The Golden Buddha
Dusk was falling. Two Weary children trudged by their mother's side, on the dusty road running along the sea coast of Honshu, the central island of Japan.
The girl Anju and her younger brother Zushio, along with their mother were searching for their father. He was called Masaoji, and was a feudal lord of the prosperous state of Iwashiro. Unfortunately, having been defeated in battle, he had been taken as a prisoner to the southern island of Kyushu.
Since the long months had brought no news of Masaoji, the worried wife, taking the ﻿two children Anju and Zushio, set out on the long journey towards Kyushu, to search for him.
Zushio rubbed his aching legs. 'Mother, when will we reach Kyushu? I wish we could find him quickly,' he cried.
'We can't meet him yet, as there is still a long way to go,' replied the mother. 'But now must find lodging for the night in this village, before it gets too dark and cold.'
We Just then they saw a well dressed man approaching them. 'From where do you come?' he inquired. 'You seem to be of a noble family, and the children look so tired.'
'We are going to Kyushu,' said the mother. 'Unfortunately, in this village there seems to be no inn, nor will anyone give us shelter.'
'It is so, by the order of the feudal lord, who does not like strangers here. But although it is forbidden to give shelter, you all can stay at my house, as it is just for tonight.'
Thanking the man, who introduced himself as Yamaokadaiu, they walked together to his house. Tired and hungry, they enjoyed a meal of rice gruel and sweet potatoes.
Before they went to sleep, the mother took out a small golden image from a silk bag.
'Anju and Zushio, listen to me,' she said, 'I'm giving this image of the Golden Buddha-the Jizosama who is the guardian of children-to both of you. Keep it very carefully, and pray to it every day. He will protect you from all danger.'
Anju and Zushio exchanged happy smiles. 'Yes mother, the Jizosama will protect us from all harm. We will keep this image very carefully, together with our fathers' sword,' they said.
By the flickering light of the oil lamp, the golden image shone bright, as the children prayed and bowed before it.
Next morning they woke up early, and prepared to leave.
'Since you are a woman travelling with two children, it will be a difficult and dangerous journey for you, taking at least one month to far off Kyushu island,' said Yamaokadaiu. 'It will be much better if you go by boat; that will get you to your destination fast, and comfortably.' The mother welcomed this advice, and after packing their belongings, they went with him to the seashore, where many boats were waiting.
As they stood under the shade of a tree, Yamaokadaiu went to some boatmen, and taking them aside spoke in hushed tones. Muttering and bargaining, the boatmen looked slyly at the children and the mother.
As the children played, the mother did not notice the boatmen giving money to Yamaokadaiu who quickly hid it away.
'The boatmen say that they can't carry ﻿three people. So I have arranged two boats for you all,' said Yamaokadaiu. 'But don't worry. The boats are all going to the same port nearby, and you can change to a larger boat from there.'
But the worried mother questioned the boatmen again and again.
'Are you sure we'll reach the next port together? What if there's a storm ...?
...'Hai hai yes yes ...' replied the boatmen nodding, smiling slyly, as they rowed fast, out to the open sea.
Suddenly, the boat carrying the mother turned towards the north, while the boatmen rowing the boat with the children laughed loudly, as they struck out in the opposite direction!
Only then did the mother realise that they had been tricked by the wicked Yamaokadaiu.
'Stop, stop,' she shrieked and pleaded with ﻿the cruel boatmen. But they pushed her down to the bottom of the boat. 'We are going to Sado island,' they yelled.
'Mother! Mother!' screamed the frightened children. But the boatmen only laughed, rowing faster and faster....'Zushio Anju pray to Lord Buddha, the Jizosama. He will protect you,' cried the helpless mother, wailing loudly.
Soon the crying children lost sight of the other boat, and clung to each other for comfort. The boat after calling at many ports, reached the port of Yura.
Here Anju and Zushio were sold as slaves to Sanshodaiu, who was the feudal lord of that state.
'Bow low before our mighty lord,' ordered the soldiers, forcing the two children down.
'These children seem to be quite stubborn and useless as workers,' exclaimed Sanshodaiu. 'Send the girl to the salt fields, and the boy to chop wood in the mountains. See that they work hard,' he cried.
So Anju was given a bucket and a spade, and Zushio an axe and a basket. The soldiers then took them to a small hut, which was to be their home. They had only one straw mat to sleep on, and only one quilt to cover themselves. There was no fire or light, and the children shivering with cold, wept for their lost parents till they fell asleep.
