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The golden moments in my
research career

1 becawe a part of CMERI on the 16th of september 1965 that was 18
vears since the inception of the Institute and the Tndian Tndependence. T
can bring to the forefront of wy memories a lot many moments both
goloen as well bitter during wiy vesearch career. As there is no voom for
the bitter experiences in this commenmorative compenOinm I [eave them
in the backgmunb fov a noble burial.

The very first exciting mowent yushing out of my wewory is the day
I arvived at CMERI in Mandapam Camp for joining duty as Research
Assistant. Tn such a vemote place [ike Mandapam where not much of
transportation facility was available in those days 1 had to journey from
the mifway station to the Tnstitute ();9 jbabka, a hovse cart fvom which 1
made a voyal [anding in front of the Director's office. Everything was new
to we - the campus, the hot ory climate, the people, the sandy soil, the fast
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blowing sea breeze, the [ullaby generated from the breaking surf at a
distance, the shrill cry of the donkeys grazing outside the campus and
even the wegetation! Wow! mty wind got elevated to some inexplicable
state.

Awmong several wemovable occasions to remember during the three
months training at Mandapam Camp are the wanderings along the shores
of Vedalai, Marikarpattanam, Keelakarai, Mandapam, Pamban,
Rameswaram etc in search of varieties of marine [ife in the catches of
olavalai and kavavalai for the sake of dentification. At times T enjoyed
helping the fisher folk in pulling their shove seines and after the successful
fishiing opevations shaving with them the snacks they happily offered. My
maiden sea trip by an INP (the erstwhile Tndo-Norwegian Project) fishing
boat in tbe Palk Bay remain fvesb M wy mind. Tfye tbree montbs traiming
at Mandapam passed [ike three days with a lot of field trips and in the
company of books i the [ibmr;g which was the best of its kind in the
southeast Asia.

My first posting was in Cochin. On the day of my departure from
Mandapaw Cawp D. Joues, the Director while briefing e personally in
s office told we "Mv. Mathew T am posting you to Cochin to work in the
Mavine Biology Division under Dr. Silas, an ewinent scientist and a hard
worker. You see, e is a person doing vesearch not for the sake of money'.
I fe[t very bayapy at his words becanse to work with a person 0Oedicated
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cent percent to the cause of science would definitely be an exciting
experience and 1 thought T would be greatly benefited by his knowledge
and experience. T also felt fully confident about my future vesearch career
and I was eager to weet Dr. Silas at the earliest. But all my) enthusiasm
got evaporated in the evening of the same day when My. KK.R. Kumar,
the Administrative Officer cantioned me with a startling revelation about
Dr. Silas. We were co-passengers in the train from Mandapam to
Coimbatore. During our conversations he asked a question as to how 1
assessed D. Jones. " Suve he is a wversatile personality having deep
knowledge not only in science but also n philosophy, vedantha and many
more things. He is a good adwiinistrator too but, siv, he appears to be a
very hot person’ was wy answer. Suddenly My. Kumar interrupted wie
by telling "Mind you, if you say Dr. Jowes is a hot person then Dr. Silas
with whow You are going to work is ten times hotter than Dr. Jomes!" and
this T soon experienced in Cochin.

Even now 1 can remember on[;g with increased heart beats those
evenings' and [ate m'gbts’ (such were the times when Dr. Silas used to
Dissect’ his research staff) warathon sessions T spent with Dr. silas
answering his never ending questions about the vesearch project, progress
in the work and collection of [iterature, explaining the works done,
discussing further prograwmmes etc. Geograplyy was another weakwess for
him so that 1 had to keep an atlas within hands reach. At any wowent a




question could be expected as to the location on a tiny island or a coastal
place anywhere in the world. He wanted such a perfection in work that
no one could satisfy him easily. He has a special eye for finding out
mistakes and once found out one was sure to get bangs left and vight. All
those times T vemembered the words of M. Kumar. T was totally dejected.
very often T blamed wiyself for wry folly to have left the post of lecturer
in a first grade college to join CMERI just for being tortured!

