
200 THE NATIONAL MEDICAL JOURNAL OF INDIA VOL. 21, NO. 4, 2008

Obituary
Om Prakash Ghai

(14 April 1928–24 May 2008)

The paediatric fraternity lost
a beacon of light and a major
innovator with the passing
away of Professor Om
Prakash Ghai on 24 May
2008. One of the doyens of
child health in India,
Professor Ghai was former
Head of the Department of
Paediatrics, and Dean of the
All India Institute of Medical
Sciences (AIIMS), New
Delhi and a Past President of
the Indian Academy of
Pediatrics. He was 80 years
old and ailing for the past few
years. He had suffered a
stroke a few days before his

death. His demise leaves a deep void in the field of child health in
India.

Professor Ghai was born on 14 April 1928. He entered
Government Medical College, Lahore for the MB,BS course, but
had to shift to Government Medical College, Amritsar in the wake
of the Partition at the time of Independence from where he
completed his graduation. He obtained his Diploma in Child
Health (DCH) from Bombay University (1953) and MD
(Paediatrics) from Medical College, Indore in 1958. During this
period, he came under the mentorship of the legendary Professor
J. M. Pohowala whose gentle nature influenced him immensely.
He started his career as a Registrar in Paediatrics at the then Irwin
Hospital (now known as Lok Nayak Hospital), New Delhi.
Professor Ghai started the Department of Paediatrics at AIIMS on
12 January 1959 with 6 beds for children. Professor Pran Nath
Taneja and Professor Brij Nandan Singh Walia joined him later to
form the department. He obtained advanced training in Paediatrics
from the Children Medical Center, Harvard University, and was
a recipient of the Rockefeller Foundation Fellowship.

Professor Ghai remained the Head of the Department of
Paediatrics at AIIMS for over 25 years (1962–88). In addition to
being a renowned child specialist, he excelled as a keen researcher,
with a special interest in childhood diarrhoea, micronutrients and
Indian childhood cirrhosis. A vast majority of budding doctors
and nurses in India receive their initial lessons in child health
from his famous textbook Essential Pediatrics. After his
superannuation, he was invited to join the University College
of Medical Sciences, New Delhi as Professor and Head,
Department of Paediatrics, where he continued to work till
1991. He also did a short stint in private practice at the Sitaram
Bhartia Institute of Medical Sciences, New Delhi and Anand
Hospital, Delhi. During the past few years he devoted almost
all his time to revising and editing Essential Pediatrics.

Professor Ghai was the President of the Indian Academy of
Pediatrics in 1978 and President of the International College of
Pediatrics from 1987 to 1990. He was the editor of Indian
Pediatrics from 1973 to 1975. He organized the International
Congress of Paediatrics in 1977, the first international conference

in paediatrics to be held in India. Professor Ghai was a recipient
of numerous honours including fellowships of the Indian Academy
of Pediatrics, International College of Pediatrics, and the National
Academy of Medical Sciences (India). He was honoured by the
Indian Council of Medical Research with the Dr Kamla Menon
and Amrut Mody awards for research in diarrhoeal diseases. He
also received the ‘Insignia of Merit’ medallion of the International
Pediatric Association and the Dr B.C. Roy memorial award for
Eminent Medical Teacher from the Medical Council of India.

Professor Ghai maintained his links with his alma mater and
co-alumni from his Lahore days for a long time through the
organization of CME programmes and charitable activities.
Often, he would drag his colleagues to these meetings to provide
impromptu lectures without notice!

Professor Ghai was innovative when it came to postgraduate
teaching. He had an informal, participatory and spontaneous style
of work. He inspired his students and colleagues by igniting new
ideas in a very unassuming way. He earned respect not by
authority, but by the power of his ideas and gentleness. More than
anything else I remember him for the daily morning clinical
sessions for postgraduates. His clinical acumen was legendary. He
enjoyed crisp, short and lucid presentations of patients admitted
to the wards by his postgraduates. He ensured that resident doctors
developed the art of clinical diagnosis by logic and reasoning,
much before evidence-based medicine made a formal entry in
medical education. He encouraged active participation of all in
clinical decision-making. One of the qualities that I admired in
him was his ability to listen to others’ viewpoint. He vigorously
encouraged residents to bring recent editions of textbooks and
journals to the seminar room to support their points of view.
Such was the popularity of the learning process that this set a trend
for postgraduates passing out from the department to present
recent editions of textbooks to the department library, which were
readily consulted by everyone during the discussions. But during
ward rounds he was a completely different person. His famous
temper would be on display when he felt that the children were not
being properly attended to or there was any slackness in their
management.

