said. “They will not give up their determination to follow Me, trying to bring Me back to Ayodhyä. They have completely forgotten their homes and families. They should not be burdened by Kaikeyé’s curse, as we are. Let us go before they awake.” 

Devising a plan, He told Lakñmaëa, “Let Sumantra drive the chariot in such a way that the citizens will become confused and unable to follow us any further.”

After crossing the River Tamasa, Räma instructed Sumantra drive the chariot on a clearly visible path, while taking evasive measures that would mislead the citizens, and then return. Sumantra then drove off, and when he returned some time later, Räma, Lakñmaëa and Sétä mounted the chariot and proceeded quickly down another path into the forest. 

When the citizen awoke, they looked in all directions for their beloved Lord. Searching desperately here and there, they found the tracks of the chariot wheels, but after some distance, the tracks suddenly stopped. Unable to determine which way to go, the people gazed into the distance and wept. 

With Räma gone, the people reproached themselves, saying, “How can we return to Ayodhyä without Räma? What will the women and children say when we fail to bring Him back? What is the use of living here without the beautiful moonlike face of Räma?” they asked. “What is the use of a husband or children or even life itself? What good are household pleasures without the daughter of King Janaka and the lotus-eyed Räma?”

With no alternative, the citizens returned to Ayodhyä, feeling extremely depressed. When the household women saw that the men had returned without Räma, they reproached them with cruel, harsh words. Many simply sat down and wept. Shocked, some of them were incapable of speaking or hearing. 

Everyone in Ayodhyä then began condemning Kaikeyé, swearing they would never live under her rule. Thus, life in Ayodhyä came almost to a standstill, the city appearing like a great ocean whose water had dried up. The brähmanas neglected their duties and mercantile people gave up conducting business. Householders no longer took the time to prepare meals, and the domestic animals let the grass drop out of their mouths, as though stunned. The cows would not give milk to their calves and mothers no longer felt happiness in greeting their sons. Even the stars in the sky assumed a stern aspect.

Feeling tormented with grief, no one in Ayodhyä could eat or engage themselves in entertainment. Indeed, everyone appeared to be almost lifeless, being fully absorbed in feelings of separation from Räma.

As Räma proceeded through various territories, villages and forests, He heard the people condemning Daçaratha and Kaikeyé for exiling Him. Finally, after crossing the Vedasruti and Gomaté rivers, Räma arrived at the River Syandika, which marked the southern boundary of the Kosala province.

Räma stepped down from the chariot, and with folded hands, faced Ayodhyä to take leave of His birth place. Many local inhabitants had followed Räma, and when He asked them to return home, they cried loudly, unable to depart. Thus, Räma drove swiftly away, hoping to minimize their anguish.

When they reached the Gaìgä, Räma asked Sumantra to stop the chariot under a large iìguda tree growing there. The king of this territory was named Guha, a Niñäda by birth and a close friend of Räma’s. When Guha heard of Räma’s arrival, he jubilantly came to meet Him along with his ministers and relatives.

Although born in a Niñäda family, and belonging to a lower caste, King Guha possessed all the qualities of a great devotee. He was peaceful, self controlled, humble, tolerant, and charitable. In truth, he was superior to a brähmaëa because he was a fully surrendered devotee of the Lord. It is a great mistake to think that a man’s caste is determined by his birth. That is not the Vedic conclusion. Rather, caste is determined by quality.

Seeing Guha approach, Räma and Lakñmaëa came forward to greet him, and the Niñäda King embraced Räma with great affection. Feeling distressed at seeing the two brothers dressed in forest clothing, Guha said, “My dear Räma, my kingdom, Sringaverapura, is as much Yours as mine. Therefore, please make use of everything as if You were in Ayodhyä. I am honored to have You as my guest.”

In expectation of Räma, Guha brought sumptuous food, comfortable beds, and articles of worship to treat Räma to a royal reception. Räma was pleased to see this, and embraced Guha, saying, “At heart I accept all that you have offered Me. However, since I have taken a vow to wear only kusa grass, tree bark and deer skin, and eat only fruits and roots, I cannot actually utilize these gifts. Therefore, please take away what you have brought, except for the food, which I can use to feed My horses, for they are the favorite steeds of Mahäräja Daçaratha.”

  At that Guha gave the sumptuous feast to the horses while Räma only took a little water, for He was fasting that day in honor of the Gaìgä. That night Sétä and Räma slept beneath the iìguda tree while Lakñmaëa and Guha guarded them. Although Guha requested Lakñmaëa to also take rest, he refused to do so as long as Räma and Sétä were sleeping. 

The next morning Räma decided to cross the Gaìgä. Hearing His decision, Guha ordered his men to bring forth a beautiful  boat to carry them across. When the boat arrived, Räma told Sumantra, “Please return now to Ayodhyä and engage in the service of Mahäräja Daçaratha. Try to remain composed in mind so that you will be in a position to pacify the others. You have been of great help to us, but from now on we shall proceed by walking.”

Sumantra pleaded with Räma for permission to accompany Him to the forest. Räma, however, insistently replied, “Please go and attend to My poor father. Do not be aggrieved, for we shall certainly return in fourteen years. Assure My parents of My well being, and urge the King to install Bharata without delay. Please also request Bharata on My behalf to treat all of his mothers equally.” 

Unable to bear the thought of leaving Räma, Sumantra argued, “When I return to Ayodhyä alone on this chariot, the people will become hundreds of times more unhappy. O Räma, please allow me to accompany You. If You leave me aside, my life will become unbearable. I surely will enter fire or drown myself.”

Räma then replied, “I am sending you back to Ayodhyä so that Kaikeyé will be convinced that I have entered the forest. If you do not return with this chariot, then some fear will always remain in her mind that I might come back at any moment.”

Turning to Guha, Räma said, “I do not want to live in a forest surrounded by friends and servants. I shall go to an uninhabited place and live like a åñi. Therefore, please bring Me the milk-like extract of a banyan tree so that I can mat My hair.”

When Guha brought the substance, Räma and Lakñmaëa used it to make their hair matted, making their appearance resemble forest dwelling ascetics. Then, while bidding farewell to Guha,  Sétä, Räma and Lakñmaëa boarded the boat and departed.

When the boat reached mid-stream, Sétä offered prayers to Mother Gaìgä, asking for their safe return to Ayodhyä. Then, after the three disembarked onto the far shore, they continued their journey. Räma then instructed Lakñmaëa to carefully protect Sétä by walking in front. Thus, Lakñmaëa walked ahead, Sétä stayed in the middle, and Räma followed from behind. 

When night fell they took shelter of a large tree. Both Räma and Lakñmaëa stayed awake all night to protect Sétä. That night, as they talked, Räma again urged Lakñmaëa to return to Ayodhyä to protect their mothers from Kaikeyé’s persecution. Indeed, Räma became emotionally charged while thinking of His poor mother, His face becoming covered with tears. While comforting Him, Lakñmaëa was able to convince Him that he could not live in His absence, and at last, Räma permitted him to stay.

The next morning Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa set out again. After walking some distance they reached the confluence of the Gaìgä and Yamunä Rivers. Desiring to meet the great åñi, Bharadväja, who lived there, Räma approached his ashram, and waited outside for permission to enter. 

Soon a disciple of the åñi came to greet Räma, and escorted Him inside. Räma saw Bharadväja sitting in meditation, surrounded by many disciples. Räma introduced Himself and then related the incidents surrounding His coming to the forest.

Thereafter Bharadväja offered Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa a nice reception and served them many varieties of foods prepared from roots and fruits. The åñi then offered them comfortable accommodations, saying, “O Räma, I have been expecting Your arrival since hearing of Your exile. I wish You could spend the fourteen years here peacefully in my ashram. With my students at Your disposal, You would not be inconvenienced.”

Smiling, Räma replied, “O best of åñis, your offer is very kind. However, were I to reside here, I fear many people would come to see Me since your ashram is so close to Ayodhyä. Therefore, please tell Me of an isolated spot where we can stay to fulfill My vow of forest life.”

Bharadväja then suggested, “You can go to the Citraküta Mountain, some sixty miles from here. After crossing the River Yamunä, look for the giant banyan tree named Çyäma. Then You will know You are proceeding in the right direction. The entire Citraküta area is beautifully situated with cascading waterfalls and meandering streams. The cries of peacocks and cuckoos will enchant Your ears, and everywhere there is plenty of fruit and honey. Like the heavenly Gandhamäda, it is a most suitable place for leading a life perfectly in the mode of goodness.”

After spending the night at Bharadväja’s ashram, Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa took leave of the åñi and departed. Later in the day, at the banks of the Yamunä, Räma and Lakñmaëa prepared a large raft for crossing the river. Upon reaching mid-stream, Sétä offered prayer to Kälindé.

