
THE NATIONAL MEDICAL JOURNAL OF INDIA VOL. 6, NO.4, 1993 179

Eminent Indians in Medicine

P. N. Chhuttani
MB,BS, Dip Trop Med (Calcutta), MD (Medicine), DSc

Dr Pran Nath Chhuttani was born on 26 February 1915. He had an outstanding
undergraduate career in the Panjab University, Lahore, standing first in the
final MB ,BS examination in medicine, surgery, obstetrics and gynaecology,
ophthalmology and otolaryngology.

He began his career in the Mayo Hospital, Lahore (1938-39) and later
moved to the School of Tropical Medicine, Calcutta (1939-41). He joined the
Irwin Hospital, New Delhi in 1942 and worked there for one year when he left
to serve in the Armed Forces during the World War. After the war, he went to
the United Kingdom for two years and on his return joined the Medical College
in Amritsar as an Assistant Professor in Medicine. He then served as Professor
of Clinical Medicine at the Patiala and Amritsar Medical Colleges (1956-62)
and later as Director-Professor of Medicine (1962-78), Dean (1963-69) and
Director (1969-78) at the Postgraduate Institute of Medical Education and
Research in Chandigarh. He is now Emeritus Professor of Medicine at the
same institution.

An Honorary Physician to the President of India between 1982and 1987, he
has been President of the Advisory Council of the Association for Rural Aid in
Medicine, the Indian Society of Gastroenterology, the Asian Association of
Gastroenterology, the Indian Association for the Advancement of Medical
Education, the National Academy of Medical Sciences, the National Board of
Education and the National Association of Indian Doctors for the Prevention
of Nuclear War (1985-89).

Dr Chhuttani has published 150papers in gastroenterology, apart from writing
for the lay press on health-related matters.

His awards include the Padma Bhushan (1972), the Shakuntala Amir Chand
Prize of the Indian Council of Medical Research (1953) and the B. C. Roy
National Award (1989).

Dr P. N. Chhuttani grew up on his grandfather's 1400acre
farm at Leiah in Pakistan. His early ambition was to take it
over some day after equipping himself suitably at an agricul-
tural college.

Frequent travel broadened his horizons beyond farming-
he never spent more than one year at a single school! The
family moved from Leiah to Sikkim, where his father was the
Chief Justice of the High Court, to Lyallpur, Lahore and to
Amritsar, where his uncles were in the Civil Services.

After securing a first division in the matriculation exami-
nation, he joined the Government Medical College, Lahore,
in the pre-medical group with one of two aims-to move to
agricultural college or to enter the Civil Services choosing
Botany as his main subject. However he achieved neither
aim. He was ranked among the first ten in the university
examination and it was at that time his grandfather died so
that the farm he had loved was sold.

In those days Lahore had the only medical college west of
Lucknow. Forty-five seats were allotted to nominees, while
the merit seats went to 15 Muslims, 5 Sikhs and 10 others.

Dr Chhuttani, during the initial years, spent his time playing
tennis and was captain of the swimming team. During his
third year, he applied himself seriously to his books and
topped the University in Hygiene and later stood first in
Panjab University in the final professional examination, with
individual firsts in Medicine, Surgery, Obstetrics and
Gynaecology, Ophthalmology and ENT.

Reservations were an accepted part of life even in the
1930s and of the 6 posts of house surgeons, 3 went to
Muslims, 1 to a Sikh and 2 to members of other religions. His
examination results assured him of a post in any subject of
his choice and Dr Chhuttani decided to become a surgeon.
He realized, however, that he would be unable to cope with
the two surgeons who would be his teachers, and so opted to.
study Medicine under Professor (General) Amir Chand.

When World War II broke out in 1939,he resigned his post
and moved to the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine
which was at that time one of the most prestigious institutes
in the country. After securing the Diploma in Tropical
Medicine, he stayed on to complete his dissertation.
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He went back to Lahore in 1940 to train for his MD in
General Medicine. Not a single candidate had passed the
Panjab University MD examination since 1935, so it was a
red-letter day in 1942 when 3 did. They were Drs Sushila
Nayar, Amarjit Singh and P. N. Chhuttani.

Dr Chhuttani moved to Irwin Hospital in Delhi, replacing
the English Civil Surgeon who had been moved to Shimla.
Being sympathetic to leftist politics, when the Soviet
Union declared war on Germany and joined the Allies,
Dr Chhuttani joined the Indian Army as a medical specialist,
while remaining an honorary consultant to the Irwin Hospital.

After three months in India, he was part of the Persia and
Iraq Force in the Middle East, moving through Iraq, Iran,
Lebanon, Palestine and Egypt. He rose to the rank of
Lieutenant Colonel and at the end of the war asked for
accelerated release. He took over as Assistant Professor
of Medicine at the Balik Ram Medical College, Lahore,
where Dr Amir Chand, his former teacher, had been the first
Professor.

