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A leader is best when people barely know that he exists,
not so good when people obey and acclaim him,

worst when people despise him.
But of a good leader, who talks little when his work is done,

his aims fulfilled; they will all say: We did this ourselves.
—Lao-Tze (sixth century BC)
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“He is one figure among Bengali Muslims who popularized life 
insurance among the people. His name itself is an institution, and in 
his own lifetime, he became a legendary figure.”

—Dacca Rotary News, Bangladesh, May 14, 1974

“I still think if we measure with a balance between life insurance 
and Khuda Buksh, it will be extremely difficult to measure which 
one is heavier. A wizard with a legendary stature in insurance.”

—S. R. Khan, former managing director,
Sunflower Life Insurance Company Ltd.,

Dhaka, Bangladesh

“He played as an educator to the vast number of field force who 
placed faith in his leadership and took insurance as career.”

—A. F. M. Safiyyullah,
director, Planning and Development,

EFU, Eastern Zone, East Pakistan

“There is no denying the fact that it was because of Khuda 
Buksh’s untiring efforts that the insurance industry made a mark in 
Bangladesh. I don’t think the insurance industry could have made 
such a sharp rise without him.”

—Harunur Rashid, director,
United Insurance Company Ltd.,

Dhaka, Bangladesh



“The man was totally and completely devoted to life insurance. 
Any time of the day and night, anytime from morning till evening, 
anytime in the house or in the office, the man did not talk anything 
about but life insurance. He was totally committed to his profession.”

—Dr. Tajuddin Manji,
former chief medical officer, EFU,

Karachi, Pakistan

“He was an outstanding salesman who, even in his dreams, 
would only be able to think of life insurance; he was totally obsessed 
[with] it. A typical Bengali—small body but with a big heart for 
everyone—he rose to the occasion and became a very big name in 
the field of life insurance.”

—Wolfram W. Karnowski,
director and adviser, the EFU Group, Pakistan,

former senior executive,
Munich Reinsurance Company (Munich Re)

“Mr. Khuda Buksh has become today in Pakistan a household 
name. He is no longer an individual human being. He has become 
an institution by himself.”

—S. M. M. Hossain,
principal, Rajshahi Medical College,

Rajshahi, East Pakistan

“I was fortunate to learn many things from him. I am highly 
successful in [the] insurance business, and he had considerable con-
tribution in this regard.”

—A. B. M. Nurul Haque
managing director, Global Insurance Ltd.,

Dhaka, Bangladesh

“Mr. Khuda Buksh would be very personally involved in the 
welfare and the personal interest of each field worker… As far as the 
life insurance industry in Pakistan is concerned, especially in the ’50s 
and ’60s, Khuda Buksh’s role was undoubtedly the greatest.”

—Joseph M. Pereira
former executive director,

State Life Insurance Corporation, Pakistan

“He used to say: ‘Think of insurance, dream of insurance, sleep 
of insurance. Devote your time to insurance…’ He was an extraordi-
nary leader and an unbeatable legend of insurance.”

—Sharafat Ali Qureshi
former district manager, EFU,

Karachi, Pakistan

“Khuda Buksh displayed exceptional caliber as a life insurance 
man in the EFU. He was extremely successful as a business planner, 
salesman, sales executive… The business volume of EFU in life had 
reached at such a level that the company could advertise that every 
second person having life insurance was insured with EFU. It was 
no means success, in my view, and the credit goes almost entirely 
to Khuda Buksh… Khuda Buksh died relatively early and deprived 
Bengal of his immense value as a life insurance man. He was a genius.”

—Mohammed Chowdhury
former director and adviser

Adamjee Insurance Company,
Karachi, Pakistan

“He was a very good leader, and this was apparent from the fact 
that he could train not one but hundreds and thousands of people… 
He was very humble and very accommodating, but he was very stub-
born. He was stubborn not without any rhyme or reason, but he was 
stubborn with regard to his principles.”

—M. A. Chishti
former managing director,

Muslim Insurance Co. and Prime Insurance company,
Karachi, Pakistan



“I used to hear about the great reputation of this giant personal-
ity of the life insurance arena. When I came to know him from close, 
In had no problem realizing the appropriateness of the title “Father 
of Insurance” by which he was known in this part of the world.”

—M. Faizur Razzaque
Former Secretary, Ministry of Power, Energy 

and Mineral Resources, Bangladesh.

“Mr. Khuda Buksh worked for the promotion of life insur-
ance in a difficult time, and other people entered the field after 
some ground had already been built… He not only promoted life 
insurance of the EFU but had promoted life insurance in Pakistan… 
People almost worshipped him because of his personality, kindness, 
and amiable nature.”

