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Volunteer Services That Make a Difference  
Angels of mercy in Pakistan's largest city  
 
BY RICHARD M.WEINTRAUB  
Riaz Uddin remembers that terrible day in 1965 when 
a truck careening through the crowded streets of 
Karachi hit his 10-year-old sister Zubida and crushed 
the life from her.   He remembers standing over her 
helplessly because there seemed to be no one in a city 
of millions who would come to take away the body-
no ambulances, no officials, no one.   Then, as word 
of the accident spread through the slums, a small man 
came in a white truck crudely fitted out as an 
ambulance, lifted Zubida's body and took it away to 
be washed and wrapped in white Moslem burial 
cloth.   "My sister was crushed. I saw her on the 
street, and no one was there to pick her up. I always 
will remember that. Edhi had only one ambulance 
then, but he rushed to her. That is when I decided I 
would work with him," Riaz said as he carefully 
cradled a young retarded by in his arms.  
 
Today more than 30 years later Abdul Sattar Edhi has 
175 ambulances and Riaz Uddin oversees, an 
orphanage and home for retarded boys. Both are part 
of an extraordinary volunteer social service effort 



built by Edhi that has bypassed the woefully 
inadequate and often corrupt public system while 
touching, and probably saving, the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of people here in Pakistan's largest city 
and beyond.    Karachi's angels of mercy,  
 
Abdul Sattar Edhi, 55,. And Bilquis Edhi, 40, are 
people with a simple mission in life: to help others 
who cannot help themselves.    When hijackers of a 
Pan Am jetliner opened fire on its passengers at 
Karachi airport a year ago, it was Edhi and his fleet 
of little converted trucks that rushed onto the runway, 
lights flashing and sirens wailing, even before the 
shooting stopped. Many died that night, but, had it 
not been for Edhi and his volunteers, many more 
would have.    When a runaway child is found by 
Karachi's police, it is to Edhi and his wife that they 
turn for shelter.   When a young woman, pregnant 
and battered by her husband, is thrown out of the 
house, it is to the Edhis that she turns.   And when a 
destitute man or woman dies and there is no one to 
bathe and bury the body, it is Edhi and his helpers 
who do.   While Pakistani officials are proud of the 
fact that their country has welcomed with open arms 
more than 3 million Afghan refugees, they do not 
speak as openly of a public social service system that 
is virtually nonexistent compared to the need.   
Karachi, a city of more than 7 million, has no 



functioning public ambulance service. Its three city 
hospitals often have inadequate or nonexistent 
medical supplies. Regular hospital blood banks often 
stand shuttered and empty while a few feet away 
medical students, out of exasperation, urn their own 
blood-gathering facilities and laboratories.   
Orphanages, homes for the aged and retarded, local 
medical clinics for the vast part of the population that 
is desperately poor, basic help for the destitute-all are 
woefully inadequate here, if they exist at all Islamic 
societies and some private groups have tried to help, 
but the need ultimately seems to fall prey to the greed 
and corruption that by universal acknowledgment 
dominate public life here. How Service Was Built  
 
It is against this tide that the Edhis swim with single-
minded determination. Talking contributions as small 
as a few rupees, a couple of items of clothes or a goat 
and as large as half a million rupees or the bequest of 
an estate, they have built a service organization 
without parallel in this nation of 100 million, and 
probably matched by few anywhere in the world.   
Millions and millions of rupees are in accounts 
bearing their names, but they live with their four 
children in the same simple two rooms they accupied 
when they began their married life. smiling, joking 
with each other, constantly at each other's side, theirs 
is a relationship rarely seen in an Islamic society 



where men and women usually do not openly share 
lives, especially in the traditional, non-westernized 
part of society in Julie knows what Abdul Sattar Edhi 
and Bilquis Edhi do for the downtrodden of Karachi. 
She had tried to run away from the beatings and 
abuse before, but with the help of police, she say, her 
husband had forced her back.   One of his previous 
wives had killed herself by immolation. Two others 
had divorced him to escape, and one had run away to 
Bangladesh. Julie was six months pregnant when she 
had had enough and, with her two other children, left 
the house.   Julie went first to Apna Ghar-"Our 
Home"- a center run by the Edhis for runaways, the 
destitute and others with no place to go. When it was 
time for her to deliver her child, she went to their 
maternity clinic, part of a complex of free medical 
facilities in the heart of old Karachi.   There, her child 
became one of more than 70 to be born in the first 
week of December. The surroundings were spartan 
but clean, and the midwives were efficient. All of 
them were young women who had come to the Edhis 
for help and subsequently were trained as nurses.   
The staff at the maternity center wanted her to stay 
for a few days to recover her strength, but she was 
worried about her other two children. So a day after 
giving birth, she brought her family to yet another 
Edhi center in northern Karachi. Soon the complex in 
which she is now housed  will contain dormitories, 



training facilities and recreation areas for 2,000 
women.   She is charged nothing for all of this help.   
"I don't have any parents. I have three sisters but 
when I went to them, my husband would come after 
me. Finally, I thought there was no other place to go, 
so I came here. At least here they will raise my 
children properly. What can I do outside?" she asked 
as she held her new born child.  
 
As the drama of Julie,s childbirth was it self out in 
one part of the complex, that make up the Edhis main 
medical center, another was taking place a few rooms 
a way.   Only hours before, a baby had been brought 
in to the center.   "Come upstairs and see my 
children," said Bilquis Edhi with the boundless 
enthusiasm that she displays whether she is holding a 
newborn child or talking tenderly to an elderly 
retarded woman.   Her "children" were two babies, 
one of whom she believed to be only a day old.    
"Paro's father cried when he left her here, but the 
mother was seriously mentally ill and left home. He 
just couldn't cope," Bilquis Edhi said of a bright-
eyed, 10-month-old girl.   Paro hopefully will go 
back to her family when they can once again manage, 
but for a baby abandoned outside one of the Edhi 
centers the night before, there is no such hope.   The 
baby had been placed in a cradle outside one of the 
ambulance centers. Outside all the centers are 



permanent cradles that carry signs pleading with 
those who might want to abandon a child to place it 
there rather than let it die.   Over the years, more than 
90 children have been left in the cradles and hundreds 
of others rescued from trash heaps, ditches or 
roadsides.   For many of these children and hundreds 
born to young women in Edhi clinics, the Edhis have 
been not only the difference between life and death, 
but also the providers of new homes.   By late 
morning, the baby abandoned the night before had 
been checked by a pediatrician and was being cradled 
in the arms of its new mother.   Like more than 1,000 
others, the baby quickly was given to foster parents 
who desperately wanted a child of their own. 


