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A CLASS REUNION-MADRAS MEDICAL COLLEGE,
1953
We do not choose our classmates. However, once a selection
committee has picked us out of a mass of applicants and put
us together, we spend most of our waking hours during the
next six or seven years in each other's company, growing
from callow youth to near maturity. It is a shame that during
later life we draw apart and rarely get to see most of our old
friends, and often do not even hear of them. Therefore, when
a friend who joined the Madras Medical College with me in
1953 suggested that we all meet 40 years later, I was happy
to organize the reunion. It has been such a rewarding experi-
ence that I felt I should share it with my readers.

My class fellows are scattered in every continent except
Antarctica. Fourteen have settled in the USA, five in
Malaysia, four are in the UK, two in Australia and one in
Canada. One came from South Africa and returned there
without completing his medical studies and another is
working in Saudi Arabia. To organize a successful reunion,
one must allow enough time for the necessary arrangements,
which would include taking leave if a person is employed, or
fixing a locum if he or she is in private practice. I sent out my
first circular 18 months before the planned meeting and to
avoid someone turning up a year before the actual date, my
flyer specified that we would meet in 1993 and not in 1992.
This was followed by four reminders sent at regular intervals.
In spite of these many people made up their minds late, and
some decided to come only a week before the event; one
turned up without notice on the morning of the great day.

It is not possible for a single person to handle the entire
organization, especially if he or she works for a living, so it is
important to get together a group of willing helpers. I have
heard it said that if you want a job done you should entrust it
to a busy person. One who has no work to do will never find
the time. I certainly found this statement to be true. The
members of my committee who were the busiest professionally
also did the most. Responsibility was precisely and clearly
allocated and I found that vague statements that 'we should
think of doing this or that' never led to any action.

A reunion will only be successful ifthe majority ofthe class
attends. Thirty-four years had elapsed since most of us left
the college after our housejobs. Although there are institu-
tions such as the Christian Medical College, Veil ore which
have active alumni associations the Madras Medical College
is government-run and its alumni association is no more
efficient than any other branch of the bureaucracy. Surpris-
ingly, we were able to get the names of the 136 entrants of
1953 from the college office. This took some time, but also
served to confirm the list we had put together from our
collective memories, aided by our class photographs. Tracing
the people was another matter. We had studied in an era
before reorganization of the states split India into linguistic
groups, and so our classmates had come not only from Tamil
Nadu but also from Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh as
well as from other parts of India, including Punjab and
Kashmir. A few were from Malaysia and Africa. The next

step was to identify some key people. One of our classmates
located others in the United States and another did the same
in the United Kingdom. It was also useful to look through the
membership lists of national medical associations because
most doctors abroad tend to join these. Doctors who travel,
especially for conferences are able to stay in touch with old
friends and specialists who have patients referred to them
may be useful too. In the circulars we included the
names of those who had not been traced, and once we con-
tacted a long-lost friend, he or she was often able to add the
addresses of others.

Yamaraja has been all too fond of our batch, and has
already claimed 22 of our 136. He began culling us even when
we were in college. In our fourth year one fell from a train
and died. Another died from gastric carcinoma at the age of
29, and since then others have succumbed to a variety of
ailments. However, I was always sceptical, when told of
the death of a colleague until I found someone who could
confirm this personally. I was told of the death of one on the
basis of information supplied by a third party who was not a
member of the family. I was able to trace him to a neighbour-
ing state where he was active and very much alive.

I wrote to every doctor who referred patients to me, to find
out whether he or she was aware of my classmates who came
from that area. The widow of one of these doctors in the
northeast wrote to me that, unfortunately, her husband had
died before receiving my letter but she herself was good
enough to trace a colleague for me.

Patients were also asked for help and one letter was
delivered to a classmate by one such patient who lived in the
next street. I got the address of a surgeon in Australia by
writing to my former registrars there. They traced seven
people with that name from the membership lists of different
associations, one of whom proved to be the right man. When
we were through, we had failed to locate only three of the
114 survivors.

'What a splendid idea!' wrote one from the UK. However,
not everyone was as enthusiastic. 'As regards the 40th
anniversary in 1993, I would like to know the response. If the
response is good, say not less than 100, certainly you can
include my name. If it is less than that, I shall think it over.'
A stiff personal letter reminding him that if everyone took
that attitude, our number would never rise above the
strength of the committee, made him see reason, and he
became an active participant. Each circular included the
names of those who had decided to attend. This jogged the
memory of those still wavering, and persuaded many more
to come.