Reaching the far shore, they soon came to the banyan tree named Çyäma. Sétä offered respectful obeisances to the sacred tree and prayed for their safe return to Ayodhyä. Then, after waiting for some time, Räma, Sétä, and Lakñmaëa passed the night on the banks of the Yamunä.

The next morning they resumed their journey. While walking through the forest, Sétä questioned Räma about all the varieties of plants and trees they encountered along the way. As Lakñmaëa walked in front, bow in hand, Räma took great pleasure in describing the wonders of nature surrounding them.

In this way, Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa finally approached the vicinity of Citraküta Hill, where they were pleased to find an abundance of fruit, roots, sweet water and honey. When they came to the ashram of Välméké,  Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa were warmly received by the illustrious åñi. Being invited to reside there, Räma ordered Lakñmaëa to bring some logs and construct a small cottage. Thus, within a short time, Lakñmaëa had built a nice residence, with walls of wooden stakes and a thatched roof. At Räma’s request, Lakñmaëa performed the customary sacrifices to the demigods for consecrating their new dwelling. Then, when Räma entered the new cottage, He became happy, leaving aside the grief brought about by His exile.





***





Meanwhile, after the departure of Räma, Guha had dispatched spies to observe Räma unnoticed. Thus, when news arrived that Räma had reached Citraküta, Sumantra mounted his chariot to begin his painful journey back to Ayodhyä.

After traveling two days, Sumantra arrived in Ayodhyä in the evening, and saw that  the city had become nearly desolate. Everyone was deeply grieving due to separation from Räma. Then, as word spread of his return, thousands of citizens came forward into the street and crowded around Sumantra. Hoping to hear some news of their beloved master, they anxiously waited for Sumantra to speak. In reply to their anxious inquiries, Sumantra explained, “The lotus-eyed  Räma has sent me back after reaching the banks of the Gaìgä. Not allowing me to escort Him further, Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa now journey by foot through the forest.”

Realizing that the Lord was not returning, some of the citizens fainted, and others wept.

“Because we cannot see Lord Räma, we are condemned,” they said. “Alas, we have lost Him! But we can never forget how He used to glance at us affectionately and speak lovingly. When will we ever see Him again?” The people were grief-stricken as they recalled how Räma used to tend to their welfare, just as a father looks after his children.

Sumantra then entered the royal palace to see the afflicted Daçaratha and relay His messages. Hearing Sumantra speak of Räma, the King immediately fainted from feelings of separation. Trying to assist the King, Kauçalyä also swooned, and likewise had to be helped. 

Before Sumantra could speak, the Queen said, “Why are now lamenting? It was you who so unkindly banished your son to the forest. You value truth more than your own son, in whom all truth resides. Arise, O king, lest your followers begin to doubt the wisdom of your actions. If you continue to lament, your subjects will perish in the fire of separation from Lord Räma.” 

Lashed by the sharp words of Kauçalyä, the King came to his senses. King Daçaratha then said, “O Sumantra, please fully describe whatever Räma has said while departing. Where is He living? What is He eating? For all these years, He has been accustomed to luxury. How has delicate Sétä been able to live in the forest atmosphere? Surely her frail body cannot bear the scratch of a thorn or the scorching heat of the sun. And how is my beloved son Lakñmaëa? What are his austerities? What is he eating? Have they sent me any message? O Sumantra, I can only survive on the strength of your reply.”

Sumantra knew that Mahäräja Daçaratha’s life could only be sustained by hearing about Räma. Thus, he began to speak as follows: “At the time of our parting, Räma instructed me to return to Ayodhyä to render service unto you and Bharata. Räma’s only concern is for your welfare, and thus, He wants to insure that your promise to Kaikeyé is fulfilled. He also requested that I inform His mother, Kauçalyä, that He is faring well. In addition, O Kauçalyä, your son has requested that you remain constantly devoted to righteousness and worship your husband’s lotus feet as you would those of a Deity.

“Moreover, He has asked that you shun the pride born of self-esteem and seniority and treat Queen Kaikeyé as your superior. Likewise, my King, He requests you to install Bharata as heir-apparent to the throne without delay. Even though young in years, he is still a king and deserves to be honored. 

“Räma also asked me to relay a message to Bharata, begging that he should look upon Kauçalyä and Sumitra as he does his own mother. 

“Moreover, O Emperor, I must inform you that poor Sétä just stands motionless, oblivious to everything, and sighing. She has never experienced adversity before, and she did not impart any message. As I was about to leave, however, she looked at the royal chariot and suddenly burst into tears. After offering obeisances, I left, but my horses wandered, for they were also blind with tears.

“O Emperor, as I returned to Ayodhyä, I saw that every moving and non-moving creature within the Kosala kingdom was in a pitiable condition due to separation from Räma. Overcome by intense separation from Räma, even trees, flowers, and fruits have withered up from grief. The rivers and lakes have dried up, the forest animals do not even move about, nor do reptiles search for food. In the ponds, the lotus flowers are dead, and the fish have also perished. In the cities throughout your kingdom, the gardens are desolate, and the birds that used to sing in them have fled. Moreover, seeing this chariot arrive without Räma, the citizens have been cast into a dazed, almost unconscious condition.”

This stunned condition occurs when a devotee experiences ecstatic tribulation, fear, astonishment, lamentation, or anger on behalf of the Lord. There are many similar instances of devotees becoming stunned when they thought they had lost the Lord’s association. During Lord Kåñëa’s pastimes, the milkmaids of Vrindaban were frequently in a stunned condition, and even the cowherd boys, elders, and cows were stunned when they thought that Kåñëa was going to be killed by Käliya or some other demon. Such a condition of the devotee is symptomized by the inability to speak, the cessation of movement, a feeling of voidness, and an extreme awareness of separation from the Supreme Lord. Such ecstatic emotions are relished by great devotees who have no material desires and have surrendered everything to the Lord’s lotus feet. Just like the residents of Vrindaban, the people of Ayodhyä were stunned due to transcendental love.

After hearing Sumantra’s words, Mahäräja Daçaratha became even more overwhelmed with grief. In a fit of despair, he declared, “You must take me to where Räma is staying, or somehow bring Him here. Otherwise, I shall die. I am completely merged within an ocean of grief. The two boons I granted to Kaikeyé are the shores of that ocean, and the term of Räma’s exile is its extent. My inward and outward breaths are the waves and whirlpools. That ocean is further agitated by the inflowing river of tears being shed by Kauçalyä and others. The flaying of arms in agony is the leaping of the fish in that ocean, the disheveled hair is the seaweed, and our loud crying is its roar. Kaikeyé is the submarine fire that causes showers of welled up tears, and the words of Manthara are the alligators that infest its waters.”

After speaking, Mahäräja Daçaratha again fainted, and Kauçalyä, who had become almost mad due to intense grief, writhed on the floor. In agony the Queen wailed, “O Sumantra, if you do  not take me to Räma at once then I will surely die.”

Sumantra could only hope to comfort the Queen by saying, “My Queen, since He is in  the company of Sétä and Lakñmaëa, Räma will pass His time quite happily, in spite of living in the forest.”

Thus, even though Kauçalyä was the foremost of wives, she began to address Mahäräja Daçaratha as follows: “It is your fault that my son has been exiled, allowing these miseries to befall us. How could you be so cruel to your own son and His delicate wife? How will Räma and Sétä bear having to lie down upon the bare ground? How will they be able to maintain themselves, eating only raw fruit and roots? How will they survive the freezing cold, the winds and torrential rains? How will they protect themselves from the ferocious animals that wander through the jungle at night in search of prey?

“Even if Räma survives and returns to Ayodhyä after fourteen years, Bharata will never be willing to give Him back the throne. Indeed, even if Bharata were to offer it, Räma would never accept something that had already been enjoyed by His younger brother. I am so unfortunate for having a wretched husband like you! The primary support of a woman is her husband. Since you are fully under the control of Kaikeyé, I am bereft of that shelter. The secondary support of a woman is her son, and since I am separated from Him, I am doomed.”

Kauçalyä’s lamentations were so painful to hear that Mahäräja Daçaratha lost consciousness again. Then, realizing how her husband was suffering from her words, Kauçalyä’s heart softened.

When the King regained consciousness they reconciled and he related the following story: “One who does not consider the good or bad reaction of a particular deed is certainly a great fool. One who cuts down mango trees to grow thorn bushes will undoubtedly repent for his action at harvest time. By banishing Räma to the forest, I have certainly followed this example.

“Long ago, when I was a young prince, I learned the art of piercing an invisible object with my arrow simply by hearing its sound. Once, as I was hunting at night on the banks of the River Çarayu, I heard a sound that I thought to be the trumpeting of an elephant. However, after shooting my arrow in that direction, I heard a loud scream, and a human voice called out, “Who has so cruelly pierced me with his arrow, even though I am a åñi and without fault? 