He loved all his postgraduate students dearly. As a teacher and
role model, he inspired an entire generation of paediatricians
in India. He took great pride in many of his students who
achieved top positions in the profession, academia and
government. He could recount the names of all the post-
graduates who had passed out from the department starting with
Drs O. N. Bhakoo, Shantha Kurup, R. K. Chandra, Meharban
Singh, Saroj Mehta and Vimlesh Seth, and so on in the order
they had entered the department as postgraduates. In fact, we
got the names of all the past students from him when we had
the first meeting of the alumni of the department (Pedsonians)
at his house in 1977. He kept track of their progress and their
professional achievements, and proudly recorded their place-
ments on a map of India in his office for all to see—from Kerala
to Kashmir, Rajasthan to Assam. He too had his own favourites.
I felt that he was particularly fond of all the girls in the department—
there were quite a few with beauty and brains.

More than anything else, Professor Ghai would be remembered
for the book, Essential Pediatrics. He had superb writing skills
and published more than 150 papers in prestigious journals. The
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idea of bringing out a book for undergraduates dawned on him
during the preparation for the International Congress of Paediatrics
in New Delhi in 1977. The few paediatric textbooks by Indian
authors were not very popular or revised regularly. I was lucky to
be associated with him during the entire preparation of the book
brought out by Mehta Offset Press. During this period I learnt the
art of writing, editing, proofreading and interacting with the press.
Often, he would write the text material in his own hand on slips of
paper, editing and rewriting it to perfection while keeping the
content to the minimum. The time and place never mattered. His
secretary late Mr Suraj Bhan had a tough time typing and retyping
the drafts. Professor Ghai would request his faculty colleagues
and residents to critically comment on the manuscript and would
take the criticism in good spirit. He always maintained that the text
should be minimized so that undergraduates would be able to
carry the book with them to the wards. He was impatient and
unhappy at the slowness with which the latest information was
included in the book. This led to the publisher being changed with
almost every edition and partially modified ‘revised reprints’ of
the book would appear every alternate year! The book still
remains the most popular paediatric textbook and it would be an
effort for the new editors to maintain the same standards. He had
also edited books on related subjects especially in community
medicine.

Professor Ghai was instrumental in developing subspecialties
in paediatrics many years ago—certainly the first in India and
possibly among the first few globally. Under his leadership, the
department evolved into the first multispecialty institution of
international repute. Probably he was inspired by the great
ascendancy the specialty departments related to medicine had in
the hierarchy at AIIMS. He would get after new faculty members
in the department to train in subspecialties and develop clinical
services. He would help them to plan and develop research
projects and obtain financial grants. I still have the blue booklet he

prepared during the silver jubilee celebrations of AIIMS where he
mentioned that the department had generated the maximum
grants from national and international agencies. He also felt the
importance of research in critical and relevant thrust areas of child
health. For example, his keen interest in diarrhoeal diseases led all
4 postgraduates in a single semester (Drs Vinod Paul, Rashmi
Kumar, Nalini Agarwal and C. G. Domah) to do experimental
projects for their theses in this field. It paved the way for another
faculty member, Professor M. K. Bhan, to continue the momentum
resulting in the creation of a full-fledged division of diarrhoeal
diseases, of international repute, in the department. He tried his
best to set up a national centre for child health at AIIMS; but it did
not happen in his lifetime.

Professor Ghai was very informal in the way he conducted his
office. He rarely, if ever, used the phone to speak with colleagues
in the department. If the need arose he would just walk into the
offices or clinics of the concerned faculty, research scientist or
student. It was the same attitude when clinical consultations were
necessary. He did not believe in the green slips of paper
(consultation forms at AIIMS) and would walk with his residents
to the chambers of colleagues.

Professor Ghai was a visionary in the true sense. His name will
forever remain etched in the annals of paediatrics and child health
of India. He is survived by his devoted wife Dr Vimla Ghai, two
daughters Vinita and Kavita and son Dr Vivek Ghai. He was a
modest man who lived a simple life. In his death, the paediatric
fraternity of the country has lost a father-figure, a teacher par
excellence, an inspiring leader and a thorough gentleman.
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Erratum
 
In the article ‘Unnikrishnan AG. An approach to a patient with a diabetic foot. Natl Med J India
2008;21:134–7’, the sentence on page 135, column 2, line 2: ‘The ABI is obtained by dividing
the systolic blood pressure in the brachial artery (as detected by a sphygmomanometer) by the
systolic blood pressure in the dorsalis pedis/ posterior tibial artery.’

should be read as

‘The ABI is obtained by dividing the systolic blood pressure in the dorsalis pedis/posterior
tibial artery (as detected by a sphygmomanometer) by the systolic blood pressure in the
brachial artery.’

We regret the error.