—Vazir Ali Mohammad
executive director,

Hashoo Group of Companies, Pakistan
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F O R E W O R D  T O  T H E 
F I R S T  E D I T I O N

Four newly qualified actuaries were present when I visited the 
Actuarial Division of State Life (Pakistan) to collect some informa-
tion on Khuda Buksh. None of them knew Khuda Buksh. In late 
2002, I called the managing director and CEO of Commercial Union 
Life Assurance Company Pakistan Limited and his deputy, the chief 
manager of employees’ benefits plans. Both were dynamic young 
executives in their midthirties who started their careers at State Life. 
Yet they did not know who Khuda Buksh was!

Khuda Buksh’s life story is, in some ways, a narration of the 
insurance industry of Pakistan and Bangladesh from December 
2, 1935, the day he joined Oriental Government Security Life 
Assurance Company (OGSLA) as a salesman. He led Eastern Federal 
Union Insurance Company Limited from almost bankruptcy to a 
prestigious role in the insurance field not only in Pakistan but also 
in Southeast Asia and Africa. No external factors can explain the 
extraordinary increments in performance. His dynamic leadership is 
the only answer left.

He was the life and soul of the insurance industry for nearly forty 
years, his career culminating in his appointment as the first manag-
ing director of Jiban Bima Corporation (JBC), Bangladesh. Besides 
being the director of Pakistan Insurance Corporation, he was also 
the founding managing director of Federal Life & General Insurance 
Company Limited, secretary of Pakistan Insurance Institute, and was 
twice elected as chairman of Dhaka Insurance Institute. In his social 
life, he associated himself with several local clubs and remained a 



MUHAMMAD O RAHIM KHUDA BUKsH

xviii xix

senior Rotarian for twenty-two years, till May 13, 1974, the day he 
left for his eternal abode.

Khuda Buksh had the stamina and the enduring will to win. 
He was very conscious of his responsibility as the leader of leaders 
of the winning teams. He knew very well the rules of the champion-
ship games. To sustain the lead position of his team in the company 
and the insurance industry, he was tenaciously determined to never 
let any other company snatch the lead, the hard-earned honor of 
being number one, from him or the company. He faced extraordi-
nary demand on his personal and family time, energy, and intellec-
tual capacities to keep the pace of life insurance development and to 
persistently remind his team players to maintain the lead.

Khuda Buksh had passion for his job. By going through the mill 
in his early life with OGSLA, he learned the art of motivation. He 
created an environment buzzing with excitement. His work environ-
ment was filled with feelings of significance and kinship within the 
organization. This comfortable atmosphere provided and generated 
a unique kind of confidence and rekindled the enthusiasm of the 
team, motivating and inspiring marketing people around the leader 
to want to achieve even more.

Khuda Buksh was a master par excellence of human behavior in 
dealing with field people. He incorporated into his formal and infor-
mal reward processes unique methods, techniques, ideas, and strat-
egies to recognize and celebrate the achievement of superior perfor-
mance by an individual or a group of people, thus further motivating 
them to excellence. He believed that for motivation, it was essential 
to establish personal financial goals for enhanced social statuses of 
individuals. Careful attending and monitoring the budgetary needs 
of an individual salesperson is the core driving force for achieving an 
extraordinary performance.

The few episodes quoted in this book show the quality of the 
dynamic leadership of Khuda Buksh and how he was well-respected, 
loved, and trusted. He gained the confidence as well as the creden-
tials of his teammates by being honest, down to earth, humble, sin-
cere, fair, and straightforward with himself as well as with his subor-
dinates. He built up their trust by empowering people by delegating 

them the authority for important managerial decisions. He made 
sure to honor any commitment made by his teammates, thus devel-
oping their confidence.

His life, as depicted in this book, is a role model to follow. It 
shows how important it is to be a flesh-and-blood human rather than 
simply a manager. It shows that attributes like openness and credibil-
ity and the Pygmalion attitude are critical to management succeeding 
in hard challenges. Most importantly, the book shows model leader-
ship techniques one needs to cultivate.

Everyone already has the keys to leadership inside him—vision, 
energy, competence, commitment, and compassion. One only has to 
learn what it takes to be a leader—how to exploit the potentials to 
meet every challenge, how to inspire the team members, how to get 
people enthusiastically involved and committed to stretch goals, how 
to cultivate successors, and more.

Rizwan Ahmed Farid
Karachi, Pakistan



P R E F A C E

The idea for this compendium of Khuda Buksh’s life was conceived 
thirty-four years ago when Khuda Buksh, my father, an insurance 
sales executive, died in 1974 in Bangladesh. I was a graduate student 
at Indian School of Mines in Dhanbad, India, when my father passed 
away. When I reached Dhaka, all the funeral arrangements had been 
completed. It was a very tragic event in my life.