“As that pitiful voice cried out in pain, I ran in the direction of the crying. Thus, I came upon a young ascetic boy lying upon the ground with my arrow stuck in his body. Seeing me before him, the boy said, ‘My old and invalid mother and father are waiting for me to bring them water. You have not only killed me, but them as well. Without my care they will be unable to continue living. Please go and confess to them that you have mortally wounded me. Before you leave, please pull out this arrow, for it is giving me great pain.’”

  Mahäräja Daçaratha continued: “I hesitated to pull out the arrow because I was afraid if I did so, the boy would die immediately. Seeing my reluctance, the boy assured me, saying, ‘Do not fear, thinking you will be killing a brämaëa. I was born of a vaiçya father and ñüdra mother.’ 

  “After hearing these words, I pulled out the arrow. When I did, the boy instantly gave up his life. I then filled his water pitcher and proceeded with a grief stricken heart to the ashram of the boy’s parents. There, I saw the old, feeble, blind couple. Hearing me approach, they thought I was their son, and began to address me with affectionate words. This caused my heart great pain, but I took courage and explained to them how I had accidentally killed their son.

“‘I am not your son,’ I explained, ‘but a kñatriya named Daçaratha. I mistook the sound of your son collecting water to be that of an elephant  drinking. Through my ignorance, I shot an arrow and killed your son. Your holiness, please tell me how I can atone for my sin.’”

Because Daçaratha was a learned man, he knew that he could not escape the reaction of a sinful deed. Thus, he intelligently inquired about the proper means of atonement. Scriptures advise every intelligent man to atone for his sins before death to avoid suffering in the next life. One has to make restitution according to the gravity of the offense. Even though many people today question the existence of a future life, the stringent laws of karma—action and reaction—are at work, and no one is excused, not even on the plea of ignorance. When people break the laws of God and nature, they must reap the results, birth after birth, possibly descending to the lower species or to the hellish planets. Wanting to avoid this, Daçaratha immediately tried to counteract his sin.

  “After hearing me, the old sage replied, ‘Because you have voluntarily confessed your sin, I shall not curse you. If I were to do so, then you would die instantly. However, since you killed my son out of ignorance, your life shall be spared. Now, please take me to where my son is lying.’

  “I led the blind couple to where their son lay lifelessly, and they began to caress the dead body and cry out pitifully. Then, as soon as they offered libations of water for their son’s departed soul, King Indra descended to that spot on a celestial chariot.

“After assuring the aged parents that they would attain the same exalted destination as their son, Indra took the boy in his celestial form to the heavenly planets. The old ascetic then cursed me with the following words, ‘Just as we are now experiencing great anguish upon the death of our son, so you will have to feel the same grief due to separation  from yours.’

  “After saying this, the old sage, along with his wife, threw themselves upon their son’s funeral pyre, thus giving up their lives and ascending to heaven. My dear Kauçalyä, today I am reaping the fruits of my horrible crime. I am dying of a broken heart. I can feel the power of my senses ebbing away like the flame of an oil-less lamp. I know that death will come to me very soon. O Queen, I have already become blind with grief. Please touch me so that I can be assured of your presence.”

  Thus, Mahäräja Daçaratha continued to lament in separation from Räma, while remaining fully absorbed in his memory. Then, when half the night passed away, the King left his mortal body.





***





  The next morning, when the bards came to awaken the King, his servants stood outside his door with folded hands. However, when his consorts entered his room, they found his body without any visible sign of life. The women cried out in horror, waking Kauçalyä and Sumitra with a start. When the two Queens saw that their King had passed away, they fell to the floor in agony. Hearing this uproar, Kaikeyé came also. When she understood that the King had died, she too, began crying piteously. 

  While caressing her dead husband’s head, Kauçalyä harshly addressed Kaikeyé, “I will enter the King’s funeral pyre so that I can reside with him in the place where he has gone. Only a sinful wretch like you can bear to go on living in the absence of her husband.”

  The ministers then came and led Kauçalyä away, trying their best to pacify her. Thereafter, they preserved the body of Mahäräja Daçaratha in a vat of oil, since the funeral ceremonies could only be performed in the presence of a son. 

  Being bereft of their ruler, the citizens of Ayodhyä were plunged into gloom. No one was able to sleep that night and the people gathered in the streets, publicly reproaching Kaikeyé to vent their grief.

Because he so greatly loved his son, Räma, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, King Daçaratha attained the Lord’s abode in the spiritual sky where Lord Räma reigns eternally. Even ordinary devotees, who always think of the Lord while they are eating, sleeping, working, or relaxing, attain the Lord’s transcendental abode. Although King Daçaratha had to endure the reaction of his past offense, he gained his desired goal: eternal association with Lord Räma. 

  The next morning, the leading brähmanas of Ayodhyä gathered at the royal court, urging the King’s ministers to install one of the King’s sons that very day. Addressing Vasiñöha, Vämadeva, Märkeëòeya, Kasyana, Gautama and other åñis, the brähmanas said: “A country without a king is doomed. In such a place, rouges and thieves take advantage of the situation and lawlessness prevails. In a kingdom without a ruler, ownership disappears, sons disobey fathers, charity is forgotten, and religious practice declines as the citizens exploit one another.”

  The åñis then replied, “What you say is perfectly correct. It is the King that makes the demarcation between good and evil in this world. Bereft of a good king, the subjects are just like cattle without a herdsman¼.”

  Vasiñöha then suggested, “Since Bharata has already been selected as heir-apparent, he should be installed upon the throne immediately. Let swift messengers go now to Girivraja, the capital city of King Kekaya, to bring back Bharata and Çatrughna to Ayodhyä.” 

  Thus, everyone agreed to the proposal, and messengers were dispatched, instructed to only say, “O Bharata, your presence is required at Ayodhyä due to urgent business.”

  That night the messengers arrived at Girivraja. Bharata, meanwhile, experienced a ghastly dream, and awoke in a most disturbed state of mind. Upon seeing Bharata’s despondency, Çatrughna and his other friends tried to cheer his spirits. Bharata, however, failed to find their joking words amusing. They then inquired from him seriously about the nature of his inner disturbance.

  Bharata then explained, “Last night in my dreams, I saw my father, disheveled and dejected, fall from a mountaintop into a pool of cow dung. As he floundered in the mire, the King drank oil from his cupped palms and laughed hysterically, like a mad man. Then, after the oil was spread over his body, the King began to eat rice that had been cooked in it.

  “Suddenly the scene changed, and I saw that the ocean had become dry and the moon had fallen onto the earth. As the earth remained enveloped in darkness, Räkñasas wandered its surface, while volcanoes erupted, blazing fire and lava. Then this scene evaporated, and I saw that the tusks of my father’s elephant had been broken. Young, dark skinned women began harassing the King, who was dressed all in black, and smeared all over with red sandalwood paste, adorned with a garland of red flowers, and seated upon an iron throne. 

“Finally I saw a chariot drawn by donkeys swiftly carrying my father toward the south. After witnessing this ghastly nightmare, I have concluded that my father, myself, or one of my brothers will surely die. Even now, although I know not why, I feel constant fear within my heart. My voice has become hoarse and my complexion  has lost its luster. My mind is reeling, I feel shame and hatred, all for no apparent reason. Indeed, the more I think, the more I am convinced this nightmare forebodes great evil.”

  While Mahäräja Bharata was thus speaking, the messengers from Ayodhyä entered the room. After offering their respects, they related the message given them, saying, “O Prince, you are summoned to Ayodhyä by the ministers and Vasiñöha. Your presence there is urgently needed.”

  When questioned by Bharata about the welfare of his parents, they replied as instructed, telling him that all was well. Suddenly eager to depart, Bharata took leave from his maternal grandfather and uncle.

  Upon his leaving, Mahäräja Asvapati gave Bharata many valuable gifts. However, Bharata hardly considered them because of the urgency conveyed in Vasiñöha’s message, and the premonition from his dream.

  Accompanied by Çatrughna, Bharata mounted his chariot and hurriedly departed, accompanied by a large army supplied for his protection. Then, after passing through various territories in great haste, Bharata arrived at the outskirts of Ayodhyä on the seventh day of his journey. 

  Bharata could discern from some distance that the city did not appear to have its usual cheerful aspect. When Bharata then entered the capital, he saw that everyone was grief-stricken. Bharata then confided to his charioteer that the visible signs before him indicated the demise of his father.