﻿Anju and Zushio were woken up early next morning by a guard. Although the ground was covered with frost, they were forced to go out to work.
Zushio climbed up the mountains but since he had never chopped wood before, the axe slipped and cut his hand. Holding his bleeding finger tightly, he thought, 'If it's so cold here on the mountains, how much worse must it be for Anju, who must stand in the freezing waters of the sea, from morning to evening?' Tears rolled down his cheeks, as he thought of his sister.
Just then a guard appeared around the mountain. 'Hurry up! Work fast! If you don't have enough wood by evening, you will be punished,' he threatened.
Anju had to fill sea water in her bucket and sprinkle it on the salt fields. Since she had never done any hard work before, her hands were soon chapped and bleeding. As she stood knee-deep in the sea in her wet kimono, the harsh water stung her body. Yet brave Anju thought only of her brother. 'If I am suffering SO much here how must poor Zushio be ﻿feeling, chopping wood on the cold and windy mountains,' she wondered.
The only consolation the children had was that they were allowed to be with each other. The feudal lord, knowing well that one child would never run away, leaving the other behind, had deliberately given them a small wooden hut to stay in together. Every night they prayed to the image of the Golden Buddha, wondering about their mother forcibly taken to Sado island, their father a prisoner in far off Kyushu, and wept as they tried to console each other.
Anju and Zushio grew thin and pale, since the food was very poor, and the labour too hard for such young children.
Soon winter came with rain and snow. To work outside was now impossible. So Zushio was made to weave baskets, and Anju had to learn spinning. A kind, elderly woman named Kohagi came to teach her daily, bringing some warmth and brightness into their bleak lives.
Kohagi knew the roads, mountains and forests of the state very well. As she talked, Anju listened carefully, questioning her about places far and near.
At last the cold, grey days were over. The headman came to the hut of Anju and Zushio. 'We start working outdoors from tomorrow. You both must be ready to go out early,' he said.
One evening Anju said to Zushio, 'If we stay here longer, we'll never be able to find Father and Mother. Kohagi has told me in detail about this land. So let us run away from here.'
Placing the image of the Golden Buddha before them, Anju and Zushio prayed, folding their hands. 'Please look after, and protect us both,' they whispered.
Fortunately, there was no one outside who might have seen them. Both the children ran quickly down to the spring, from where the ﻿mountain path went down to the main road to Oogawa River (River of the Great Cloud).
'Kyoto lies across the mountains,' said Anju. 'But we can cross the river, and reach the temple with the tall red tower. We'll go to the priest there and beg for shelter. He'll surely help us,' she said.
'Wait a little,' cried Anju, as they reached the spot, where the spring waters fell into the deep blue lake of Yura.
Pulling out a small wooden bowl from the folds of her kimono, she filled it with the sparkling water, and held it high. 'Zushio, this is the wine which we offer with our prayers to Lord Buddha, the Jizosama, to celebrate our glorious escape to freedom. May the Golden Buddha protect us.'
"Drinking half the water, she held it out to her brother, who drained the bowl in one gulp.
When both the children did not return, soldiers of Sanshodaiu went out, carrying ﻿flaming pine torches, combing the forests and mountains for them.
It was a dark, moonless night. Holding hands, both the children, full of spirit and courage, ran on steadily. They crossed the Oogawa river by starlight, in an empty fisherman's boat. Anju clutched at the silk bag containing the image of the Golden Buddha, feeling its protective spirit within herself.
'Look Zushio look...' cried Anju. 'I can...see the temple tower. If we can hide here for a while, we'll be safe.' Holding fast her thirteen-year-old brother's hand, Anju ran on and on, till they reached the temple, and knocked at its gate.
The head priest of the temple was a merciful man. Hearing the children's tale of woe, he gave them food and shelter, hiding them in a secret place within the temple, where they could sleep and rest.
Dawn had not yet broken, when the soldiers of the feudal lord came knocking at the temple gate.
'Who disturbs the peace of the temple at night?' cried the priest, opening the door.
'Two slaves, a boy and a girl, belonging to our lord, have escaped. We are searching for them,' cried the soldiers.
'What kind of talk is this?' said the priest indignantly. 'No one has come here. Please leave the temple at once. Otherwise the merciful Buddha, the Hotokesama will punish you for disturbing the peace of the temple.'