While I was in Dhaka, I had a discussion with my younger 
brother, Bazlur Rahim, about writing a book about our father. At 
that time, we were young, in school, and working to make our own 
way in the world. As the years passed by, my siblings and I married, 
got jobs, and created our own lives. Now I have two brothers in 
Bangladesh and two brothers and a sister in the United States.

Life insurance was originally designed to protect a person’s fam-
ily when his or her death left them without income. It is perhaps 
fitting, then, that there is an expression that says, “Where there’s life 
insurance, there’s hope.” Indeed, insurance, no matter what type, is 
the light at the end of a tunnel for people who have experienced some 
kind of loss and are then faced with a seemingly insurmountable 
financial burden.

The concept of insurance has been around since the time of 
Babylon. Each great civilization since then—from the Greeks, to the 
Romans, and to the British Empire—has offered its citizens protec-
tion from loss of a loved one or prized possessions. The insurance 
industry itself is dependent on hardworking and passionate individ-
uals who take it upon themselves to deliver insurance to those who 
fail to see the need for it.
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Simply put, Khuda Buksh was an insurance salesman, an agent, 
yet he was a great deal more. He was one of those hardworking and 
passionate people without whom the insurance industry in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh would not have reached the depth it has. He offered 
people the opportunity to protect their family in times of tragedy, 
and more often than not, he was the one who gave the bereaved the 
means they needed to survive. He was charismatic and convincing. 
He changed minds and left those he met with a lasting impression 
of a modest, generous man filled with compassion and intelligence.

In 2000, the idea for a book, spearheaded by conversations with 
our mother, who was visiting the United States, reawakened our mis-
sion to tell the story of our father’s life. I discussed the project with 
Bazlur in Bangladesh, and we decided to start the project. It should 
be noted that no one in the family is affiliated with the life insur-
ance. I knew practically nothing about life insurance salesmanship. 
All I knew of Khuda Buksh was the loving father that he was to us 
in our home as we were growing up. We had no concept of what he 
had accomplished in his professional life despite the fact that he sur-
rounded himself with his insurance work every day of his life.

The challenge and enormity of writing a book soon became 
apparent. We realized that we had very little information to start with 
in addition to having to deal with the global distance between Bazlur 
and myself. Email helped speed up communication with some while 
others were only able to relay information in person or by mail. Even 
then, some information came slowly, and progress was very slow.

At the initial phase of the project, Bazlur visited Damudya, a 
village in Shariatpur, Bangladesh, East Pakistan, where my father 
spent his childhood. He was able to obtain a little family informa-
tion, but later, Bazlur started to contact my father’s former colleagues, 
associates, and acquaintances, where we found a limitless wellspring 
of information relayed to us through interviews, email communica-
tions, and letters.

Little by little, information started pouring in as we progressed 
on the book. The main challenge was obtaining information from 
insurance personnel in Pakistan, now a different country, where my 
father spent a considerable amount of time during his professional life.

As I started my work on the project, I found through Internet 
research that Wolfram Karnowski, a retired senior executive of 
Munich Reinsurance Company and former director and adviser of 
Eastern Federal Union Insurance Company (EFU), had published 
two books, The EFU Saga and a biography, Roshen Ali Bhimjee: 
Between Tears and Laughter, in Pakistan. I came to know that there 
was a chapter on my father in The EFU Saga. The EFU Saga opened 
the door to numerous contacts in Pakistan, where my father worked 
every six months from 1960 to 1969 for the development of life 
insurance there.

This biography includes research conducted in three sections. 
The first part of the research is focused on evaluation of insurance in 
the Indian subcontinent. The second part of the research is devoted 
to life insurance data before 1960. The last part is focused on insur-
ance environment, investment crisis, and insurance data from 1960 
to 1970. This research has produced the tables and graphs presented 
in the appendixes.

I have structured the book based on my research and recently 
published Memoirs of a Life Insurance Icon: Khuda Buksh. Since all 
the events are a part of history, I tried to write the book as chrono-
logically as possible, although it was not feasible in a few cases. The 
book begins with my father’s childhood (1912–1930), his college 
days in Kolkata, India (1931–1935), and his professional life with 
the OGSLA in Kolkata (1935–1952). It takes the reader through 
the details behind his transition to EFU and his management tech-
niques while he was the life manager of EFU’s East Pakistan branch 
(1952–1960).

In addition, I have covered his role in business development 
and as a leader in the insurance arena (1961–1969); the insurance 
investment crisis in the country, nationalism, conflicts with man-
agement, and the years up to Bangladesh independence in 1971; 
the subsequent consequences of the nationalization of the insurance 
industry; and a conclusion.