  Indeed, the entire city of Ayodhyä appeared neglected. Because the citizens had ceased performing their occupational duties, the entire place seemed dirty and deserted. With tears in his eyes, Bharata entered his father’s palace. Failing to find the King in his usual room, Bharata then hurried to his mother’s apartment. As soon as he entered her room, Kaikeyé jumped up from her seat, overjoyed to see her long absent son.

  After bending low to clasp his mother’s feet, Kaikeyé lifted him up and lovingly placed his head on her lap. Kaikeyé inquired about the welfare of her father and his kingdom. In reply, Bharata assured her that all was well. Then Bharata said, “I have hurried back because of Vasiñöha’s summons. How is my father? Why do I not find him in his room?

  Kaikeyé calmly replied, “The King, Mahäräja Daçaratha has passed away, my dear son.”

  Hearing this, Bharata fell to the floor grief stricken, and began crying aloud. Kaikeyé tried comforting him, saying, “Dear Bharata, please do not become overwhelmed by sorrow. Pious and enlightened persons remain equipoised and do not give way to such lamentations.”

  Bharata then asked his mother how the King had died, and if he had left any message for him. “Please send someone for Räma, immediately, and inform Him of my arrival.”

  As if relating good news, Kaikeyé frankly replied, “Räma has left the Kosala kingdom, being exiled to the forest. He now wears tree bark, and Sétä and Lakñmaëa have followed Him. Your father could not bear to live in separation from Kauçalyä’s son, however, and thus he gave up his life while crying out, “O Räma! O Sétä! O Lakñmaëa!”

  When Bharata asked why Räma had been exiled, thinking He may have killed a brämaëa, Kaikeyé, determined to manipulate the events, replied, “In your absence, the King suddenly announced that he intended to install Räma as the heir-apparent to the throne the very next day. To save ourselves from becoming dominated by Kauçalyä and her son, I took advantage of two benedictions your father had formerly awarded me when I saved his life upon the battlefield.

  “With the first boon I demanded that you be installed on the throne, and with the second, I banished Räma to the forest for fourteen years. Räma was always Daçaratha’s favorite, and without Him, he died of a broken heart. Therefore, you must now accept the royal throne this very day after performing the funeral ceremonies for your deceased father. Please take heart and give up your grief.”

  Upon hearing the truth of things, Bharata became fiery with rage. He rebuked his mother, saying, “O wicked woman, you must be the goddess Kälé, herself, appearing to destroy the entire universe! You have killed my father and exiled Räma, Who is dearer to me than life itself. Are you so perverse that you believe I will actually accept the throne from you, especially now? You are not my mother! You are my worst enemy! I pray that you go to hell for what you have done!

  “Sinful woman, I will never allow you to fulfill your selfish ambitions. I will leave now for the forest and bring Räma back to rule the kingdom. After Räma is installed I will engage myself as His eternal servant, for that is my natural position and highest aspiration.

“Are you so hard-hearted that you cannot understand how Kauçalyä must feel in the absence of her only son? Once, the celestial kämadhenu named Surabhi happened to see that two of her sons had fallen to the ground unconscious. The two bullocks had worked very hard all day for a cruel farmer, plowing the fields in the hot sun. When Surabhi saw them in such a pitiful condition, tears fell from her eyes upon Indra’s head. When Indra looked up to see the aggrieved Surabhi, he inquired of the cause of her distress. After explaining to him what had happened, Indra said, ‘In the entire world, no one can be more dear than a son to his mother.’”

Then Bharata vowed, “O wretched woman, not only will I bring Räma back from the forest, but I too, will spend fourteen years in exile just to keep my father’s promise intact and save Räma from the sin of abandoning His vow.”

Saying this, Bharata, due to excessive grief and exhaustion, fell to the floor unconscious. Then, after a long time had passed, he recovered, and spoke to the ministers gathered there, “I have no desire to become emperor of the world, for I consider myself a servant of my elder brother, Räma. Being away in a distant place, I had no idea of my mother’s wicked schemes. Please believe me when I say that I had nothing to do with Räma’s exile. Kaikeyé’s desires are not shared by me.”

  Kaikeyé was not prepared for Bharata’s reaction to her manipulations. She did not expect this and saw that her plans were destroyed. Suddenly, her illusion was dashed. Like awakening from a bad dream, tears welled up in her eyes, her heart filled with anguish because of the sudden turn of events.

  Meanwhile, Kauçalyä heard Bharata’s voice and went to meet him. On the way, however, she fainted, just at the time when Bharata and Çatrughna were coming to see her. Thus, the two brothers saw Kauçalyä lying on the floor. Picking her up, they embraced her, tears streaming from their eyes. 

  Seeing Bharata before her, Kauçalyä sarcastically remarked, “So, you have now come back to enjoy the kingdom you have always coveted. You must be very happy to see that everything has worked out so well, all according to plan.”

  Upon hearing these words, Bharata was greatly pained. For some time he could not even reply. Then, regaining his composure, Bharata fell at Kauçalyä’s feet, and with folded hands, said, “My dear mother, I had nothing to do with Räma’s exile. Moreover, I had no idea what Kaikeyé was doing. Surely you know how much I love Räma! Don’t you see how aggrieved I am due to Räma’s exile and my father’s death? To assure you of my innocence, I swear this oath, ‘Whoever has helped in the nefarious plan to exile Räma, may he reap the consequences of killing a king, a cow, a woman, a child, or an old person. May he become addicted to wine, women, meat and gambling. May he be shunned by Godly men and may he remain childless. May he incur the sinful reaction which affects the arsonist, the traitorous friend, and the unfair arbitrator. May his be the sin of refusing water to a thirsty man and he who shuns his wife when she approaches him at the time of her conception.’ My dear mother, Räma is my very life and existence. He is my soul, and I have no purpose separate from dedication to His service.”

  Hearing this, Kauçalyä gave up her doubts, becoming convinced of Bharata’s innocence. After lifting him up, she placed Bharata’s head in her lap, crying as she caressed him. Because of his step-mother’s grief, Bharata became overwhelmed, and they passed the night together in commiseration. 

  The next morning, Vasiñöha told Bharata to give up his excessive grief and cremate the body of his diseased father. Vasiñöha then accompanied Bharata to the cremation site. However, upon seeing the body of Mahäräja Daçaratha being taken from the vat of oil and placed upon an ornamental carrier, Bharata suddenly lost all composure and began sobbing uncontrollably. Vasiñöha again urged Bharata to calm himself so that the funeral rites could be completed.

  At last, the procession wound its way to the crematorium. As the people walked before the carrier, they scattered flowers upon the road. Then the body was at last placed upon the funeral pyre, constructed from logs of sandalwood and aguru, and the fire lit, while brähmanas chanted hymns from the Säma-Veda. All of the King’s consorts had arrived, riding upon palanquins according to their rank. Thus, the air was filled with the sound of hundreds of wailing women. 

  Afterward, everyone went to the banks of the River Çarayu, offering water for the departed soul of Mahäräja Daçaratha. A ten day contamination period was then observed, while Bharata performed other required funeral rituals for two days. At the end of twelve days, Bharata distributed abundant charity to the brähmanas. 

  At dawn of the thirteenth day, Bharata and Çatrughna went to the funeral pyre to collect the remaining bones and ashes so that they could be thrown in the river Çarayu. However, arriving at the crematorium and seeing the King’s remains, the brothers again became overwhelmed with grief. Weeping profusely, Bharata and Çatrughna fell to the ground and cried out, “O dear father, where have you gone, leaving us aside?”

Vasiñöha again comforted Bharata, saying, “My dear Prince, you must control yourself so that you can execute your duties. You must now collect the bones and ashes of your father’s cremated body. After cleaning the funeral grounds, go to the River Çarayu and throw in the remains. The dualities of life and death, joy and sorrow, gain and loss are experienced by all embodied beings, and are thus unavoidable. Such overindulgence in lamentation does not befit a descendant of the Ikñväku dynasty.”

  Thereafter, the funeral rites were completed, and returning to his palace, Bharata contemplated going to the forest to bring back Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa. Çatrughna then addressed Bharata, “Räma, who is the well wisher of everyone, is now exiled to the forest on the whim of a selfish woman. My brother Lakñmaëa is certainly condemned. Was there nothing he could do to avert this disaster?”

  Just then, the hunch-back Manthara appeared, and although she looked no better than a monkey, her body was smeared with sandalwood paste and was wearing a royal dress and valuable ornaments. Knowing her to be the real cause of Räma’s banishment, the doorman suddenly grabbed Manthara by the arm and dragged her before Bharata and Çatrughna, exclaiming, “Here is the wicked witch that incited Kaikeyé to banish Räma. O Prince, she fanned the flames of jealousy within the Queen’s heart, and thus became the murderer of your father. Take her and punish her as you see fit.”