Well soon the fear and hatred gave way to vespect and adwiivation. 1
found him to be a treasure of knowledge. To work with lim was veally a
blessing and a privilege. Also T vecognized that the fury was just a mask
on bis face and it was all for refining the scientist in we. Soom T started
getting benefited out of nty marathon discussions with him. Later 1 veally
enjoyed spending time with him and now 1 owe him greatly for all wy
scientific achievements and contvibutions in marine science.

It was during one such nights when T was engaged in the analysis of
some deep water plankton samples that T noticed under the binocular
microscope a totally different euphausiid than what 1 had familiarized in
the [iterature or in the sawqa[es 1 had examined. T became bigb[;g excited
as wty wind concluded it to be a new species. Straight T went to Dy. Silas'
r00m and anvounced my discovery. He too became excited for the reason
that theve ave bavb[y I00 species of eupbausﬁbs in the world. 1 showed
him the specimen and logically proved its identity. For me, a novice in
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research, hardly having a year's experience, the discovery was a golden
mowtent. My waiden research paper was on Stylocheiron indicum Silas &
Mathew 1967.

Awong many tbings Dr. Silas taug[at wie in research was that there
should ot be any classification of work among personnel in the field or in
the [a{)omtom and that a scientist should not be tine conscions. T pevsonaﬁy
experienced these qualities in liim in the labovatory, during the Varuna
cruises and in many field trips with him. Such qualities imbibed from him
were of great help throughout my vesearch career especially during my
Antarctic 0ays.

T vecollect here one intevesting incident during one of iy Varuna cruises
with Dr. Silas. Usuaﬂy a station would come once i three hours both 0ay
and m'gbt and we were expected to work at all the stations. There would
be hardly one hour free time between two stations for personal needs
including sleep. Such continmons work round the clock coupled with sea
sickuess and consequent starvation would make a person totally tived
after a few days of the cruise. Ome day it so happened that after a wid
night station T went to bed for a quick nap. Tn a mowent 1 sank into deep
s[eep. Subben{;g 1 heard a B&mging Souno fvom the lower berth where Dr.
Silas was [l‘ging 'Get up Matbew, we are at station' to which 1 0id not
respond immediately. Next it was an outburst and the words came out
were "What funny thing you are doing, you are sleeping in the mid night?
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Come on I say you attend to your outy"' and he [eft the cabin. Such was
bis outy consciousmess. (T[ais traiming came to wy be{y) w[aen I spent 36
s[eep[ess hours in the Antarctic Ocean making bomffy collections fov a
dinrnal study without being assisted by anybody and whenT spent another
36 hours in a country cmft at the wind bank in Amba[apuzba ouring the
peak wionsoon period being protected by a rain-coat against the rain and
an umbrella against the sun). But behind such a tough nature, I could
sense a soft heart in him which y)robab[y wost others are not aware of. I
had a couple of occasions to feel the warmth of his soft heart.

It was during one of the monsoon cruises onboard Varuna with Dr.
Silas as the leader. As usual 1 was severely sea sick but still attended to
all wy works partly out of fear and partly out of duty consciousness. T
was tired too due to no fntake of food. Anything consumed would cowe
out in the next wowent; such was the situation. Finaﬂl‘g T was bed ridden
and could not even get up. 1 thought 1 was dying. As I gradually slipped
into a state of slumber 1 heard a soft woice asking wee to get up. When 1
slowly opened my eyes 1 saw Dr. Silas standing in front of we with a bowl
in his hand. He gent[;g touched my) shoulders and said "get up Mathew
and have this ”kanji". "No sir I can’t take, I think T am 0ying' said 1. "You
see nobody has ever died out of sea sickvess, you wmst drink it' he said
again. 1 slowly got up and received the bowl from his hand but hesitated
to Ovink. He further persuaded me by telling Believe me, if you drink it
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you will be fine from now". He also added "Unless you drink 1 am not
leaving this place’. 1 had no other option than drinking the kanji. The
spivit and confidence he poured nto wy heart by his soothing touch and
lovable words wade we fit again and soon 1 was back at work. 1t was
another goloen woment in my career. Later 1 was a frequent voyager
onboard Varuna and 1 totally recovered from sea sickness. The seasoning
in Varuna greatly helped me during the Antarctica Expedition. When
almost everybody from the Army, the Air Force and even the Navy fell
sick T stood tough [ike a seasoned sailor.

