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The Ocean Was His Oyster

Dr E G Silas Was
A Doyen Of
India’s Marine
Biologists

Anand Parthasarathy

eries Research Institute

in Kochi today operates
from a large campus at the
northernend of Marine Drive.
Formed in 1947, for the first 25
years of its existence this pre-
mier scientific institution op-
erated like a nomad, shifting
from one temporary building
to another - for some time on
Church Landing Road, then in
a nondescript lane off MG
Road behind Kavitha cinema.
But it was from such modest
lodgings that Dr Eric Godwin
Silas helped bring name and
fame to marine science in In-

r- l—'he Central Marine Fish-
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dia, as a young marine biolo-
gist at CMFRI from 1959 and as
its director for a decade from
1975.

He had one advantage: he
was mentored by Dr Sundar
Lal Hora, legendary directorof
Zoological Survey of India, his
guide when he obtained his
MSc by Research at Madras
Christian College,and hisPhD
from Madras University in
1953, At CMFRL Dr Silas
helped create at the institute's

campinMandapam, Tamil Na-
du,apioneering grouptostudy
tuna fishervy When he took
over as director, Dr Silas had
large shoes tofill: thoseof DrS
Qasim, who moved to an illus-
trious career in oceanography
in Goa and Delhi. But Silas's
low key and soft-spoken perso-
na notwithstanding, he was a
worthy successor and in the
next 10 years he brought the
smack of firm purpose to ma-
rinefishery studies.

It was in this decade that I
came to know and appreciate
his understated talents: as
head of instrumentationatan-
other Kochi scientific institu-
tion, the Naval Physical and
Oceanographic Laboratory (
NPOL), I had many opportuni-
ties to partner with CMFRI. Dr
Silas encouraged me to visit
Mandapam, where by then,
CMEFRI had an excellent team
which helped develop pearl
fishery in India. When the age-
inginshoreresearch vessel Va-

runa proved inadequate for
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CMFRI's needs, he lobbied
powerfully with ICAR and the
agricultural ministry to give
the institute the ocean-going
research ship Sagar Sampada.
Itwas my privilegetobeselect-
ed by Dr Silas to join the maid-
en shakedown cruise of the
vessel in 1984, to qualify its in-
strumentation - and during
debriefing sessions, I marvel-
edat hisattention to detail.

In his post CMFRI days -
donning what many warned
him was a crown of thorns -
the vice chancellorship of Ker-
ala Agricultural University (
1987-92) and later serving as
founder-presidentof Salim Ali
Centre for Ornithology and
Natural History, Coimbatore
(1991-95), as well as many other
institutes, DrSilas brought his
experience in administering
science toawideswath ofdisci-
plines. But today, he will be re-
membered most fondly by for-
mer colleagues of CMFRI for
steering marine biological and
fishery research in India,