In school life, my father inspired me to read books on great peo-
ple. I read many biographies of renowned people during that time, 
but I never thought that I would take up the task of writing a biogra-
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phy of my father. I never called my father Khuda Buksh to his face. It 
was always Abba. In this book, with the exception of the conclusion, 
I’ll refer to him by his popular name, Khuda Buksh, for convenience.

I hope that this book will help readers understand the back-
ground and the evaluation of the life insurance industry in Bangladesh 
and Pakistan in the context of my father’s life. The book may be use-
ful in life insurance research. It is a piece of history that also serves 
as a tribute to a man whose vision changed insurance and lives in a 
small part of the world.

Davenport, Iowa, USA Muhammad Obaidur Rahim

P R E F A C E  T O  T H E 
S E C O N D  E D I T I O N

In 2011, the first edition of this book provided readers with the his-
tory of life insurance development in the subcontinent, particularly 
Bangladesh, in the context of the role played by my father, Khuda 
Buksh. The book was well-received by researchers, reviewers, stu-
dents, insurance professionals, and others, but there was also valid 
criticism. Although the book received honorable mentions in the 
2011 London Book Fair and the 2012 Paris Book Festival, one critic 
wrote:

We get no real sense of the intimate life and personal 
struggles of the man. That is unfortunate. Instead, 
the reader is left with a Khuda Buksh who only exists 
within the context of life insurance, work and busi-
ness. Even when heaping praise and reverence, the 
author never sways from a professional stance. While 
understandable, given the background, the author 
should have taken a few more chances while painting 
a more vivid picture of the man and his compulsions.

After reviewing the book again, I found the edition covered 
Father’s childhood, school and college life stories, how he met my 
mother, and the stories leading to their marriage. Although a sub-
chapter was titled “Love, Marriage and Family,” family life was not 
expanded to cover his activities within our family. This was a huge 
gap in the biography because readers could not learn what role he 
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played in his family and his community or about his values, passion, 
helpfulness, selflessness, and acceptance of others. Above all, without 
the context of family life, no person’s story is complete. That was 
what motivated me to work on the second edition.

This edition attempts to fill the gap by including a new chapter 
entitled “Khuda Buksh, a Family Man and a Humanitarian.” It also 
includes the following changes:

1. Provides grammatical and technical corrections, updates, 
and clarifications suggested by readers

2. Adds two maps—one on prepartition of British India and 
another on the partition of India

3. Adds few photographs inadvertently omitted in the first 
edition

4. Updates a small part of information on insurance national-
ization in Bangladesh

5. Adds an appendix with seven pages showing life insurance 
business data in various districts in 1966

6. Adds an appendix with a single page showing the English 
translation of a Bengali document

7. Updates foot notes and bibliography by citing websites 
where available

I hope the new chapter reflects Father’s vision and mission that 
contributed to him being a positive role model. Besides his family, 
Father was extremely mindful about his social responsibilities. Love 
and hospitality toward strangers, friends, and acquaintances ema-
nated from his heart. His personal qualities of generosity, warmth, a 
positive attitude, and forgiveness were reflected in his behavior. His 
life’s passion was service to others. He was not only a dedicated fam-
ily man but also a humanitarian who helped others by supporting 
education to alleviate poverty.

The main audience for the book remains as people who are 
interested in the history of life insurance development in Bangladesh 
and Pakistan or in the biographies of inspirational leaders. I hope 
readers will find inspiration from my father’s family life as they tackle 

new challenges in their respective fields. In this book, except for 
chapter 10 and the conclusion, I’ll refer to my father by his popular 
name, Khuda Buksh, for convenience.

No book is ever free from error, and this will be no exception. 
I would be delighted to receive comments, positive or negative, and 
corrections from you, the reader. You can send mail to me at mora-
him99@gmail.com
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Upbringing and Education

One of his teachers in his village middle English school 
who used to be kind to him…that gentleman was at least 

once a year brought to Dacca to live with him for days 
together and used to be treated as a son treats a father.1

—Bangladesh Observer

There is a theory that one’s outlook in life is set by the age of six. 
Therefore, the elements that we encounter early in life are indica-
tive of the type of person we will become. For Khuda Buksh, a man 
described by many as simple, unassuming, caring, and determined, 
the building blocks of his personality were likely established in his 
humble roots. His roots centered on his family and the isolated vil-
lage where he was born and spent much of his childhood.

