
DAILY STAR (DS): You may not have any 
memories of Sheikh Shaheb of the early 
years, like his role in the menial workers 
strike of 1949. But what are your earliest 
memories?

SHEIKH HASINA (SH): When we were 
little in our village, we didn’t have the 
opportunity to be with our father. He was 
in jail from 1949 to 1952.

When he used to come to Gopalganj 
to attend court, we used to see him then. 
My younger brother Kamal hardly even 
knew our father, because he was born 
after me and didn’t get to see him.

One of my earliest memories of 
Gopalganj is the time Kamal asked me, 
“Can I also call your dad, dad?” So, I told 
father about that.

When in 1952 father went on hunger 
strike in jail, our grandfather took us 
to Dhaka by boat, where we stayed 
with some relations. Towards the end 
of February (on the 28th) father was 
released from jail. His condition was 
really bad then and he was very sick due 
to the hunger strike. Grandfather then 
took him to Tongipara. Doctors’ advice 

then was complete bedrest.
It was then that we were with father 

for some time and he used to take us to 
bathe in the pond or take us along with 
him when he used to go to the town.

DS: Now a lot of people think that 
those who engaged in politics become 
detached from their families. How was it 
with your father? Did you have him near 
you, or was he always away from home?

SH: Let me narrate a story here. It was 
around 1957 and we were living in 
Dhaka. But every holiday we used to 
invariably spend some time in our village 
home, because going back to the village 
was like an addiction for us.

During one such visit, some of us 
youngsters were playing and bathing in 
the pond. Then a girl who was a relation, 
asked her father to fasten the belt of her 
frock tightly.

I noticed that she was addressing her 
father as ‘tumi’. So I asked her, “Do you 
address your dad as tumi?” She then 
asked me, “What do you call your dad?”

Suddenly I realised that I didn’t know! 
Because I’d hardly had the chance to call 
my father abba.

We used to go to morning school and 
when we’d leave the house, father would 
be asleep. We used to get back around 
midday, by then father would be in the 
office. And when he would return in the 
afternoon, we’d be out playing.

As a result, we hardly used to meet one 
another. And I didn’t know what I called 
him! Later that girl’s father told my father 
that, because of his politics his own 
daughter didn’t know what to call him.

Then our father got hold of us, sat us 
down and said, “Ok, what do you want 
to call me? Call me abba, call me abba as 
many times as you want, call me abba to 
your heart’s content!”

After that, he always used to get back 
home little earlier, sit with us for lunch 
and always mixed rice and yogurt or milk 
with his own hands and put it up to our 
mouth. Then when he would get back 
at night, he would always ask if we had 
eaten. If we hadn’t, then he would wake 
us up and feed us.

From then on, he always took extra 
care in enquiring about what we were 
doing and how we were. I have to confess 

that I built up a bad habit. Not only 
when I was in school, but even after I was 
married and had children. I didn’t use to 
eat at night. Whenever I used to stay with 
my father, I used to wait because I knew 
he would get us out of bed and eat with 
us. It was as if that, whether I ate or not 
was more of his concern than mine.

So, that one incident about me not 
knowing what to call him, made him 
come close to us for always. Even though 
father used to be in jail quite often and 
for long stretches, whenever we had him 
near us, we had so much of him and he 
was so caring that we never felt any want.

DS: You had all the attention and love 
from your father, but where did his 
politics fit in? When or how did you 
become aware that your father was doing 
this and this, and that there was a positive 
politics behind it?

SH: As you know, the one and only focus 
of father’s politics was the poor people of 
this country. He used to love the people. 
Even at home, there were always people 
coming for help and I never saw my 
father shy away from helping people in 
whatever way he could. He always felt 
that the people of his country were very 
poor and that he had to do something 
for them.

Even if we did not understand 
the details of his politics, we always 
knew that he loved the people and he 
had a special feeling for, and sense of 

responsibility towards his country. That 
much we understood from an early age.

For instance, after the United Front 
Ministry was elected in 1954, and we 
were living in No 3 Minto Road, one day, 
my mother told us that father had been 
arrested the night before. Then we used 
to visit him in jail and we always realised 
that he was put in jail so often because he 
loved the people.

I remember that when police came 
to arrest father after martial law was 
declared in 1958, they searched our 
house thoroughly. They seized everything 
they found there. The real tragedy for 
me was that they ransacked all my 
playthings, especially all the dolls and 
their little houses and beds. They threw 
everything around and that was really 
painful for me.

I remember my grandmother was 
crying as the police took my father away. 
I was crying too. But before the police 
jeep moved out, father waved at us. Then 
we were moved out of the house and our 
mother was virtually on the street with 
us four young ones, but we managed to 
move into a rented house.

So, you can say I have learnt my 
politics from life itself. We went through 
so much sufferings and pain, but we 
never complained to our father. And my 
mother had a lot to do with that. You can 
say that it was from our mother that we 
learnt to sacrifice and endure. Because, if 

mother had complained, and if she had 
expressed any grievance or unhappiness, 
then we would have grown up with a 
different attitude.

My mother had always accepted that 
father would devote himself to politics 
because he loved the people and wanted 
to work for the wellbeing of the country.

DS: You’ve said that you learnt politics 
from life itself. But was there ever a 
moment when Bangabandhu tried, 
consciously, to educate or enlighten you 
about his politics?

SH: Actually, the atmosphere in our 
house wasn’t such that father would sit us 
down and say, “Let’s learn politics.”

There was no opportunity for that and 
indeed there was no need for that. It was 
a natural process. The whole atmosphere 
was a political one. We used to discuss 
everything with father, whether politics or 
anything else.

And we had the habit of reading 
newspapers. When father used to be out 
of prison, we used to all sit together and 
read the papers. Then we used to discuss 
things from the papers, whether politics, 
or sports or anything.

DS: Did Sheikh Shaheb discuss matters 
of principle such as nationalism, 
secularism, socialism and democracy? 
Did he used to discuss things related to 
the four points?

SH: Yes, all the time. Let me tell you a 
little a story.

We had a subject at school called 
Social Knowledge, and there was a 
chapter on Pakistan in the book. It was 
Ayub Khan’s time and the chapter had 
profuse praises for Ayub.

So I showed it to my father and said, 
look what they’ve written. My father 
told me to forget it. He said, “All these 
Pakistan business won’t last, you don’t 
have to waste your time reading about it.”

I had written down everything father 
said about Ayub and military dictators on 
the back of the book. Then, during the 
school exams, I wrote those things down 
in answer to a question about Ayub and 
Pakistan.

Now, the teacher was a CSP officer’s 
wife and she was so annoyed that she 
failed me for that whole subject!

In the shadow of a larger-than-life father
On the occasion of 
Bangabandhu’s 17th 
death anniversary in 
1992, Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina, the then 
Leader of the Opposition, 
talked to The Daily Star 
about her childhood, 
how she learnt her 
politics and the lasting 
influence that her 
father, and crucially, her 
mother (the late Begum 
Fazilatunnesa), left on 
her. It was a relaxed and 
candid Sheikh Hasina 
who spoke to the Star 
team led by the then 
Editor SM Ali. Here we 
publish an excerpt of the 
interview. The interview 
was originally published 
on August 15, 1992. 
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