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Vallath Balakrishnan
(1935-2018)

A MAN OF PASSION WHO
FOLLOWED HISGUTS

It was an honour for me to have been
closely associated with Professor Vallath
Balakrishnan for over five decades. He
wasadedicated doctor, teacher, scientist,
researcher and family man; he worked
tirelessly to further the cause of
gastroenterology inIndiaandwasasource
of inspiration to many.

Dr Balakrishnan and | met during my
first year at the Medical College in Trivandrum (now
Thiruvananthapuram) way back in 1955. Hewastwo years senior
tomein college. Hewas aday scholar, but during lunch-time, he
used to cometo our hostel mess, where we bonded instantly over
afternoon meals. Later on, he married Sarala, my wife's best
friend and college roommate, and our friendship grew as we met
informally with our families.

After completing his MBBS, he did his postgraduation (MD,
Medicine) in Delhi. During the 1965 war he enrolled inthe Army
as a short service commission officer. | had joined the Army
during the 1962 war and our paths crossed againin 1969, when he
wasposted asmedical specialistat Military Hospital, Khadakwasl a,
Pune, and | was a senior resident in the Department of Medicine
at Armed Forces Medical College, Pune. We met often and had
many interesting conversations about life and medicine.

After his service in the Army got over, he joined the Post
Graduatel nstituteof Medical Educationand Research (PGIMER),
Chandigarh, to complete his Doctorate in Medicine (DM) in
Gastroenterology. Heand Dr Habibullahwerethefirst postgraduate
studentsin gastroenterology in India, completing their DM under
the supervision of the legendary Dr P.N. Chhuttani. Among
others, he was influenced by Visiting Professors like Dennis
Burkitt of Burkitt's lymphoma fame, whose thought-provoking
lectureontheintimaterel ationship betweeninadequacy of dietary
fibre and severa diseases set him thinking. The stimulating
atmosphere of academic medicine, the exchange of ideas and
breath-taking advances in gastroenterology that he witnessed at
PGIMER so impressed Dr Balakrishnan that he vowed to bring
this superspecialty to his home state, Kerala.

When hestarted thegastroenterol ogy department at Trivandrum
Medical Collegein 1972 at the age of 37 years, he was the lone
specialist in the state. Although he had to battle bureaucracy and
disbelievers, it did not take him long to create an internationally
renowned department, which he spearheaded for 18 years. Hard
work, discipline and passionate commitment were his hallmarks.

A WHO fellowship in the UK early in his career was the
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beginning of a series of accomplishments. His landmark studies
in pancreatology were beginning to be appreciated. The new
department in Trivandrum built academic bridges across the
country and oceans. Hewasavisiting fellow at INSERM (French
Health and M edical Research Council) in 1985. Hewas president,
Indian Society of Gastroenterology (1987-88) and National
Coordinator of the Indian Pancreatic study.

Dr Balakrishnan received the Dr B.C. Roy National Award in
medicine from the President of India in 1989. He received the
Lifetime Achievement Award from the Indian Society of
Gastroenterology in 2010 in addition to several other honoursand
accolades.

During hisstint at Trivandrum Medical College, he published
aclassicbook, ChronicpancreatitisinIndia, whichlaidemphasis
on the prevalence of this disease in Kerala.

Later inlife, hewastroubled by health problemsand required
repeated hospitalizationsfor coronary artery disease and surgical
interventions. He pushed on neverthel essand worked relentlessly
despitehispoor health to further the cause and devel opment of the
field of gastroenterology.

After hegot better, he shifted to Kochi; though his‘retired’ life
was equally busy as he accepted a position of Professor of
Gastroenterology at the Amrita Institute of Medical Sciences,
Kochi. He continued to teach students, see patients and above all
pursue hisseminal researchwork in pancreatitis. | had alsoretired
fromthe Army by then and wasin Chennai. Dr Balakrishnan was
instrumental in bringing meto Amritalnstitute, handing over the
administrative responsibilities of the department so that he could
devote his time completely to teaching and research.

A man, who motivated many by his work, Dr Balakrishnan,
was also great with words and, in addition to the four medical
booksheedited, he penned twoinspirational memoirs—A passion
named life and Firein my belly. In these books, he looks back on
hislife—alarge part of it as a doctor—as a series of experiences.
They provide us with a clue on his philosophy of life and
medicine.

Hewrote about his battle with illness, ‘ Though | was adoctor
and ascientist trained to think rationally, my scienceisunderlined
by the firm conviction that beyond al scientific laws the powers
of nature reign supreme.’

Thisisthebelief that allowed himto remain calmand untroubled
amidst all the turbulence he faced. May his soul achieve Moksha.
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