Khuda Buksh was born on February 1, 1912, as the eldest child 
of Sonabuddin Howlader and his wife, Arjuta Khatun, in Damudya, 
a peaceful village surrounded by shady trees located in the Shariatpur 
District (formerly Faridpur District). It was on this soil and under 
the watchful eye of his parents that he grew up to be the simple and 
determined man so many would come to love and admire.

Haji Osman, Khuda Buksh’s maternal grandfather, had the 
task of naming his grandson. I have no way of knowing exactly why 

1 Astryx, “As I See it” (Bangladesh Observer, June 3, 1974).
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Osman chose a name that was unlike that of any other member of 
the family, but whatever he saw or felt as he looked into his grand-
son’s face compelled him to present the child with a name that was, 
to some extent, incongruous and curious, given the boy’s simple 
parentage and remote village background. Osman had just returned 
from the long and difficult journey to Mecca to perform Hajj when 
he saw his first grandson; perhaps he wanted to thank Allah for com-
pleting his journey.

Sonabuddin’s other sons were Habibur Rahman, Fazlur 
Rahman, Mohammad Ali, and Shawkat Ali, none of whom are alive 
today. In addition to their five sons, Sonabuddin and Aijuta also had 
a daughter, who died young. Regardless, Khuda Buksh would be the 
name of the eldest son, as proclaimed by Osman, and the name that 
would eventually come to be synonymous with life insurance in the 
Indian subcontinent.

While Khuda Buksh was growing up, Damudya was a peaceful, 
remote village surrounded by shady trees and crop fields. The riv-
ers Padma and Meghna flowed through Damudya. The village was 
named after the river Damodar in India because of the similar high 
current that used to flow through the rivers. In those days, any travel 
to other regions of the country would take at least two days (Shikdar 
159). The only means of transportation to Dhaka or other areas of 
the country was by river transport.

With the passage of time, the environment has changed, and 
better transportation facilities have been developed. Today, new 
means of transportation, such as automobiles and trains, allow peo-
ple to travel anywhere within a reasonable period of time.

Nonetheless, Khuda Buksh spent his childhood in a truly rural 
setting. At that time, Damudya had no electricity. Oil lamps were 
lit at night, and a multitude of fireflies would light up the night sky. 
People walked on dirt paths that were filled with mud and puddles 
during the rainy season. Life was challenging, but everyone worked 
hard and lived simply.

Little is known about Khuda Buksh’s forefathers. His paternal 
grandfather was Tenai Hawlader. It is not known how he came to 
Damudya and from where, although family sources indicate that 

before settling in Damudya, Tenai lived at Ram Rayer Kandi, a strip 
of sand land rising out of a riverbed. In Damudya, Tenai set up his 
homestead. He bought vast properties of land and established himself 
as a landholder. His rank was below that of zamindar, but he was still 
considered influential in the society and held the title of Hawlader, 
one who held a piece of land under fixed terms and conditions.

Tenai Hawlader had three sons—Nader, Kader, and Sonabuddin. 
At first, he built a large house of his own. Then as his sons grew into 
men, he built one house facing the west and another facing the east 
for Kader and Nader respectively. It was tradition that the youngest 
son lived with his father, ultimately inheriting his father’s home. This 
was how Sonabuddin came by the village home where Khuda Buksh 
and his siblings grew up.

Although all the properties Tenai Hawlader used to own are 
now gone, the plot of land that the homestead was on remains despite 
having been divided up among members of the family, and the vil-
lage home still bears the name Hawlader Bari, or House of Hawlader, 
to remind people of its history.

Khuda Buksh’s father, Sonabuddin, was a tall, robust man 
who was involved in the jute business and served in a jute mill at 
Chandpur. Although he was not a formally educated man, he had a 
great deal of influence in the village. His mode of speaking attracted 
those around him to listen, and villagers often called on him to settle 
disputes. He loved the social atmosphere and relished being in the 
limelight.

While Sonabuddin was not very affluent, he still managed to 
keep the family living comfortably. He always wanted his children to 
live a decent life, so he worked to ensure that the feeling of scarcity 
did not loom over them. He was generous and, in particular, never 
exhibited any stinginess when it came to his children’s education.

Sonabuddin often had to be away from home on business. 
His wife, Arjuta Khatun, remained at home and was occupied with 
raising the children and helping with the large amount of cooking 
required for mealtimes in a joint family household. It was a stressful 
chore, but despite the pressure, she never looked gloomy or objected. 
She did everything with a smile on her face even though her children 
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tended to demand a great deal of her time. Khuda Buksh, in partic-
ular, had a way of demanding more from his mother than the rest.