With the Partition of India, the Institute disintegrated, and
Dr Chhuttani went to England on a Government of India
scholarship where he spent two years working mainly at the
Hammersmith Hospital.

On his return in 1949, he was offered the post of Professor
of Pharmacology at Lady Hardinge Medical College, but
opted instead to become Assistant Professor of Medicine at
the Amritsar Medical College. He remained in Amritsar till
1962, apart from a two-year stint at Patiala and six-months
abroad on Commonwealth and Rockefeller fellowships.

In 1960 it was decided to establish a Postgraduate Institute
of Medical Education and Research (PGI) at Chandigarh,
and Drs Tulsi Das, Santokh Singh Anand and P. N. Chhuttani
were assigned the task. Dr Tulsi Das was the first Director
followed by Dr Anand. Dr Chhuttani was the first Dean and
became the Director on Dr Anand's retirement. These three
stalwarts nurtured the Institute into an island of excellence
in clinical care, education and research.

The 1960s and 1970s were the golden years in the history of
the PGI. Dr Chhuttani had the freedom to appoint anybody.
Reservations for those domiciled locally were removed and
talent became the only criterion for recruitment. He wooed,
coaxed and coerced the cream of the medical profession in
India and abroad to come and help him create an Institute
with an international reputation; and he succeeded. When
he asked for retirement at the age of 60 he was asked to stay
on for a further three years by a grateful government.

After he retired from the PGI, he established the
Chandigarh Medical Centre, a polyclinic with indoor and
outdoor facilities equipped to deal with almost any medical
ailment. His busy practice starts at 8 am and carries on till
aboutSpm.

A good teacher is invariably a lifelong student. To the
S junior doctors who help him cope with the multitude of
patients at his centre, he is the eternal teacher--organizing
journal clubs, case presentations and lectures, at which he
also takes his turn. He regularly attends the Clinico-
Pathological Conferences and other teaching sessions at the
PGI. His attitude to learning is one of humility-he is always
ready to discuss a new concept or acknowledge an error
pointed out by a junior colleague, provided the opinion is
supported by adequate data.

When asked about his achievementf' he does not list
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his numerous awards, the ISO-odd research papers he has
published, nor his participation in innumerable prestigious
national and international conferences. He says that he
'thoroughly enjoyed' doing all that he did! He participated
in the Second and Third World Congresses of Gastroenterol-
ogy in Munich and Tokyo, the Eighth International Congress
of Internal Medicine at Buenos Aires and has represented
India at the Regional Conference on Medical Education
(Teaching Methods) and Essential Drugs as a WHO consul-
tant in Geneva and at the International Conference on
Development, Migration and Manpower at Serbellini, Lake
Como. He has led Indian teams to the WHO seminar on
Medical Education suitable for developing' countries in
Pokhara in Nepal, and to the conference of International
Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War in Moscow
in 1987.

He has been a Fellow of the Panjab University Senate since
1960 and was Dean, Faculty of Medical Sciences (1970-8S).
Other universities at which he has held decision-making
positions are Patiala, Banaras Hindu University, Himachal
Pradesh, Osmania and the Sher-e-Kashrnir Institute of
Medical Sciences, Srinagar.

He confesses that his main failure has been the occasional
bad decision, when he chose the wrong person for a key post
resulting in far-reaching consequences. This has been a
major cause of disappointment; but this apart, he has no
regrets.

What does he feel about the present status of the PGI? Has
it maintained its high standards? 'There has been a general
decline,' he says 'which happens to all institutions. It is not
drastic, but there has been no ascendancy in recent years. Its
growth seems to have reached a plateau.'

Dr Chhuttani did not give up his childhood dream. He now
has a farm on the outskirts of Chandigarh, where he can often
be found bicycling around. He still plays the odd game of
tennis, bypass surgery notwithstanding. He runs a trust
which provides funds and medicines to needy cancer patients
and sees poor patients in his clinic free of charge. His wide-
ranging interests include writing for the media, usuallyon
health-related topics. He is the President of the Tribune
Trust Group of Publications, and keeps a hawk-like watch
on its activities. He is also a trustee of the Sir Ganga Ram
Hospital in New Delhi.

Among his quirks, he feels that he is 'difficult to get along
with'. He says that he is often ill-tempered and sour. In addi-
tion, he is brusque and says exactly what he wants! Anyone
who fails to match up to his perfectionist standards, or is
caught napping on the job is likely to receive an unbridled
tongue-lashing!

Has he any message for the younger generation? 'I have
tried to convey what I had to say by setting an example.'

Dr Chhuttani, despite fame, wealth and recognition,
remains a man of spartan habits. He rises early, eats only to
live and does not bother with haircuts having chosen to shave
off his hair instead! He dresses simply, cleans his own shoes
and his room and has little time or inclination for frivolous
conversation. Prodded on his bachelor status, he quips
mischievously, 'Blame it on the stars!'

What are his future plans? 'To keep doing my best,'
he says.
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