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The story of the Emami Group from inception to the present is an idyllic tale
of strong friendship, binding family ties and earthy entrepreneurial wisdom.

Text: Lina Mathias

Photographs: Sayantan Sarkar

he story of Radhey Shyam Agarwal and Radhey
Shyam Goenka's friendship and excellent working
partnership in co-founding the Emami company on
a seed capital of Rs 20,000 and building it up into
a Rs 2,000 crore group sounds almost too good to be true. It
is only when you see the second generation of the Agarwals
and Goenkas together and hear them talk of work and family
and what their fathers have taught them do you realise that
textbook-type friendships and entrepreneurial partnerships
are not only real but can be passed down from one generation
to another.

The Kolkata-based Agarwal and Goenka families keep a
low social profile, preferring to give the Page 3 circuit a wide
berth. And in their business too, the reliance is on down-to-
earth expertise and astuteness. By now the story of how the
two friends gave up jobs at one of the Birla companies in
1974 and began selling cosmetic and beauty products
piled in the back of a hand-pulled rickshaw is well-known.
Today, while the two men continue to helm the group, their
children—R S Agarwal'’s sons, Aditya V and Harsh V and
daughter Priti Sureka (married to Raj Kumar Sureka), and R S
Goenka's sons, Mohan and Manish, are directors, venturing
into newer areas, happy to put into practice what their fathers
have taught them.,

Roots and wings

In answer to a question, the young directors say that the very
idea of a "generation gap’ is ridiculous. “They have groomed
us,” points out Mohan Goenka simply. The scions share
anecdotes of how the seniors always attempt to get the better
of each other in various ways. One famous instance is the

“dhabawala competition”. Whilst eating at a dhaba (roadside
eatery), the two got into an argument about each other’s
culinary skills. Before the astonished dhabawala could make
out what had happened, the two friends had taken over the
cooking to hold a competition right there on the road. It is this
zest for life along with their "people skills” and entrepreneurial
instincts that has been passed on to the younger generation.

Says Agarwal's daughter Priti, “My father is my role
model. He is a fantastic entrepreneur and [ am in awe of his
relationship skills, his way of dealing with the staff, workers
and people in general.” Adds her brother Harsh, “It's the
personal touch that he and Goenkaji have, whether they are
dealing with suppliers or workers. There is an attitude of
helpfulness, of calm and composed decisiveness that we really
look up to.”

Being the eldest, Priti (she looks after Emami'’s hair care
and personal care products division and also heads marketing
and mergers along with brother Harsh) used to accompany
her father to his office every day after school. “I watched, with
fascination, my father building up the business and it simply
made me long to be a part of it all.” Priti says that one of the
unique aspects about the Emami group is that it is "led by
heart. Ours is a strongly innovative and instinctive strategy
and we believe in understanding the consumer’s psyche and
his/her latent needs.”

Today, while Emami Ltd, the flagship company of the
group continues to make and innovate health and personal
care products, the group has ventured into newsprint,
edible oil, real estate, malls (in partnership) and runs a
highly successful chain of shops retailing gifts and books
called Starmark. Emami cosmetics are not only popular in
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