  Swelling with a desire for revenge, Çatrughna violently seized Manthara and began to drag her along the ground. As Manthara’s ornaments broke, scattering jewels here and there, her other hunch-backed companions fled in fear from the furious Çatrughna. Çatrughna then vowed, “I shall now release my long held wrath upon both Manthara and Kaikeyé, so that they will feel as much pain as they have caused others.”

  As Kaikeyé ran to the shelter of her son, Bharata restrained his younger brother by saying, “Çatrughna, women never deserve to be slain. I would have gladly killed Kaikeyé and Manthara myself, but I knew Räma would never have forgiven me. Therefore, please restrain yourself!” Çatrughna relented and released Manthara, who then ran sobbing to Kaikeyé’s feet.

In sparing Manthara’s life, Bharata showed both compassion and commitment to religious principles. Devotees of the Lord, being filled with all good qualities, are always compassionate. Although Manthara had brought about the cruel banishment of Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa, along with the death of Daçaratha and great anguish for all the people, her life was spared because of religious principles. Although she personally disregarded religious principles, they saved her life, just as they save the righteous who follow them.

  The next morning, the bards came, eulogizing Bharata in expectation of his becoming King. However, their praises only aggravated his grief, and he ordered them to stop, saying, “I am not the ruler of Ayodhyä.”

  Meanwhile, Vasiñöha, along with his disciples, entered the royal assembly, ordering messengers to summon Bharata, the ministers, the military commanders and other important citizens. 

  When Bharata arrived, he was cheered with the same enthusiasm previously offered his father. Vasiñöha then addressed Bharata as follows: “O Prince, because Räma and Lakñmaëa have been banished to the forest and your father has expired, life within the kingdom has become disrupted for want of a ruler. We know you are innocent of Kaikeyé’s intrigues, and were selected by Mahäräja Daçaratha as his successor. All preparations have been made and the citizens are expectant. Please give your consent so that we can install you upon the throne this very day.”

  Bharata became pained to hear this proposal. Restraining his tears, he replied to Vasiñöha, “O foremost of åñis. You are well aware of our family tradition that the eldest son assume the throne. I could never think of usurping the throne from Räma, for I consider myself to be His menial servant. I want to leave for the forest as soon as possible to persuade Räma to return to Ayodhyä. If I am unsuccessful, I shall remain like Lakñmaëa. Therefore, make ready a formidable army and have engineers construct roads where there are none so that we may proceed without impediment.”

  Upon hearing Bharata’s impassioned plea, tears came to everyone’s eyes. Everyone was pleased with his determination. Upon receiving their approval, Bharata also felt great relief, and shed tears of joy. 

As news of Bharata’s desire spread, everyone became joyful. Thereafter, the ministers summoned many engineers and laborers. Soon a huge work crew left the city to construct a broad highway into the forest. First, the workers cut down the trees and dug up the roots, leveled the ground and filled all the holes. Then they built bridges across the streams, and after paving the highway with concrete mixed with lime, they lined the road with flowering trees. Dams were then constructed to create artificial lakes. When everything was completed, the entire highway, which extended from Ayodhyä to the banks of the Gaìgä, was sprinkled with sandalwood scented water. Big tents were pitched at appropriate places to provide rest camps that were surrounded by fences and moats. Thus, the entire pathway, which appeared fit for use by the demigods, was completed in a very short time. 

After the construction was thus completed, the citizens felt satisfied. The transforming effects of devotional service to the Lord are truly wonderful. Although previously the people were dejected because of separation from Räma, they immediately felt relief as soon as they began to serve Him. There is no difference between serving the Lord and seeing the Lord. Indeed, serving Him is the proper way to approach Him. Rather than try to see the Lord directly, we should serve Him so sincerely that He wants to see us. 

  The next morning Bharata ordered Sumantra to bring his chariot, and departed with his huge army. The entire party, led by Bharata, consisted of sixty thousand chariots driven by charioteers completely devoted to Räma, a hundred thousand cavalrymen, and nine thousand elephants decorated like lotuses. Kauçalyä, Sumitra and Kaikeyé also came, riding in separate chariots, all hopeful of bringing Räma back from the forest. Many other citizens also accompanied Bharata, being delighted at the prospect of seeing Räma.

The citizens looked like denizens of heavenly planets. They wore their very best clothes with garlands of fragrant flowers, and their bodies were smeared with sandalwood paste. The chariots appeared like celestial airplanes, and the elephants move inexorably forward, like clouds driven by the wind on a beautiful sunny day.

  When the party arrived at the banks of the Gaìgä, they stopped to spend the night, At that, Bharata took the opportunity to offer libations of Gaìgä water to his departed father.

  When Guha saw Bharata leading a large army into the forest, he suspected that he intended to attack Räma. Guha, therefore, warned his associates, “We are followers of Räma, and must be prepared for danger. As a precaution, let one hundred soldiers guard each of our five hundred boats. Then, if necessary, we can prevent Bharata from crossing the Gaìgä.”

  Taking many gifts with him, Guha went to meet Bharata, hoping to ascertain his true mentality. When Sumantra saw Guha approaching, he informed Bharata of the Niñäda King’s  friendship with Räma.

  When Guha arrived, Bharata extended all hospitality, and inquired of the route to Bharadväja’s ashram. Guha then said, “You can rest assured I shall guide you there so you won’t experience the slightest difficulty. Now, then, please tell me frankly what your intentions are for seeing Räma. Coming with such a large army, it appears you have come to fight with Him.”

  Bharata replied, “My dear Guha, your words give me great pain. Please believe me when I say that I have come just to persuade Räma to return to Ayodhyä so He may be installed on the throne.”

  Guha was soon convinced of Bharata’s sincerity. Then, because night had already fallen, everyone prepared to take rest. Guha then approached Bharata as he lay upon his bed: “When Räma came here with Sétä and Lakñmaëa, He laid upon a bed that we made from dried leaves. As Räma and Sétä slept, Lakñmaëa and I stayed awake all night talking. Lakñmaëa could not bear to accept any comfort as long as Räma was laying on the bare ground. The next morning, Räma and Lakñmaëa matted their hair with the sticky extract of a banyan tree and crossed the Gaìgä.”

  Hearing that Räma had matted his hair, Bharata became very aggrieved, fearing that his elder brother would not be willing to return to Ayodhyä. Overwhelmed with apprehension, Bharata suddenly fainted. Kauçalyä, who sat nearby, came to his aide. It was only after one hour that Bharata regained consciousness. When he saw his anxious step mother, he assured her that his fainting was not caused by hearing anything untoward about Räma.

  At Bharata’s urging, Guha continued to describe everything Räma had done on His way to the forest. Guha then led Bharata, Çatrughna and their mothers to where Räma and Sétä had slept. He showed them the kusa grass that remained crushed by the weight of their bodies. Everyone was very sorry to see this, for they remembered how Räma used to comfortably sleep, surrounded by royal opulence. Bharata was especially pained, for he considered himself to be the cause of Sétä, Räma, and Lakñmaëa’s suffering. While harshly condemning himself, Bharata made up his mind to immediately make his hair matted and lie down upon the ground, thus taking Räma’s place in exile.

  The next morning, now adorned with matted hair and tree bark dress, Bharata requested Guha to assist him in crossing the Gaìgä. Thereafter, the entire army of men and horses were taken across on the boats, while the elephants swam the river. After safely reaching the other side, Bharata disembarked, and with Guha’s guidance, proceeded for the ashram of Bharadväja.

  When Bharata drew near the great åñi’s hermitage, he left his army waiting at a distance of two miles, proceeding on foot with Vasiñöha and Çatrughna. When Bharadväja saw Vasiñöha enter his ashram, he quickly rose up to greet him. He proceeded to ask of the welfare of Ayodhyä, wanting to know Bharata’s true intentions. The åñi said, “O Prince, please tell me what brings you to the forest. I pray you have not come with any intention of harming Räma.”

  Bharata was extremely hurt by the åñi’s words. With tears in his eyes, he replied, “It is painful to see how people doubt my intentions. Please know that I have come to the forest only to try convincing Räma to return to Ayodhyä so that He can rule the kingdom. O foremost of sages, please be gracious to me and show me where Räma is staying.”

  Bharadväja then replied, “O Prince, I already knew your true mentality by dint of yogic power. I only tested you as a formality. Your elder brother, Räma, is residing at the Citraküta Mountain. Now please stay here the night. You can resume your journey tomorrow.”

  Bharata accepted Bharadväja’s hospitality. Then the åñi requested him to call for his entire army, wishing to entertain them also. Then, after the soldiers arrived at his ashram, Bharadväja invoked Viçvakarmä and many other demigods, headed by Indra, Yama, Varuëa and Kuvera, requesting them to supply all the necessary objects for a first class reception for his guests.

