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Obituary

Raja Subbarao Rao
(18 November 1935–30 September 2011)

In 1989, I had just finished my
postgraduation at King Edward
Memorial Hospital (KEM) and was
very keen to work at the Tata
Memorial Hospital (TMH) just
across the road. By that time, TMH
had a formidable reputation and
the junior residency programme
was much sought after and difficult
to gain entry into. One had to clear
only an interview for selection and
it was rumoured that one had to
have the right ‘connections’. I
discussed my desire with my boss

at KEM, Dr C. V. Patel, as I was aware that he had worked at TMH,
where he had friends. He scribbled a note on a small piece of
paper, saying, ‘Dear Raja, can you help Sanjay?’, and asked me to
meet Dr Raja Rao, who was then the superintendent at TMH.
When I went to meet Dr Rao, I was rather nervous because of the
formidable reputation of the TMH surgeons those days. ‘Are you
really interested in learning surgical oncology? Are you prepared
to work hard? If so, please come for the interview,’ he said. There
were more than 50 candidates vying for 6 posts, and some of them
had the reputation of having the requisite ‘connections’. The
interview was conducted by the entire group of surgical chiefs at
TMH. They sat at one end of a big table and the experience was
quite an intimidating one. Later on, I learnt that a huge amount of
wrangling went on while shortlisting the candidates and that Dr
Rao opposed the selection of candidates who had political
connections. To my surprise, I made it into the list. And thus began
a rather long association with Dr Raja Rao.

The surgical chiefs of TMH at that time were flamboyant,
aggressive personalities, who commanded awe and fear among
the staff and patients as they strode down the corridors of the
hospital with a large bevy of residents in tow. Unlike many of
them, Dr Rao, although a tall man, spoke softly and gently,
listened and had no airs. He did not evoke the fear and awe that his
colleagues did. Resident staff would not hesitate to approach him
with problems and complaints. During surgery, he did not use the

diathermy like many of the younger surgeons there, but dissected
and divided surgical planes, including mastectomy flaps, with
scissors.

Dr Rao obtained his postgraduate qualifications in surgery
from the G.S. Medical College and KEM and then joined TMH as
a resident in 1957, in a department which was the first one
dedicated to surgical oncology in India. He was appointed on the
staff in 1963 and soon gravitated towards head and neck cancer
surgery as a specialty. He was particularly interested in thyroid
cancer, on which he wrote a monograph. He became chief of the
head and neck service and soon, the superintendent in 1980.
Following this, he became the Director and Chief of Surgery in
1991 and served in this post until he retired in 1995.

When I finished my year at TMH, I went to him for advice on
whether I should continue or go back to KEM as a lecturer. He told
me, ‘TMH is not a straightforward place; you may be better off at
KEM in an academic career.’ I took his advice and went back. We
kept in touch over the years. His son, Satish, came and did a locum
job with us at KEM and Dr Rao called me to say, ‘Please treat him
like anyone else; he needs to work hard and go through the grind.’
In 1999, when I decided to join a private sector hospital, he was
one of the few people I went to seek advice from. I remember him
telling me, ‘If you are honest and work hard you can do well.’ I am
still not sure whether that was very accurate but I guess he was
extrapolating from his own life.

After retiring from TMH he did some private practice, but in
a low-key manner, mainly at Shushrusha, a cooperative hospital
serving middle class patients where I too work. ‘I cannot adjust to
the style and philosophy of the big corporate hospitals,’ he once
told me. In the past few years, he worked along with Satish, also
a trained oncosurgeon. I remember meeting him last in the
corridors of Shushrusha Hospital, where he would be admitted for
chemotherapy for multiple myeloma, an illness he was diagnosed
with 2 years ago. He was the same tall figure striding down the
corridor, albeit a little slow. He asked me, ‘How are you doing?’,
a question I should have been asking him.
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