From the time he was young, Khuda Buksh had the ability to 
befriend people within moments of meeting them. He was extremely 
friendly to everyone, and he always believed from the core of his 
heart that a friend was a blessing. He knew that life was full of ups 
and downs but that a true friend would stick with him no matter 
what, and without hesitation, he would do the same. It was a charac-
teristic that stayed with him throughout his life and, in turn, deeply 
influenced those he met.

Arzuta Khatun played a great role in creating a wonderful and 
charming ambience in her family. Even when he was old, Khuda 
Buksh remembered the golden and compassionate nature of his 
mother.

From my childhood, I was very friendly. I always used 
to have a gang of friends with me. I used to bring 
them home without any previous intimation. And 
then I used to ask my mother to give food to all my 
friends. She used to indulge my demands with a smil-
ing face. Never have I seen her being embarrassed or 
disappointed. She seemed to enjoy cooking. She was 
always cordial and hospitable to everyone who came 
into her home, especially if they were friends of her 
sons.2

Khuda Buksh took his boyhood tendency with him into adult-
hood. In his successful career and in the midst of so many duties, 
responsibilities, cares, and anxieties, he would always be encircled 
by a company of friends and would invite them to come home with 
him for dinner, usually without notifying his wife beforehand. His 
wife was disconcerted at first but quickly grew accustomed to his 
habit. She accepted it for the sake of his friends, whom he cared for 

2 Buksh, Khuda, “My Memoir,” 266.

so dearly. It was simply in Khuda Buksh’s nature to open up his home 
to friends, family, and colleagues without the slightest hesitation.

It was a testament to Khuda Buksh’s parents that his upbringing 
was filled with simplicity, generosity, and religious devotion as well as 
commitment to family and friends. Those facets were at the very core 
of Khuda Buksh’s being, and he carried them with him throughout 
his life.

From childhood, Khuda Buksh had individuality in his char-
acter that made him different from children of his age. He had a 
uniqueness to his thought process. He was kind-hearted and gener-
ous. The poverty and destitution that he met made his heart bleed, 
and he always tried to help those who were less fortunate. He took 
it upon himself to help his schoolmates who were poor and in dis-
tress. It is to be mentioned that in those days, students who attended 
schools were mostly from poor families.

It was impossible for them to buy books and other accessories 
necessary for school. Young Khuda Buksh used to help his school-
mates, who, in spite of all their problems, showed interest in educa-
tion, by giving them his own books. For this reason, his father was 
compelled to buy more than one set of textbooks but never showed 
irritation toward his son’s display of compassion toward his friends.

Khuda Buksh’s first form of formal education began with Quari 
Mohammad Ibrahim, a teacher who came to Hawlader Bari to 
instruct the children. Ibrahim tutored Khuda Buksh’s father, and he 
taught Khuda Buksh himself. Sonabuddin and Arjuta recognized the 
significance of Khuda Buksh’s first day of lessons, which included 
Arabic in the morning and Bengali in the afternoon, and gave it the 
importance it deserved.

On the first day of school, Khuda Buksh received new clothes 
to wear, and the occasion was marked by the distribution of sweet-
meats to the children of the village. Soon, he made a name for him-
self as a student of extraordinary talent. He wrote in his childhood 
memoir the following:

In primary, minor, and high schools, I always got 
promotions with scholarships. I obtained first place 
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all the way through. In primary and minor schools, I 
never stood second. But when I came to high school, I 
stood second one time… I was not just studious [but] 
I also regularly took part in games. I made a name as a 
good footballer by playing at center forward position 
and became captain of the team. I led the team many 
times outside the subdivision, won many matches, 
and grabbed shields and cups for the team.3

As a student at Damudya Muslim High School, Khuda Buksh 
found a teacher who would come to influence him profoundly. 
Ainuddin Ahmed was the superintendent of the school as well as the 
English teacher, and he was beloved by many of the students. Perhaps 
it was Ahmed’s teaching style and knowledge that drew Khuda Buksh 
to him, and likewise, perhaps it was Khuda Buksh’s intelligence and 
strong inner spirit that made Ahmed notice him. Their association 
began a wonderful friendship that would continue for years.

Once Khuda Buksh was settled and successful in his career, he 
sought out his former teacher. Out of love and respect for Ahmed, 
Khuda Buksh provided a monthly allowance that continued for 
the rest of Ahmed’s life and also did what he could to help some of 
Ahmed’s family members financially. Every year, Ahmed visited and 
stayed with Khuda Buksh and his family in Dhaka during the month 
of Ramadan. Khuda Buksh treated his former teacher as a son would 
treat a father.

In 1929, Khuda Buksh passed the entrance examination, 
matriculating in first division with distinction in mathematics 
from Shyama Charan Edward Institution, Koneshar. The village of 
Koneshar was two and a half miles from Damudya. Khuda Buksh 
crossed the distance on foot in the winter and by boat or raft during 
the rainy season.