  Immediately thereafter, fragrant breezes began to blow, and, as fragrant flowers showered down from the heavens, celestial drums beat, accompanying the singing of Gandharvas and the dancing of Apsaräs. By Viçvakarmä’s arrangement, the entire area within a forty mile radius became instantly carpeted, with lush parks full of fruit and flower bearing trees. Miraculously, four room mansions and stables became manifested, as well as a royal palace, complete with every imaginable comfort, furniture, food, clothing and articles of enjoyment.

  Bharata entered the magnificent palace, accompanied by his priests and ministers. As he approached the royal throne, he meditated upon Räma as if He were seated there. Thinking in this way, Bharata circumnabulated the throne, bowing to offer obeisances. He then picked up a cämara and seated himself in the seat intended for the chief minister, as everyone else took their respective places.

  Meanwhile, by utilizing his mystic power, Bharadväja created a river of sweet-rice that flowed through his ashram. Lord Brahmä and Kuvera each sent 20,000 women whose embrace caused a man to appear as if seized by a fit of madness. The chiefs of the Gandharvas; Närada, Tumburu and Gopa came to sing of Räma’s glories for Bharata, and celestial trees were summoned by Bharadväja to accompany them on various musical instruments. Thus, a bel tree played upon tablas while the peepul trees danced. Others, such as Tamal trees, appeared as hunchbacks and dwarfs to render service to Bharata, and Jambu trees took the form of young women. 

  While Bharata was thus being entertained, the soldiers were hardly neglected. Celestial girls sang to them with sweet voices and urged them to drink wine and eat sweetrice. Seven or eight girls were engaged in rubbing oil over each man’s body and then bathing them with water. Other girls massaged the warriors’ feet, while giving them wine in a secluded place. Even the horses were fed grains dipped in honey. When the men became intoxicated, they exclaimed, “This is heaven! We no longer want to continue our journey to the forest or return to Ayodhyä.”

  In this way, the soldiers became satiated with all manner of enjoyment in the company of the celestial damsels. Indeed, thousands of soldiers were seen running here and there while singing, laughing and dancing. Everyone was so amazed by the entertainment being provided that it appeared to them as if they were enjoying a delightful dream. Because of this, the night seemed to swiftly pass away. With the appearance of dawn, the Gandharvas, Apsaräs and celestial trees took their leave from Bharadväja and returned to their respective abodes.

  Bharata then took his mothers and approached Bharadväja, asking him for directions to Citraküta. Bharadväja then saw that one woman of the party appeared emaciated from grief. Just then another woman clasped his feet to offer respects, while a third stood with her head hung in shame. Seeing his concern, Bharata explained, “This is Kauçalyä, the senior widow of my father. This is Sumitra, the mother of Lakñmaëa and Çatrughna. This other woman, who is vulgar, cruel, conceited and sinful, is Kaikeyé. Being the cause of Räma’s exile, she is the cause of all our present miseries.”

  Bharadväja then told Bharata, “You should not consider your mother to be actually guilty. There is a higher purpose behind Räma’s banishment to the forest. Thus, it is meant for the welfare and happiness of all living entities.”

  Thereafter, Bharata circumnabulated Bharadväja Åñi and then commanded his army to depart. As the regiments of infantry, horses, chariots and elephants marched forward, all the forest animals fled out of fear. Finally, when Citraküta Mountain was in view, Bharata commanded his sentries to look for Räma’s cottage. 

  Some soldiers then saw a column of smoke rising in the distance, and excitedly informed Bharata. After ordering the army to set up camp, Bharata approached the cottage of Räma on foot along with Vasiñöha, Sumantra and several others.

  Meanwhile, having resided at Citraküta for three months, Räma was passing His time with Sétä, sitting on a big rock at the foot of the hill. Räma was describing to Sétä the various roots which the åñis ate, and pointed out the varieties of trees, flowers and wild animals that abounded there. Räma always tried His best to please Sétä and divert her mind from the grief of living in exile. While speaking to Sétä, Räma pointed to the River Mandäkiné, nicely adorned with beautiful flowers, which served as the sporting ground for swans, cranes and other exotic birds. “Truly, O dear one,” Räma said, “there is no reason for us to be aggrieved, for we are residing together in this lovely place.”

  At just this time, Räma took notice of the dust being raised by Bharata’s army coming in the far distance. Soon thereafter, Räma could hear the noises of the wild animals that were fleeing in fear. At this Räma turned to Lakñmaëa and said, “Whatever is raising the dust is frightening the forest animals. Find out at once what is causing this disturbance.”

  Lakñmaëa then climbed a tall tree, and from there he could see the large army approaching. With great urgency he called down to Räma, “Put out the fire immediately. A great army is approaching. Hide Sétä within a cave and gather our weapons. We must make ready to meet them.”

  Räma then called back to His brother, “Look out to see their chariot flags so we may know whose army is coming.” 

  Lakñmaëa saw that the chariots bore the crest of a Kovidära tree with a white trunk, and reported to Räma, “It is Bharata’s army! Our brother must be coming to kill us both so he can be assured of enjoying unrivaled sovereignty. Indeed, they approach with great enthusiasm. We must make ready immediately, taking our bows to fight with them from the top of the hill. I think this is our good fortune, for now we can fight with the person who has caused us our misfortune and suffering. We should not hesitate to kill Bharata outright. Afterwards I shall take pleasure in killing Kaikeyé and all her relatives, just to purge the earth of the sins she has committed.”

  Checking the enraged Lakñmaëa, Räma said, “Bharata is coming  here in great eagerness to see Me. What, then, is the necessity of bows and arrows? My opinion is that Bharata has come to offer Me the kingdom. However, if you wish to kill Bharata so you may enjoy the royal throne yourself, then say so, and I will tell Bharata to hand it over peacefully.”

  Thus admonished by Räma, Lakñmaëa hung his head in shame, saying, “I was hoping our father had come to see us. However, since his familiar elephant is visible, though bereft of its usual white umbrella, I do not think this is so.”

  Lakñmaëa then climbed down from the tree, returning to the cottage with Räma and Sétä. At this time Bharata entered the forest surrounding Citraküta Hill. When Bharata again spotted the column of smoke, he proceeded in that direction, hoping it would lead to Räma’s cottage. 

  As Bharata hastened to that spot, Guha, Çatrughna and others followed, while Vasiñöha brought the three mothers. Finally, Bharata came to a clearing in the forest and saw the cottage with the gold plated bows of Räma and Lakñmaëa, and a sacrificial altar in front.

  Seeing Räma, Bharata rushed forward with tears in his eyes, crying, “O Räma! How painful it is seeing You with matted hair and clothing made of tree bark! It is my fault that You cannot enjoy the royal comforts You are accustomed to, and instead must endure these hardships in the forest!”

  Approaching to touch Räma’s feet, Bharata suddenly fainted, falling to the ground. Räma quickly lifted His younger brother and was disturbed to see that he, too, was wearing tree bark. After embracing Çatrughna, who had also fallen at His feet, Räma embraced Sumantra and Guha. Then Räma took Bharata on His lap, saying, “Dear brother, why have you come here, leaving our father alone and unattended? Tell Me about our mothers and the citizens of Ayodhyä. Are they all well and happy?”

  Räma then inquired from Bharata in a way that was instructive to all present: “My dear Bharata, please know that a righteous kingdom will surely prosper. Are the brähmanas, the elders and the demigods being properly respected? Are the women within the kingdom honored and protected? Are disputes being impartially judged? I hope you are avoiding the fourteen weaknesses of a king—atheism, hypocrisy, anger, procrastination, laziness, slavery to the senses, contempt for good advice, lack of vigilance, fondness for bad council, impractical planning, inability to keep a secret, attachment for foolish friends, negligence of religious observances, and failure to counteract enemies.

  “My dear brother, are you aware of the three kinds of prowess: energy, authority and intelligence? Do you avoid the following eight types: the gossipy, the foul mouthed, the usurper of property and the unjust? Do you avoid making alliances with these twenty kings: the child monarch, the senile, the frail and ill, those who have been overthrown, the overly aggressive, the cowardly, the greedy, the sensualist, the frivolous, those who’re defeated in battle, those who frequently travel abroad, those with many enemies, those who are poverty stricken, those opposed to religious principles, those who are despised by their ministers, and the mentally disturbed?

 “I hope you prefer to keep the company of one learned man rather than thousands of ignorant fools. One talented minister can give one immense benefit, whereas in times of necessity, thousands of fools can do nothing. O Bharata, if a King does not get rid of a physician who is simply adept at aggravating a disease, a servant who is intent upon bringing disgrace to his master, or a warrior who  wants to become ruler himself, then he will surely be killed by these three. 

  “Are the women protected and honored by you? Are they pacified with regard to their material needs? I hope that you do not place too much faith in women or confide your secrets to them.”

