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Obituaries 

R .  V. WARDEKA R ,  1 9 1 3 - 1 9 9 6  

Dr R .  V .  Wardekar, an eminent leprologist and Founder-director of Gandhi Memorial 
Leprosy passed away on 1 August 1 996 at the age of 83 .  

Dr Wardekar was born in  Pune on 27 October 1913 .  He had his earlier education in  Pune and 
Baroda and took his medical degree (MBBS) in Bombay in 1 940. Subsequently he took a 
postgraduate degree (MD) in pathology, also at Bombay University. Dr Wardekar was one of the 
very few qualified pathologists with an MD degree at that time. He taught pathology for a brief 
period in Grant Medical College, Bombay and then set up a private pathology laboratory. 

Dr Wardekar had a very lucrative private practice and he could have had the material 
pleasures and luxuries in that metropolitian city ; but he was made of a different mettle. The 
professional success and monetary gain did not give him any satisfaction. His values had 
become quite different, and so one fine morning he took a bold decision. He closed down the 
laboratory, sold off his car and all other belongings,  and left for Wardha, where Gandhi had 
his 'Ashram' in Sevagram, and where he found mental peace. Gandhi ' s  personal physician, 
Dr Sushila Nayar, had started a small rural hospital in Sevagram. Dr Wardekar took over the 
supervision of the hospital and also the health work in the surrounding villages. His great 
innovation was the system of health insurance-the villages paid the small insurance 
premium in kind with produce and in return had subsidized or free medical aid. 

When Gandhi died, a memorial trust was formed and a part of the funds collected was set 
apart for leprosy relief work, because Gandhi had a great compassion for leprosy sufferers. 
(In fact when Dr Cochrane met him and told him about the need to help the leprosy cause, 
Gandhi is said to have remarked, 'You are trying to convert the converted' .) A committee was 
formed to take up leprosy work and Dr Wardekar was made the Secretary. This led to the 
establishment of the Gandhi Memorial Leprosy Foundation (GMLF) at Wardha in 1 95 1 .  

At that time, leprosy work consisted of caring for the victims of leprosy in leprosaries or 
assylums on purely humanitairan grounds. Dr Wardekar decided to give a new trend to the work 
of GMLF. He planned to control leprosy by chemotherapy, with the newly-available drug, 
dapsone. He also used a public health approach with workers going into the community, 
spreading proper information about leprosy, detecting all cases and treating them, thereby 
removing the source of infection, was the strategy he adopted. I had the privilege of joining Dr 
Wardekar at that stage and working with the new strategy. At first this type of work was not 
accepted and was much opposed by existing workers but soon the rationale and results proved its 
worth. The Government of India accepted the method as the national policy for leprosy control. It 
is now the strategy followed all over the world, and the credit of initiating it goes to Dr Wardekar. 

Dr Wardekar took a major role in the national leprosy control programme of the 
Government as consultant and guide. The Gandhi Memorial Leprosy Foundation grew to 
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have great prominence under his direction. The training of paramedical workers was first 
started at GMLF. Special importance was given to health education and methods of health 
education were demonstrated. In later years, social science research was established in GMLF. 

With the death of Dr Wardekar, India has lost a pioneer in the fight against leprosy. He is 
survived by his wife, also a medical doctor, who was his constant companion, putting up with 
any personal inconvenience to help him in the great task. 

K .  V .  DESIKAN 

MICHAEL G. C O RC O S , MRC S ,  LRCP,  DTM&H 

1 9 1 9 - 1 9 9 6  

From his earliest days a s  a young medical officer working for the Colonial Service i n  Nigeria 
and Trinidad, my father was dissatisfied with the scientific dogma of the day, that ' 'Leprosy is 
caused by Mycobacterium leprae " . He saw that an uncritical acceptance of this assumption 
not only perpetuates fear of the disease and discrimination against sufferers, but effectively 
stifles scientific enquiry into its pathogenesis .  His enjoining of the battle for a rational 
nomenclature of Hansen' s Disease (to have done away forever with the stigmatizing " lepr" 
prefix) was central to his search for the scientific truth about the cause of the condition. To 
him, these were not separate fields of endeavour. He was always aware of the clinical implications 
inherent in the usage of medical and scientific terminology, and he never flinched from seeking the 
truth and living it for the benefit of his patients. This sometimes aroused discomfort in less open­
minded authorities and at times cost my father much in personal hardship. 

Through his own research and reading, my father sought to understand some of the 
seeming paradoxes of Hansen' s  Disease. He once said that as a child he loved to lie on the 
grass, look down into it and imagine himself to be infinitesimally small. (He was not the first 
scientist to have carried out thought experiments like this . . . .  ). He thought that one way to explain 
the many otherwise paradoxical findings in Hansen's Disease would be to allow for Hansen's 
bacillus to harbour within it a DNA plasmid, capable of autonomous existence and pathogenicity. 

His hypothesis was first published in 1 982. Since then, research in the fields of molecular 
biology and genetics have borne out the existence and operation in nature of phenomena that 
he deduced through reading and contemplation. His work shows that arriving at scientific 
truth need not be an exclusive preserve of the 'experts' . My father worked without the 
advantages of a highly equipped laboratory, a team of technicians and thousands of dollars in 
research grants . As well as in Leprosy Review' he has had papers and correspondence 
published in Transactions of the Royal Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, the 
International Journal of Leprosy, The Lancet, New Scientist and The Star. His writings will 
serve as a permanent reminder of that curiosity, originality, courage, discipline, respect, 
humility and humour that characterized his work as a clinician, his fellowship of the church 
and his relationship with his family. 

I shall remember my father as a quiet, gentle and loving man who was passionate in the 
pursuit of truth, brilliant in his thinking with a delightful sense of the ironic, a man who puts 
others' wellbeing ahead of his own. The common theme was what C. S .  Lewis called 'Grace' ;  
a level of spiritual development, of relatedness to God, that few of us attain. We will all miss him. 

C .  D .  CORCOS 