The rafts that he used to travel were constructed of banana trees. 
Four or five banana trees were tied together with ropes and strength-
ened with bamboo. A tall, slender, but strong bamboo would be used 

3 Buksh, Khuda, “আমার ¯মিৃতকথা (My memoir),” 301.

as a boat hook. Although the journey to get to the school must have 
been tiring, Khuda Buksh truly enjoyed his time traveling between 
Koneshar and Damudya. “I liked rafting very much. I considered 
myself a hero like Robinson Crusoe detained on a remote island,” he 
reminisced.

Fig. 1.1. Entrance of Shyama Charan Edward Institution 
with partial image of modern school building, Koneshwar, 

Shariatpur, established 1913 (photo by Bazlur Rahim)
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Fig. 1.2. Original Classroom at Shyama Charan Edward Institution, 
Koneshwar, Shariatpur, Bangladesh (photo by author, Feb. 2017)

This was the pre-independent era when India was still undi-
vided. The opportunities for higher education in East Bengal were 
not very bright. There was no college in the Shariatpur subdivision, 
although there was one in Madaripur. At the time, most colleges in 
the region were underdeveloped, and most people who could afford 
it sent their sons to Dhaka or Kolkata for higher studies.

Khuda Buksh understood all that and decided to take some 
initiative. He made up his mind to apply to Islamia College (now 
Maulana Azad College) in Kolkata. He traveled there to submit his 
application. His entrance examination scores were good enough to 
easily get him admitted there. He promptly came back to Damudya 
and informed his father of the news of his admission to Islamia, 
and in doing so, Khuda Buksh irrevocably took his first steps into 
adulthood.

Kolkata, the City of Joy and a Human Wilderness

Yours is the world and everything in it, what 
is more—you’ll be a man, my son.

—Rudyard Kipling

Khuda Buksh came to Kolkata for the first time in 1930 when 
he was applying to Islamia College. Although he had been around 
a city like Dhaka, Kolkata was an utterly foreign place for him. He 
was baffled by the vastness of the city. Kolkata was huge, beautiful, 
confusing, and at times, dangerous. And in 1930, seventeen years 
before the partition of India, the British presence and dominance in 
the city was intimidating.

The complexities of navigating such a large metropolis con-
founded him, but he did not let the harsh reality of the labyrinth of 
a vast, unknown city and an uncertain future frighten him. After he 
returned to Damudya to prepare for college, an unexpected incident 
removed any doubts he had and solved the problem of finding a 
place to live in the city.

Habibur Rahman, originally from Faridpur, East Bengal, lived 
at 18 Park Circus Road in Kolkata with his wife and their son, 
Mahbubur, known as Monzu, and his nephew, Siddique. Habibur 
Rahman was the captain of a commercial ocean liner, and he had 
to travel to different seaports of the world. When Rahman returned 
from the ship, he could only stay with his family for a week at best 
before he had to go on tour again. His wife was ill and bedridden 
most of the time, and Rahman’s son and nephew were in class three. 
Under the circumstances, it was difficult for his ailing wife to man-
age the household and look after the two young boys. Rahman was 
searching for a solution to help his wife while providing his son and 
nephew with much needed guidance.

At that time, Monzu’s maternal uncle, Mohi Mama, came for-
ward with a solution to Habibur Rahman’s troubles. Mohi had no 
fixed aim in life and loved to travel extensively to villages. He was 
fairly communicative and persuasive and could easily make friends 
with people. After his admission into Islamia Collage, Khuda Buksh 
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was staying at Damudya. It was at this time that Mohi happened to 
visit the local where he met Ainuddin Ahmed, school superintendent.

In the course of their conversation, Mohi related the problems 
of Habibur Rahman’s family. Ainuuddin Ahmed told Mohi about 
Khuda Buksh, who had gained admission to Islamia College but 
needed a place to stay. Mohi met Khuda Buksh at Damudya and 
suggested that he could live at the house of Habibur Rahman and 
take the responsibility of teaching the two boys there. Khuda Buksh 
thought about the matter with some seriousness and, after judging 
the pros and cons of it, took up the offer with his father’s approval.4

Shortly afterward, Mohi accompanied Khuda Buksh to Kolkata 
and introduced him to Habibur Rahman and his wife. They were 
pleased to meet the young student who was from the same district. 
They were more than willing to have Khuda Buksh stay with them 
and entrust him to help take care of the family.