  While observing Bharata’s matted hair and forest clothing, Räma could understand that he had accepted these austerities out of love for Him. Thus, after again embracing Bharata, Räma inquired, “My dear brother, why have you relinquished the throne, coming to the forest dressed as a mendicant?”

  Bharata replied, “O Räma, my mother’s intrigues were carried out without my knowledge. I know You are the rightful heir. Thus, I implore You to return to Ayodhyä and take up the rule of the kingdom. Practically the whole of Ayodhyä has come to a standstill, for everyone is morose because of Your absence.

  While making his impassioned plea, Bharata clasped the lotus feet of Çré Räma, placing them on his head. Räma then picked up Bharata, saying, “I know you took no part in banishing Me to the forest. Still, I have no desire to gain the throne by sinful means. O Bharata, you should not condemn your mother or the King, for they were both acting within the bounds of propriety. Indeed, elders are free to do as they like with their dependents. Therefore, you should accept the royal throne and rule the kingdom. That was the desire of your father. I am determined to spend fourteen years in the forest, for I consider the father’s order to be the supreme religious principle.”

  Bharata, however, objected, saying, “In the presence of an elder prince, no one can become the king. Therefore, You must come back to Ayodhyä and sit upon the royal throne after offering water to the departed soul of our father.”

  Hearing of His father’s death, Räma immediately fainted to the ground. Only when Sétä, Lakñmaëa and Çatrughna sprinkled water on His body did He regain consciousness. Then, after tearfully lamenting the loss of His father, Räma declared, “Now I shall never return to Ayodhyä.”

Although He appeared to lament like an ordinary man, in truth, Räma remained transcendental. The Lord, His body, and His pastimes are never ordinary or material. In Bhagavad-gétä, Lord Kåñëa proclaims that simply by understanding the transcendental nature of His appearance, activities, and disappearance, one can become liberated from the cycle of birth and death.

Lord Kåñëa displayed a similar reaction when informed by the demon Çälva that His father Vasudeva had been killed. At that time, He almost fell unconscious from grief. Why do Lord Räma and Lord Kåñëa appear at times to be bewildered, although They are both the same Supreme Personality of Godhead? Lamentation and bewilderment characterize a conditioned soul. How can they be present in God, Who is full in all opulences, including knowledge and power? This is a controversial point. Factually, the Lord is never misled or illusioned. When playing the role of a human being, He presents Himself as a complete human being, exhibiting all the emotions of an ordinary man. All great sages who render the Lord transcendental loving service are liberated from the bodily conception. How, then, could the Lord Himself fall under illusion by identifying the soul with the body? Clearly, His grief is but another opulence, another facet of His supreme, unlimited, and inconceivable personality.

  Thereafter, Räma went to the banks of the Mandakini Gaìgä with His brothers and Sumantra to offer water for the benefit of his father. Then, upon returning to His cottage atop the Citraküta Mountain, Räma clasped the hands of His brothers, and all four personalities wailed in grief. 

  This loud sound reverberated through the valley. When Bharata’s army thus heard it, the soldiers became aggrieved, for they knew it to be the brothers’ lamentation for their departed father. All the soldiers then rushed toward where their crying emanated, for they too, were anxious to see Räma. When they reached the cottage the warriors greeted Räma with tears in their eyes. In turn, Räma welcomed each of them according to their positions.

  Meanwhile, while keeping the three widows of King Daçaratha in front, Vasiñöha hastened to see Räma. When Vasiñöha and the widows arrived at the banks of the Mandäkiné Gaìgä, they saw the remnants of articles used as an offering by Räma for His departed father. Kauçalyä was pained to see that the only food Räma had at His disposal for an offering was the pulp of an  iìguda fruit. Kauçalyä considered this unworthy for her husband, and with some amusement she thought, “This is the truth of the adage, ‘The deities a man worships have to partake of the same food upon which he subsists.’”

  When Vasiñöha and the three widows arrived at Räma’s cottage, they were distressed to see Him appear as a demigod that had just fallen from heaven. Räma quickly stood up and went to touch the feet of His mothers. Then, as He bowed before them, the three women wiped the dust from Räma’s back. Likewise, with tears in their eyes, Sétä and Lakñmaëa touched the feet of their mothers. Kauçalyä embraced Sétä while Räma approached Vasiñöha to touch his feet. Räma then sat down with His preceptor, as others also came around them. Bharata then told Räma, “I want to return the kingdom of Kosala to You.”

Although everyone present applauded this proposal, Räma replied, “My dear Bharata, in this material world, no one can act independently. Under the control of eternal Time, everything ultimately meets with defeat. Thus, no wise man should lament for life’s reversals. Union ends in separation, for as pieces of driftwood float together and then disperse, family and society meet briefly and then depart for their separate destinations. As solid pillars gradually decay, causing a house to collapse, a man totters into old age and finally meets death. As a river cannot return to its source, everyone must follow the path of his father and forefathers. Why should one mourn for others when he himself is dying? One’s skin becomes wrinkled and his hair turns grey. What can a man do? 

“He rejoices when the sun rises and rejoices when it sets, not thinking he has died a little. Therefore, a sober and learned person should utilize his energy for following religious principles to attain a higher destination after death. There is no need to lament for our father, for he has given up an old body to attain heavenly happiness. Bharata, you must return to Ayodhyä at once and execute our father’s order. I will remain here to carry out his will.”

Bharata, however, argued, “Our noble father had become too infatuated with women in his old age. Indeed, he seemed to confirm the popular notion that at the time of death one invariably becomes obsessed by something. Räma, You should undo the harm that our father caused due to that obsession and return to Ayodhyä. You are a kñatriya, and Your duty is to act like one, not a hermit. You are a gåhasth , the noblest of the four ashrams. Why are You abandoning the duties of household life? If You refuse to return to Ayodhyä, then neither shall I. I will remain here in the forest with You, like Lakñmaëa.”

Räma again replied, “Dear Bharata, you are wrongly criticizing our father, saying he was impelled by lusty attachment for Kaikeyé. At the time of Daçaratha’s marriage to Kaikeyé, her father made him promise that it would be her son who would succeed him as emperor. Bharata, please go back to Ayodhyä now to keep our father’s promise intact. You must take the responsibility of ruling the kingdom, even if it is only for My sake.”

Next in the assembly to speak was a great åñi named Jäbäli . With the hope of inspiring within Räma some desire to enjoy royal opulence and sense gratification, thus causing Him to return to Ayodhyä, Jäbäli expounded the following atheistic philosophy: “O Prince, the living being is nothing more than the resultant combination of sperm and ovum. The father is called the efficient cause of the living being and the mother is called the material cause. However, in reality, the only cause of creation is the chance interaction of atomic particles. When a person dies, he once more becomes dust. Thus, everything is only a combination of atoms and nothing more. What we call mother, father, son or daughter has no actual relationship with us. Räma, why should You undergo suffering, just for the sake of Your so-called father? What is the use of performing the çraddhä ceremony? Can the dead eat your offerings? Whatever we can perceive is the all-in-all. Therefore, my dear Räma, You should enjoy that which is pleasing to the senses by accepting the kingdom from Bharata.”

Hearing this diatribe, Räma angrily replied, “Your views are impiety in the garb of piety. Thus, they are most dangerous. In the name of wisdom, you are preaching the grossest ignorance. Real knowledge leads to self realization, whereas one who lives only for the pleasure of the senses becomes a slave to uncontrolled lust and greed. Truth is the highest principle of virtue. Thus, I will adhere to the order of My father without being swayed by the aspiration for personal sense gratification.

“This earth is the field of action. When one attains the rarely achieved human birth, only pious activities should be undertaken. My father made a mistake by keeping you as a minister, because your views are staunchly atheistic like those of Cärväka. A person like yourself is so condemned that the Vedas prohibit one from even seeing the face of a non-believer.”

Jäbäli then admitted, “In truth, I am a follower of the Vedas. I have firm faith in the existence of God. I was only speaking from that viewpoint hoping to persuade You to return to Ayodhyä.”

At that, Vasiñöha intervened, since Räma had become highly agitated by Jäbäli’s speech. “Jäbäli spoke like an atheist only because he knew how much everyone wants You to return to Ayodhyä to sit on the throne. Still, it is a fact that in the dynasty of Ikñväku, every great ruler of the past selected their eldest son to inherit the kingdom. The unbroken rule has been that for so long as the elder brother is alive, the younger brother cannot accept the throne. Therefore, we again implore You to return to Ayodhyä. You should consider that to deny my order would be an irreligious act. The instructions of the guru take precedence over those given by the mother or father.”

