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Obituary
B. Ramamurthi

(31 January 1922–13 December 2003)

It was on the morning of 14 De-
cember 2003, in the midst of the
annual conference of the Neuro-
logical Society of India at
Chandigarh, that news came of
the sad demise the previous night
of Dr B. Ramamurthi, one of the
founding members of the Society.
This was probably one of the very
few meetings not graced by his
presence on the inaugural day, a
circumstance which left many of
us with feelings of unspoken fore-
boding. Yet, possibly it was for

the best—almost as if he had planned it—a dramatic exit from the
world when all the delegates gathered at the annual conference
stood up to pay homage to one of the founders of the Neurological
Society of India, and indeed of Indian neurosciences; a titan who
dominated his chosen field for more than half a century.

A brilliant student, he stood first and received the Johnstone
Gold medal from the Madras University as the best under-
graduate student in 1943. Choosing neurosurgery was an act of
daring when the specialty was unknown in India. On complet-
ing his training in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, UK and then at
Montreal, Canada he came back and joined his alma mater,
Madras Medical College in the Department of Surgery in 1950.
By dint of sheer hard work he managed to loosen the chains of
strong tradition at the College and was able to carve out a
department for himself, which later had its own building and
was elevated to the status of the Madras Neurological Institute.
It was the first of its kind in India and encompassed all the
clinical disciplines of neurosciences, making it a memorial to
his sagacity, wisdom and foresight for all time. Following his
retirement in 1978, he joined the famous VHS Hospital, Madras,
and built the Dr A. Lakshmipathi Neurosurgical Centre, which
again became a centre of excellence. He had the proverbial
‘Midas touch’, making every organization he joined flourish
and prosper.

Starting the postgraduate course in neurosurgery along with Dr
Jacob Chandy of Christian Medical College, Vellore, when no
degree in any superspecialty of medicine was available, was one
of the many firsts to his credit. This step, over the years, has built
up a manpower bank for the country and also opened the door for
the development of many new superspecialty departments in
various medical institutions. His commitment to manpower de-
velopment in medicine led to streamlining of the diplomate of the
national board courses during his tenure as President of the
National Board of Examinations.

A strong personality, he did not suffer fools gladly, and was a
strict disciplinarian at work. Yet, after working hours he was a
different person, who could enjoy an evening of conviviality with
his juniors, follow the rhythm and notes of classical music in a
ganasabha in Chennai with eyes closed and fingers keeping the
beat—a study in rapt concentration and supreme enjoyment. His
zest for life was infectious whether he was playing with his
grandchildren or enjoying a party. Very few could best him in
telling a smutty joke. I think this ability to be totally involved in
whatever he was doing made him excel in so many spheres of
life—a rare gift indeed.

Two images endure in my memory. The first was his sitting with
a notebook at all conferences, meticulously taking notes and enthu-
siastically asking questions or giving comments. It was remarkable
to see this person who, as he grew in years, was willing to listen and
adapt, not rest on his laurels and grow more rigid in his beliefs, as
happens with so many of us as we grow older. One of his favourite
aphorisms was ‘consistency is the virtue of an ass’. The second was
his love for photography. He had the largest collection of photo-
graphs of people working in the neurosciences from all around the
world, especially in India. These were obviously well-catalogued,
and I have never forgotten the time he showed almost four decade-
old photographs of mine while delivering an oration at the All India
Institute of Medical Sciences and asked the audience to identify the
picture. No one could and, strangely, that included me!

On his seventy-fifth birthday, those present were let into
another secret chapter of his life. Many individuals and represen-
tatives from various organizations stood up on stage to pay tribute
to his contributions to various charities, which were on a mind-
boggling scale. This tribute was paid spontaneously and without
his knowledge. This made the occasion not only poignant but also
increased the respect for this man who had not only earned like a
prince but also had the heart of ‘Karna’.

He loved reading P. G. Wodehouse, one of the many loves I
shared with him. He always made a beeline for young people in
any conference, and many people around the world remember him
in the field of neurosurgery because of this. As a matter of fact, in
1963, at Calcutta, he came up to me (then a young first-year
resident in neurosurgery) and said, ‘I am Ramamurthi!’ To build
instant rapport was a special talent of his.

When I look around among the neurosurgeons in India, I see so
many small nuances of his, which have rubbed off onto many of
us. One can catch a glimpse of him in the occasional gesture, the
way of dressing or speaking, networking with young neuroscien-
tists, academics, or somebody’s methods of administration. I
think it is this that will endure in the years to come, creating a
legacy that will go on enriching the fabric of Indian neurosurgery.
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