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Bench to Bedside: An anthology of medical student narratives.
Timms Olinda (ed). The Health and Humanities Division, St
John’s National Academy of Health Sciences, Bengaluru,
Karnataka, 2017. 84pp, price not mentioned.

A separate building in the campus of the
St John’s Academy in Bengaluru houses
the Department of History of Medicine on
the ground and first floors. The department,
named after its erstwhile Professor of
History of Medicine and munificent donor,
Major General S.L. Bhatia, is attracting
national and international scholars. Dr
Mario Vaz heads it.

The Division of the Humanities and
Health is housed on the second floor of

this building and is headed by Dr Manjulika Vaz—Dr Mario’s
better 9/10th. It is also fortunate in having Dr Olinda Timms as an
associate. Dr Timms is the author of an excellent text on medical
ethics in the Indian context.

We learn that the book under review is the outcome of a project
set up by two persons. Dr Kavery Nambisan is an alumnus of the
college and now a rural surgeon with two works of fiction to her
credit. She drew up the project with Ms Sridala Swami, a poet and
author. Although she writes for children, Ms Swami has also
written on death, decay that accompanies ageing and the fragile
nature of relationships. Together with Dr Manjulika Vaz, they
organized a workshop on creative writing and communication.
They encouraged medical students to embark ‘on a journey of
writing reflective narratives’. This book contains the essays,
poems and illustrations that flowed out of the impressionable
youngsters.

The five sections of the book contain accounts of personal
experiences, emotions and thoughts as the students travel through
the 4 years of medical school and into internship. We are acquainted
with the authors through their photographic portraits and learn a
little about their aptitudes in notes provided at the end of each
contribution. Drawings and a few photographs by fellow-students
illustrate the book. Two narratives have been selected from the
offerings of four students and one each from the remaining
12 students. A first-year student has designed the cover.

It is obvious that these talented youngsters are already steeped
in the humanities. Ms Aiswarya Sasi provides the first two
offerings in the form of a poem and a rambling account. We learn
that she is also a Carnatic vocalist. Ms Tia Thomas, Ms Elaina
Pasangha and Ms Sitarah Mathias are pianists. Ms Divya Devaraj
loves dancing and theatre. Mr Kamal Jain has provided the
illustration for his own essay. Ms Helena Makri dreams of setting
up a hospital in the Ri Bhoi district of Meghalaya along with a
Bistro kitchen for those with a sensitive palate! When you study
this anthology, do not miss Ms Makri’s ‘The great book story’.
Your admiration for her will deepen.

The insights provided in their contributions are thought-
provoking. Here are some vignettes.

Ms Sasi tells us that as she embarked on her first anatomy
dissection, she was struck by the profound realization that she had
seen more of her subject than he had ever done himself. Elaina
Pasangha, on the other hand, holding the brain she had just

removed from the skull, felt, ‘All his memories, his hopes and
dreams, the things he liked, the things he hated. I held what made
him who he was, in the palm of my hand.’

Mr Denver Hurtis puts the importance of medical textbooks
(the weight of some can put construction bricks to shame) in
perspective as he evaluates the information in them against what
we learn from the experiences of our teachers and from our own
patients (p. 27).

‘I knew he would be okay if I called you,’ a sobbing 10-year-
old child kept saying to Ms Deign Maria John in relief. Ms John,
a second-year student, had rushed to the aid of the child’s father
who had collapsed after a syncope. This heart-felt evidence of
trust humbled her.

Finally, consider Ms Tia Thomas’ feelings as she saw a young
girl who had suffered burns all over her body. As the patient’s
medical attendants cleaned her wounds, ‘she started weeping. The
tears that ran down her cheeks must have caused even more pain
because her cheeks had no skin. She writhed in pain…’

Dr Timms captures the essence of this book in her Note from
the editor : ‘Any medical professional will empathize with the
angst and resilience that resonates through these narratives…’

Her note ends thus: ‘I hope this effort will encourage more
young doctors to share reflections from their lived experiences in
a profession that is rich with triumphs, frustrations, learning,
encounters, hope and humanity.’

Amen!
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Bipolar. Anurag Kumar. Notion Press, Chennai, 2017. 166pp,
` 220. ISBN 978-1947137288.

Name a profession that does not have
its interesting anecdotes. Why else
will there be old boys’ or girls’
reunions––not alumni meets, which
have a serious purpose, but ole-folks
clubs for the fun of recollection––
whether it be school days, or college
days or even corporate days, old
memories revived, stories about
friends, teachers or bosses, situations
or affairs that left a mark or that you
wish had not happened or you would
rather forget, jokes shared at one’s
own cost or more often at the cost of
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someone else. And, most such meets would have satellites of
people circling around interesting storytellers. There, it takes
storytellers to get people to rally around and listen.

Unfortunately, memory is short, particularly in the aged
comrades who attend these gatherings. So, stories can be repeated
to the same laughter. Till someday the storyteller and his buddies
fall victim to the ravages of age, history rolls over for a new
generation.