Räma, however, remained adamant, insisting that one’s duty to his parents in inviolable. When Bharata realized that his attempt to persuade Räma was futile, he became so saddened that he ordered Sumantra, “Spread kusa grass in front of the doorway of Räma’s cottage. I will sit there blindfolded, foregoing all food and drink until Räma relents and accepts the royal throne.”

Sumantra, however, would not act without Räma’s order. Thus, Bharata spread the kusa grass with his own hands and sat down in front of Räma’s cottage.

Räma then said, “Dear brother, why are you adopting this attitude? Why are you stubbornly trying to oppose Me? 

Bharata finally gave up the idea of fasting until death, but continued pleading, “Let me act as Your proxy by staying here in the forest for fourteen years while You return to Ayodhyä.”

Just then a host of celestial åñis appeared invisibly in the sky and applauded the wonderful conversation between the two brothers. Then, desiring to accelerate the death of Rävaëa, the åñis said, “O Bharata, you should follow the advice of your elder brother, Räma.”

Finally surrendering to the inevitable, Bharata produced a pair of wooden sandals inlaid with gold. He then requested Räma to place His lotus feet in them. Räma did as His brother asked, and then returned the sandals to Bharata. Then, with the sandals in hand, Bharata bowed to Räma, saying, “After relegating the burden of ruling the kingdom to these sandals, I will remain outside Ayodhyä, wearing matted hair and clothing of tree bark. O Räma, I shall subsist upon only fruit and roots while awaiting Your return. If, however, after fourteen years You do not come back to Ayodhyä, then I shall give up my life by entering fire.”

Räma sanctioned this statement and then embraced Bharata and Çatrughna, assuring them He would return after the term of His exile expired. With tears in his eyes, Räma bid farewell to His brothers and urged them not to neglect or hate Kaikeyé. Räma then spoke sweet words to His mothers, although they were too upset to reply. Bharata then circumnabulated Räma, and at last, while imploring everyone to leave for Ayodhyä, Räma turned His back and entered the cottage.



***



Placing Räma’s sandals upon his head, Bharata mounted his chariot. Along with Çatrughna, they set out, keeping the brähmanas in front. When they arrived at the ashram of Bharadväja, the sage inquired whether he had seen Räma and if he accomplished his mission. Bharata replied by describing Räma’s firm determination to undergo His term of exile. 

Vasiñöha then brought forth Räma’s wooden sandals and requested Bharadväja to empower them with the needed potency to fulfill the needs of the people of Ayodhyä. This was ceremoniously done by Bharadväja and thereafter, Bharata clasped the åñi’s feet and took permission to depart.

Returning by the same path he previously followed, Bharata finally arrived at the outskirts of Ayodhyä. When he saw the city’s desolate appearance, he said to Sumantra, “Without Räma Ayodhyä has no life, just as the material body remains inert as soon as the living force passes out of it.”

Upon entering Daçaratha’s palace, Bharata broke down and cried, seeing its desolate appearance. Bharata then announced that he would retire to Nandégrama to live the life of an ascetic. As the ministers praised his noble determination, Bharata called for his chariot and departed with Çatrughna. 

Out of spontaneous affection, all Ayodhyä’s citizens followed Bharata to Nandégrama. Upon his arrival, Bharata first ordered his ministers to install Räma’s shoes upon a royal throne. Thereafter, remaining at Nandégrama with his army, Bharata submitted the state’s affairs before Räma’s shoes, including all gifts presented to him. 

Bharata would often be seen holding the royal umbrella over Räma’s shoes, or fanning them with a cämara. In this way, he ruled the kingdom for fourteen years, always feeling himself subordinate to Lord Räma, Who remained there in the form of His shoes.

Meanwhile, Räma noticed that there was anxiety within the minds of the åñis living in the vicinity of Citraküta mountain. Feeling that He might be the cause, Räma humbly approached the chief åñi and said, “I can see that there is something disturbing the minds of the åñis living here. Please disclose the reason for this, if you can, especially if I am at fault.”

The old åñi relied, “My dear Räma, there could never be any fault on Your part. Our fear is caused by the Räkñasas, headed by Khara, the younger brother of Rävaëa. Being envious by nature, Khara and the other Räkñasas present themselves before us in hideous forms and disrupt our sacrifices and pollute our bodies with impure substances. We shall move to another area before the Räkñasas resort to violence. I plan to take my disciples to the ashram of Asva Muni, not far from here. If You like, You may also accompany me and take up residence there.”

Räma gave the åñi permission to depart, but informed him that He would remain at Citraküta. Later on, however, Räma discovered that He experienced some unpleasant feelings attached with staying there, since the memory of Bharata and His mothers haunted Him. Additionally, Räma felt that the area had become contaminated by the stool of the horses and elephants of Bharata’s army. Thus, He finally made up His mind to go elsewhere.

Räma, Sétä and Lakñmaëa thus left Citraküta for the ashram of Arthama Muni, where they were received warmly, just as if they were the åñi’s own children. When Arthama called for his aged wife, Anasüyä, to welcome Sétä, the eternal consort of Lord Räma approached the ascetic woman with great humility. Anasüyä instructed Sétä about the duties of a chaste wife, and after listening with rapt attention, Sétä praised her highly. Being pleased with Sétä, Anasüyä then said, “My dear child, I wish to offer you a benediction, utilizing my ample stock of ascetic merit. Just tell me what you would like.”

Sétä replied, “O great saintly lady, your presence is itself a great and most sufficient  benediction.”

Nevertheless, Anasüyä proceeded to give Sétä an ever fresh celestial garland that never faded, celestial garments, ornaments and cosmetics that were all inexhaustible. Then, when Anasüyä requested her to narrate the story of her marriage to Räma, Sétä replied as follows: “While my father, King Janaka, was once plowing the soil to prepare a sacrificial altar, I suddenly emerged from the earth, covered with dust. A celestial voice then announced that I should be accepted by the childless king. Thus, I was raised as the daughter of Mahäräja Janaka. Then, as I approached puberty, my father became anxious, since he could not find a suitable husband for such a divinely born girl. Finally, he decided to hold a svayaàvara, wherein I would be allowed to marry anyone who could string the bow of Lord Çiva, given by Varuëa to our ancestor, Devaräta.

“However, it came to pass that even the greatest of kings failed to lift the bow, what to speak of stringing it. However, Räma arrived at Mithilä, along with Viçvämitra, and He easily broke the bow in two after stringing it. However, Räma would not accept me as His wife until He received permission from His father, Mahäräja Daçaratha. Thus, it was only after the arrival of the Kosala King at my father’s invitation that the marriage ceremony was performed.”

Thereafter, with evening approaching, Anasüyä requested Sétä to attend to her husband after adorning herself with her newly acquired jewels. Räma was quite pleased to see Sétä so exquisitely decorated, and that night they slept at Arthama Åñi’s ashram. The next morning, Räma inquired from the åñi about the path leading to the Daëòakäraëya forest. The sage then gave Räma directions, while warning, “This forest is infested with fierce and malicious Räkñasas. They take pleasure in devouring anyone living there that neglects to rinse his mouth after eating or drinking, or who is inattentive in following any other religious injunction.”

Thereafter, Räma took leave of the åñi and, accompanied by Sétä and Lakñmaëa entered the dense forest, like the moon entering a mass of dark clouds.





� Çréla Prabhupäda comments, SB 4.23.19, “The goddess of fortune mother Sétä followed her husband, Rämacandra, when He went to the forest. Lord Rämacandra went to the forest in compliance with the order of His father, Mahäräja Daçaratha, but mother Sétä was not so ordered. Nonetheless, she voluntarily accepted the path of her husband. Similarly, Gändhäré, the wife of King Dhåtaräñöra, also followed her husband into the forest. Being the wives of great personalities like Påthu, Lord Rämacandra and Dhåtaräñöra, these were ideal chaste women. Such queens also instructed the general people by showing them how to become a chaste wife and follow the husband in every stage of life. When the husband is king, she sits beside him as the queen, and when he goes to the forest, she also follows, despite having to tolerate all kinds of difficulties in living in the forest. Therefore it is said here (atad-arhä) that although she did not want to touch her feet to the ground, she nonetheless accepted all difficulties when she went to the forest with her husband.”

� The lotus feet of the Lord are always a subject matter for meditation for devotees. Sometimes when Lord Rämacandra wandered in the forest of Daëòakäraëya, thorns pricked His lotus feet. The devotees, upon thinking of this, would faint. The Lord does not feel pain or pleasure from any action or reaction of this material world, but the devotees cannot tolerate even the pricking of the Lord’s lotus feet by a thorn. This was the attitude of the gopés when they thought of Kåñëa wandering in the forest, with pebbles and grains of sand pricking His lotus feet. This tribulation in the heart of a devotee cannot be understood by karmés, jïänés or yogés.
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