While such a meeting should be held in the college premises,
it is unlikely that nostalgia alone will be strong enough to
make people stay in hostels. Suitable hotel accommodation
in Madras would have been very expensive because with so
many people coming from afar, and meeting after such a long
time, we had planned a one and a half day reunion. We
decided to meet in the MMC, and then go on to Mahabali-
puram, a tourist resort within easy reach of the city.
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December and January are the only reasonably cool months
in Madras, and being the height of the tourist season, we had
to book hotel accommodation early. In fact, we did it a year
ahead. We optimistically paid for 75 hotel rooms at a time
when our total number of registrants was ten but when the
time came, we had to actually organize ten more.

All this called for money. The amount a person can afford
depends on what he has made in his lifetime. We felt Rs 2000
would cover our expenses, the hotels, food, and transport
from Madras to Mahabalipuram and back by chartered
buses, and a photograph to memorize the occasion. This was
easily met by the majority of us, but there were some who
could not pay. As we all felt that attendance was more impor-
tant than full payment, we made it plain from the start that
those who could not afford the payment were welcome to
give us what they could. Only a handful took advantage of
this offer.

Should we invite our teachers? There were many still alive,
for each department had plenty of Assistant Professors,
tutors and demonstrators. We were closer to some than to
others, but we thought it would be unfair to distinguish
between them. We ourselves were advanced in years, the
youngest being 58, and many of our 'young' teachers were
now old and unwell. As it would be a great responsibility to
bring them over, we decided, reluctantly, to leave them out.
If such meetings were more frequent, we would have one or
two as special guests, and thus gradually cover their entire
number.

We met, as we had done 40 years earlier, in the Anatomy
lecture hall. Many came with their spouses and children. The
final tally was 76 classmates and 52 family members. Not as
many as I had hoped for, but enough to make the occasion
memorable. The Dean was good enough to join us for a few
moments. We then repaired to the grounds for group photo-
graphs. A little arm twisting was needed to ensure that the
prints were delivered before we dispersed the next day. After
a brief walk around the college and hospital, down memory
lane, we boarded the buses for Mahabalipuram.

It was left to the participants to decide which type of room
they wanted although there was a uniform charge. These
were allocated by drawing the names out of a hat and there
were no complaints.

We were all curious to know what each of us had done
since leaving the MMC. Although we had collected informa-
tion about each person and printed a directory, we gave each
one a chance to come up to the dais and say a few words about
himself or herself.

And what had we made of ourselves? Three of the women
had given up medicine and become full time homemakers,
and one of the men maintained the equality of the sexes by
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doing likewise. Ten took to obstetrics and gynaecology,
which was a feminine preserve in those days and none of the
men ventured there. General practice was also popular and
there were 26 of them, 3 being women. We had 11 surgeons
and 6 physicians, some of whom had been professors in
medical colleges. All had retired from their college posts,
but were still active in practice. Eight, four from each sex,
had played safe by joining government service and some of
them had risen to Directorships. Orthopaedics was another
popular speciality, with 7 adherents, one of whom was a
woman. We had five paediatricians, three public health
doctors and three in industrial medicine, and we also had
pathologists, anaesthetists, ophthalmologists, cardiologists,
radiologists, and an anatomist, gastroenterologist, oncologist,
neurologist, dermatologist, sexually transmitted disease
specialist, a haematologist and a nephrologist.

We have not been without honour in our countries. We
have a Padma Bhushan and a Padma Shri, and one of us in
Malaysia was awarded the title, Datur.

Some of us had interesting hobbies. One is a genuine
magician, a member of the Magicians' Association of the
USA. Another is building Hindu temples there. We have
politicians-two of us have been MLAs and one a municipal
councillor. One is Vice President of the Pradesh Committee
of his party, and was gaoled after a demonstration. There are
Rotarians, Lions and Freemasons, and many have been
active members and office bearers of the Indian Medical
Association and other professional bodies. One is a qualified
cricket umpire, and one was a cricket commentator for All
India Radio. Unfortunately, professional responsibilities
now prevent both from pursuing these interests. One took a
PhD in Philosophy while continuing to run a laboratory, and
discourses on Indian culture and our spiritual heritage, and
one, a devout Muslim, does social and religious work and has
established a residential school.

Dinner in the evening was followed by entertainment, with
the talents from our college years displayed again. Our
magician did some really grand tricks.

Previous attempts at organizing similar meetings have not
had anywhere near the success we achieved. The reason why
we did better was because we made a concerted effort to
trace everyone of our class and sent regular and frequent
circulars giving a long lead time before the reunion. Holding
the meeting outside Madras was also a factor in our success
because there are just too many distractions in a big city.
However, the ultimate reason for our success was mutual
affection. People came from half-way across the globe, at
enormous expense, with no aim except to meet old friends.

M. K. MANI