The Tnstitute had a project on the seed resources in the swf ano estuaries
of Kerala and Tamil Nadu headed B;g Dv. Silas. The Cochin team was [ed
by wie. We had to cover from Ponnani to Quilon. Altogether 40 stations
were to be covered in seven days every month. For accuracy and
authenticity of sampling we decided to do all sampling works by ourselves
which weant 6-7 fu“—boby baths every 0ay. In the sm’f the collections
were from almost neck deep water which was risky too. Such frequent sea
baths and {oiteving a[ong the beaches in the sun and the rains gifteb we
with an attack of prnewmonia and T was hospitalized. Everything was
uncertain. Visitors poured in. One morning when 1 was half sleep in the
sick bed 1 heard a familiar voice asking wiy wife who was beside me almost
weeping. 'Ts he sleeping’? 1t was Dr. Silas. She could only say No'. Then
I sensed a soft touch on my chest and a few words. That bea(ing touch and
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sootbing Wor0s gave we the cure which the medicines could not give me. 1
was experiencing et another golden woment in wy [ife. On that day T
founb the veal 'man’ in him.

Now 1 invite the readers to the Goan port where Finnpo[aw's the
Antarctic bound slyip was woored. Tt was on the evening of 370 December
1083 when the full contingent of the Thivd ndian Antarctic Excpedition
was assembled on the ship's deck for bioding farewell to the motherland.
Ever;gbob;g was bigb{;g enthused. With the sun setting in the horizon the
wn'[itam band sang 'Saare ]eban se acba, Hindusithan hamara' which fiﬂeb
everybody's heart with patriotism and pride. Yet another golden woment
in wy lifel The following four months were full of activity and hard
work. Looking back 1 am fully satisfied for what all 1 i in Antarctica
which was wove than what 1 had anticipate.

To [ist some of the memorable mowents before, during and after the
Excpedition are the days T spent on the Himalayan glaciers at an altitude
of 16,000 feet, the stormy sea, the first sight of an ice berg, the fully ice
covered sea, the icy continent, the helicopter journeys, the sight of the
penguins, the 24 hour sunshine, the crash of an helicopter, the storms of
200 kw or wore ve[ocit;g and abowe all the pevsona[ weeting with the
Primte Minister Mys. Indiva Gandli after the Expedition.

Many more wmemorable moments vemain fvesb n wy mind but
narrating them all may) wiake this treatment wove elaborate which would

60




increase the job of the editor. 1 shall just mention a few important ones
such as the conferving of Jawaharlal Nelyru Award for outstanding research,
the work on zooplankton of Sagar Sampada, the establishwent of the
mimseum in the Headquarters, the venovation of the [ibrary, the prawn
farming and the Lab-to-Land Programme in Quilon, the conduct of the
First Sagar Sampada Workshop and the publication of its proceedings, the
editing of I MEIS, Bulletins and special Publications, the voyages n the
Avabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal and the day of wiy vetivement from
CMEFRL

Recognizing wty research work soon after my vetivement the ICAR
appointed wie to the position of Eweritus Scientist which [itevally means
Honourably Retired Scientist and it again gave we an opportunity to
continue my vesearch work. This T consider a golden feather on my cap.

Looking back 1 am fully satisfied as a scientist. The God-given
opportunity to vemain at ove place throughout my official period may
probably be one of the veasons for wy successful vesearch career. Thank
Goo.
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