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HEMOGLOBIN, 15(5), v-vii (1991)

IN MEMORTAM

P.K. SUKUMARAN

1920 - 1990

From a Tiny Acorn a Mighty Oak Does Grow. P.K. Sukumar

known as "Suku" to his friends and colleagues the world ove
t

passed away on December 10, 1990 in Bombay, India, at the age of
70. He had had a remarkable career. He started work at the
Pasteur Institute in Coonoor at the age of 19. In 1952 he joined
the Epidemiology and Geneétics Division of the Tata Memorial Centre
in B:mbay‘ as Technician, and he retired 30 years later as Heac
of the Division. Certainly a turning point in his scientific

was when, in the early 1950s, he became associated with the

of Hermann Lehmann, which led to their Jjoint discovery of

in the Indian subcontinent (1). From then on, Suku

of Lehmann's faithful collaborators. “Lehmann was my gquru', he

used to say. A landmark of this collaboration was the report
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1972 of Hb Q-India, ap64(E13)Asp-HisBy (2), one of the few poly-
morphic a chain mutants known.

At the same time, P.K. Sukumaran was developing his own
research in his own country, and eventually published more than
80 papers in national and international journals, mostly on the
population genetics and on the clinical implications of abnormal
hemoglobins and thalassemia in India. In the fourth De Sa-Sanzgiri
oration, which Suku delivered in 1984 at Margao-Goa, one can read
a spirited autobiographic story of his own work: With character-
istic modesty he lays emphasis, rather than on hig own contribu-
tion, on his interactions with authoritative colleagues, including
the Editor-in-Chief of HEMOGLOBIN. In the same oration there is

a touching account of how in 1953, ha@ing investigated an Indian

family in which a Hb F level greater than 20% was inherited through
three generations, and having characterized the interaction of
this condition with g-thalassemia as a thalassemia intermedia,
he was persuaded by two eminent authorities in world hematology
(MMW and WD) that this was nothing new! Hereditary persistence
of fetal hemoglobin (HPFH) as we now know it, was reported a year
later by Edington and Lehmann (3) from Ghana. Suku deeply regret-
ted having lost the priority, and his advice to younger people
was to "have the courage of your convictions that you are right
and do not be led by astray by others' opinions". At any rate,
this did not stop Suku from eventually landing, with the Augusta
group, the definitive hematological and molecular characterization
of the Indian type of HPFH (4,5).
In addition to always remaining active in the laboratory,
Suku was also active in scientific societies, as a journal editor,
as a member of several academic committees, and on many occasions
served as Scientific Adviser to the World Health Organization;
he was also a thesis examiner for higher degrees at three univer-
sities. It must have come as a surprise to many, as it did to
me, when they learnt by chance that Suku had reached this position
of eminence without having had the opportunity ever to obtain a

university degree himself! Such a feat would perhaps be impossible
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today, but let it be an encouragement for everybody pursuing scien-
tific research for its own sake.

After his retirement Suku could not stop working. At the
time of his death, he was engaged in a program aiming at the con-
trol of thalassemia in the Bombay area through heterozygote detec-
tion, genetic counseling, and the setting up of prenatal diagnosis:
A proof that he was no less concerned about the public health
implications of hemoglobinopathies than he was about understanding
their biological basis. More than anything else, he will be remem-
bered as a most compassionate, delightful, and wise human being.
The 10-year-old daughter of his devoted niece Dr. @,P. Krishnaja,
has written in a touching memorial, how he taught her to respect
people and flowers, and has remembered his words: “Time and tide
wait for no man".

Through his work at home, in London at Bart's, in Cambridge
at the MRC Abnormal Haemoglobin Unit, in Augusta at the Interna-
tional Center for Abnormal Hemoglobins, in Rome at the Institute
of Cellular Biology, Suku became respected and popular as a scien-
tist in three continents. His example of dedicated hard work will
remain an example to students of human biology in India and else-
where. His memory will always be cherished by those of us who
were privileged to know him and who will miss his regular Christmas
greetings: We can only hope to become better for remembering him.

To all his family we express our sincere sympathy and love.

Department of Haematology L. lLuzzatto
University of London April 22, 1991
London, England
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Phone: Office : 868951 Ext. 335

Dr. J. S. MURTHY L S DEPARTMENT OF GENETICS
Ph. D. \&\ £ OSMANIA UNIVERSITY
PROFESSOR é&-Leme = '{ 0y, ‘ Hyderabad - 500 007 (A. P.)
; INDIA

S win g

Dear Dr.Krishnuja,
I thank you for your letter of to the Feb
which I could see now as was out of station for over a

week,

The details on career of
Dp.Sukumaran are guite interesti and eﬁhuhﬁl’@
would however . appreciate if these cou e woven
3, AL _ : R
into an article contalning a few aspects of his life

. : g -
and attitudes in general in a manner to bring out his

do hope youxr or Dr Naik or Dr Umadevi a

at an early date and

would however, need a
for making a block, rather than

by you.

earliest.

o it

DE.A.P .Krishnaja

Mélecular Biology and Agriculture Division
BARC,

““WBAY 400 085,
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