What has all this got to do with Bipolar? Everything––a
profession, a great storyteller and many anecdotes (mostly funny,
some tragic). The difference this time is that the captivating
stories are there for all to read, for generations to come.

‘Bipolar’, in the Merriam–Webster e-dictionary, means ‘having
or marked by two mutually repellent forces or diametrically
opposed natures or views’. ‘Bipolar disorder’ is one of the moods
characterized by alternating episodes of depression and mania––
the manic-depressive disorder of old. Anurag Kumar, a paediatric
surgeon, who graduated from King George’s Medical College,
Lucknow, and Christian Medical College, Vellore, probably had
manic-depression in mind when he named this engrossing
collection, given the emotional roller-coaster ride that is a doctor’s
life. On the other hand, every doctor’s thinking mind (why did I
have to add the adjective?) is geared over time to handling
conflicts––repellent forces of opposing nature. Here is a profession
whose anecdotes go beyond the routine, into the morbid and life-
and-death situations.

It takes a personality and an art to emerge from this unscathed,
to be able to write about such events with some detachment, at the
same time retain enough intimacy to allow the reader to relive the
situations vividly. Kumar, now a freelance practitioner in Bilaspur,
Chhattisgarh, begins the book with stories from his initiation days
in medical college. Ragging was then macho, now a legally
punishable offence. You wonder why it became an offence, when
being macho is not! Kumar’s ragging seniors stopped at an
invisible line (really?) and maybe made provision for the wimp as
well, not so with today’s no-holds-barred generation. So, years
from now, a generation will hopefully only read about this extinct
practice, in Kumar’s words. He then moves on to his encounter
with a cadaver in the anatomy hall, his ‘quiet teacher’. Every
medical student can identify with the feelings that he shares.

He follows up a short coverage of his undergraduate days with
several episodes during his professional training days: amusing
scenes in the operation theatre to run-ins in the wards with
tyrannical seniors and bosses and heavy-heart encounters with
patients and families. As in every doctor’s life, every moment of
lightness is balanced by a sobering one, whether it is a life-saving
emergency or a critical absence of some drug or facility that could
have made a difference. Note: much of this book is based on
experiences in public hospitals, where ‘indent not available’,
‘there is no budget allotment’ and ‘too expensive’ are day-to-day
phrases. A privileged generation trained in private medical
institutions may never see this side of real life.

And as much as the sheer joy of a life saved or an illness cured
is the frustration of an accident that need not have happened, or a
battle finally lost. Disease is everywhere and disability and death
are always waiting around the corner, hitting hardest when the
victim is a near or dear one. It is surprising that doctors do not
always turn philosophical or become monks. Maybe (and
fortunately) all do not have such deep-thinking minds. It takes an
Anurag Kumar to hold our hands and take us through such a
bipolar life, retaining throughout a fresh sense of humour.

This book is not for libraries. It may not be for the non-medico,

except for ones who want to peep into this world. Of course, there
are meanings helpfully provided for the medical terms used. Even
for a light-minded cynical doctor, this may be just a ‘so-what, I too
have seen similar events in the book’. For the fast reader, the heavy
linguistic prowess and the liberal use of adjectives that mark the
book may be a temptation to quickly run through the pages.

But, for those of us who look forward to reunions to relive the
past, this book is a treasure. Dr Kumar, the enthralling storyteller
around whom readers rally. More to come?
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Practical Algorithms in Paediatric Endocrinology. Z.
Hochberg. Karger, Basel 2017. 113pp, price not mentioned.
ISBN 978–3–318–05917–5.

This is the third edition of the
endocrine volume of the Karger’s
series of practical algorithms in
paediatrics. As the name suggests,
the book provides algorithms for
the approach, diagnosis and
treatment of almost all the
commonly encountered endocrine

and metabolic abnormalities and emergencies. The editor and
contributors are all stalwarts and the most respected names in
paediatric endocrinology and diabetes. The flowcharts are clear
and easy to follow, and help in simplifying the complex problems
of endocrinology. For explaining the pathophysiology that forms
the basis of a particular action and the details regarding the
diagnostic tests used, each algorithm is accompanied by a facing
page of ‘comments’, which is useful and adds to the overall
understanding about the disease. Since the last edition, which was
published 9 years back, keeping pace with the advent of new
scientific findings especially in molecular sciences, the authors
have thoroughly revised and updated the flowcharts particularly
pertaining to growth and disorders of sex development and have
added the OMIM (Online Mendelian Inheritance in Men) number
to various genetic conditions. Two new flowcharts on Klinefelter
syndrome and neonatal hypocalcaemia have been added. Although
most of the flowcharts are comprehensive, a few algorithms, such
as those pertaining to electrolyte imbalance, could have been
made in more detail. The overall content is well organized and up-
to-date.

The book will be useful for paediatricians and general physicians
who are relatively less experienced in dealing with endocrine
disorders, providing a practical approach for the workup and
management of common endocrine cases and emergencies.
Students of paediatric and adult endocrinology will also find this
book useful in their day-to-day practice. It would also be useful for
emergency department and intensive care specialists;
gynaecologists, paediatric surgeons and paediatric urologists
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