And so Khuda Buksh began his studies at Islamia College and 
shouldered the heavy responsibility of looking after and teaching 
two young boys. He became their guardian, friend, and well-wisher. 
Monju and Siddique called him Dada, the affectionate, respectful 
title given to an elder brother. This cordial greeting created an inti-
mate bond among them that would last a lifetime.

Habibur Rahman treated Khuda Buksh as a son and helped with 
his educational expenses. Khuda Buksh also regarded the Rahmans 
as surrogate parents and called Rahman Baba Sahib (Father) and 
Rahman’s wife Ma. Recalling Khuda Buksh’s role in the family, 
Roushanara Rahman, Habibur Rahman’s niece, said the following:

My maternal aunt, Monju Bhai and Siddique Dada 
were all actually guided at home by Khuda Buksh 
Dada. As a matter of fact, he shouldered all the 
responsibilities alone, practically like the eldest son of 
the family. He took care of the studies and proper 
living of Siddique Dada and Monju Bhai. He was 
extremely finicky about their dresses before set-

4 Monju, “Our Guardian Friend and Well Wisher,” 180.

ting out for school. Taking them to the Park Circus 
Playground to play in the afternoon, putting them 
to sleep at night after their studies were over—all he 
did with a mother’s love and a brother’s affection. He 
shouldered all the responsibilities of the household.5

After completing his studies at Islamia College and passing in 
the first division, Khuda Buksh was accepted into Presidency College. 
Harunur Rashid,6 consultant and director of the United Insurance 
Company, said, “It was damn tough for a Muslim boy to be admitted 
into Presidency College. In the thirties, Presidency College was one 
of the best educational institutions in India and to get admitted there 
was absolutely hard.”7

Mrs. Habibur Rahman’s illness took a serious turn in March 
1933 while her husband was away, and she died. Khuda Buksh was 
deeply shocked by the death of this woman who had become like a 
second mother to him, but he attended to the duties at hand.

Rahman did not receive news of his wife’s death until weeks 
afterward. After the death of Mrs. Rahman, Khuda Buksh lived with 
the family for one and a half more years; and even after the partition 
of India, his relations with the family were not cut off. In later years, 
when Khuda Buksh was living in Dhaka, his link with Habibur 

5 Rahman, Roushan Ara, “An Enlightened Individual,” 176.
6 Harunur Rashid joined EFU in Kolkata as an officer on May 1, 1948. He served 

EFU as a senior officer, superintendent, and branch manager of Sylhet till 1960. 
From 1961 to 1969, he served as branch manager and general manager of Khyber 
Insurance Company Limited, first general manager of Eastern Mercantile 
Insurance Co. Ltd., and manager at the Great Eastern Insurance Company. 
In 1969, he joined as chief manager Pakistan Insurance Corporation for the 
then East Pakistan and was subsequently appointed to officiate as managing 
director of Bangladesh Insurance Corporation from October 1972 to January 
1973. He was director of the Karnofuli Bima Corporation, the general manager 
of Jiban Bima Corporation, the director of Bangladesh Insurance Academy, 
and controller of insurance for the government of Bangladesh. He was also an 
executive director and director of United Insurance Company Limited.

7 Rashid, Harunur. “An Image of an Insurer,” 28.
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Rahman’s family members remained intact and strong. The families 
continue to be close today.

Khuda Buksh studied for a BA (honors) at Presidency College 
for about two years, but because of a serious illness, he was unable to 
take the final examination in one subject for his bachelor’s degree.8 
Later, due to family problems, he could not continue his studies. At 
the advice of one of his professors, he started to work part-time as 
a librarian at Presidency College to earn money. On December 2, 
1935, Khuda Buksh joined the Oriental Government Security Life 
Assurance (OGSLA) Company Limited as a clerk with a salary of 
forty rupees per month. There, he would begin to build a successful 
professional career.

His experience with the Rahman family in Kolkata deeply 
shaped Khuda Buksh’s thinking. Later, he would follow in Rahman’s 
footsteps and help needy students by bringing them into his home in 
Dhaka, welcoming them into his family, and supporting their edu-
cation. Khuda Buksh not only kept Rahman’s memory alive but also 
stood by his family members and others associated with Rahman 
in their times of need. This revealed the basic goodness in Khuda 
Buksh’s heart and the expression of his gratitude.

No man’s background can truly be understood unless we exam-
ine the cultural, social, and political context of the place and times in 
which he lived. The next chapter traces the history of the life insur-
ance industry in the Indian subcontinent.

8 “জীবন বীমার যাদুকর খুদাবে´র অনন¨ জীবনােলখ¨ (The Unique Biography of the Life 
Insurance Wizard Khuda Buksh),” Purbadesh, May 26, 1974.

Fig. 1.3. Presidency College, Kolkata (courtesy of Banglapedia)