The soldiers, afraid and ashamed, left quietly. For many days they searched for the children, who stayed hidden in the temple. At last the Sanshodaiu, believing the children to be dead, gave up the search. The kind-hearted priest was horrified to learn how Anju and Zushio had been sold into slavery. 'Although the search for you both has been given up, we must be very careful. Sanshodaiu is a dangerous ﻿man,' warned the priest. 'After a while, I will take you to Kyoto myself.'
A few days later, the priest, accompanied by the two children, set out on the long journey to the city of Kyoto. Stopping at many temples on the way, they at last reached the city, taking shelter at the famous temple of Kiyomizu (pure water).
'I must leave you both here,' said the kind priest, 'but I will pray to the merciful Buddha, the Hotokesama, that you find your parents soon. Farewell.'
Anju and Zushio thanked the good man, for having sheltered them, and accompanied them to Kyoto at the risk of his life.
The children spent that night in the temple. In the morning, placing the Golden Buddha on an altar, they bowed low before it in a prayer of thanks, for having protected them from the soldiers of Sanshodaiu. When Zushio was putting away the image, a nobleman ﻿approached him.
'I am Morozane, chief secretary to the Emperor. My only daughter is gravely ill. Last night I had a strange dream, that if I borrow the image of the Golden Buddha, belonging to two children within the temple, and have my daughter pray to it, she will surely be cured. You both are the only children staying in the temple. So, if you have such an image, please lend it to me,' he requested.
'Of course we have such an image, given to us by our mother,' exclaimed the children. 'Please take it, and we hope that your daughter will recover completely.'
'Ah...' exclaimed the nobleman amazed to see the golden image. 'I remember this image very well. It belongs to my dear friend Masaoji of Iwashiro. Are you his children? How are you here?' asked Morozane.
Anju and Zushio told him the story of their fearful experiences, adding how they had escaped and the kind priest had helped them.
Full of admiration for the brave children, Morozane took them to his palace, feeling very sorry for them. He was extremely worried about his daughter, who was so ill that no physician could cure her. But as soon as she prayed to the Golden Buddha, she was completely cured!
'Thank you ... thank you,' cried the joyful father.
'You must thank the Golden Buddha-the Jizosama,' replied Anju.
After a long time there were festivities in the state, and the people rejoiced.
Morozane looked after the children like his own, and sent soldiers to search for their parents. He also taught Zushio all the martial arts a noble samurai needs to know.
Zushio went to Kyushu island to search for his father. But Masaoji had already passed away. 'How I longed to see you, Father,' thought the boy, 'but I will be strong-hearted and look for Mother.'
Accompanied by his retinue of soldiers, Zushio searched all over northern Japan, crossing at last to Sado island. He travelled through many towns and villages, searching and asking, but could not find his mother anywhere.
One day, unhappy and restless, he was walking past a large farmhouse, when he noticed a blind old woman sitting in a corner of a garden. Her kimono was tattered, and her matted hair blew in the wind, but Zushio could not take his eyes off her. On a straw mat before her, corn had been spread out to dry, and as she shooed away the sparrows with a long bamboo twig, she sang in a raspy voice
'Where is my Anju?
Ho yare Ho!
﻿Where is my Zushio?
Ho yare Ho!
Sweet birds, little birds,
Fly away ...
Bring my children
Home some day.'
Zushio stood as if frozen, unable to move, while hot blood raced through his body. Then he ran, crying, 'Mother ... mother and gathered her in his arms.
'Zushio Zushio you have come at last ...' she cried, as tears flowed down her cheeks. Quickly, Zushio took out the image of the Golden Buddha and pressed it across her forehead.
Suddenly she cried, 'I can see Zushio I can see. O! How splendid you are a grand warrior like your father.' Weeping with joy, she embraced him again and again.
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Later on, Zushio became a noble warrior displaying exemplary courage and wisdom. He became the feudal lord of Tonga (island of Honshu), and enforced strict laws against slavery. He defeated Sanshodaiu in battle, forcing him to release all slaves from captivity.
The beautiful temple of Amadera (for Buddhist nuns) built by Zushio, stands even today, near the lake of Yura. Here Anju and Zushio drank the sparkling spring water of freedom, to celebrate their escape to glorious liberty.


