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AUMLP&EME QUTETM
KUNANANDAM: A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

VISAKASUNTHARAM KUNANANDAM was born in Matara,
a key Southern town in Sri Lanka, on January 10, 1946, when his
father was working as a Government Surveyor in the Matara District.
But the family soon moved from the far-south to the far-north. to
Valvettiturai, the home town of the parents: VISAKASUNTHARAM
& THIRIPURA SUNDARI.

Childhood

Kunam had his primary education at Sivaguru Vidyasalai, Valvettiturai
during the years 1951 — 1954. In 1955, when the parental family decided
to shift its residence from Valvettiturai to the neighbouring town Point
Pedro, he was admitted to Hartley College, one of the reputed schools,
not only in Vadamaratchy, but in the entire Jaffha Peninsula. Incidentally,
his father himselfhad been a student of Hartley. Kunam’s entire school
education had been a flawless one. He knew no other school than
these two. Hartley, in particular, under the late Mr K Pooranampillai,
(who was Principal during Kunam'’s full school tenure), went a long
way in moulding his character and personality. After passing the GCE
(O/L) in 1962 and the GCE (A/L) in 1964 with several distinctions, he
entered the Medical Faculty of the University of Peradeniya in 1965.

Profession

After a, relatively, quiet as well as smooth stay at Peradeniya residing
at Marrs Hall, Kunam obtained the MBBS Degree in 1970. Since
then, his career development had constantly been on an upward path,
progressively becoming more impressive and remarkable.

As an internee at the General Hospital, Colombo he did the Surgery
and Paediatric appointments. At the conclusion of his internship at the
top most teaching institutions in the island, Kunam was posted as a
Post-internee House Officer at the District Hospital, Deniyaya, situated
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ironically in the same Southern Province he was born. He held this
position for two years, during the period 1971 - 1973.

In 1973, Kunam returned to the General Hospital, Colombo, but this
time as a Senior House Officer in Neurosurgery. After a two-year stint,
though his interest in neurosurgery was interrupted by another two-
year posting as a Senior House Officer in General Surgery, again at the
Colombo General Hospital, his passion for neurosurgery had, perhaps,
been already crystalised. He proceeded to the UK in 1977 and, in
1980, had been admitted as a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons
(FRCS), Edinburgh.

On his return to Sri Lanka in 1981, Kunam was promptly appointed a
Consultant Neurosurgeon at the Jaffna General (Teaching) Hospital.
He also served, concurrently, as a Visiting Lecturer in Neuroanatomy
and Neurosurgery at the Faculty of Medicine, University of Jaffna.
However, the volatile political climate in Sri Lanka forced Kunam (now
with wife and two children) to temporarily draw curtains on his working
life in Jaffna and migrate to the United Kingdom.

After his re-entry, he did not confine himself'to a routine working life.
On the contrary, he made full use of the renewed opportunity to enhance
his professional qualifications. While doing his chores as an Associate
Specialist in Neurosurgery at the Hull Royal Infirmary, he was, in
1990, qualified to be admitted as a Fellow of the Royal College of
Surgeons, Surgical Neurology, Edinburgh. Then, crowning his series of
achievements, Kunam obtained his PhD in Medicine (neuroscience) in
1997 from the Postgraduate School of Medicine, University of Hull,
based on research he conducted during the period 1993 — 1997.

While Kunam further sharpened his professional acumen and knowledge
with two additional qualifications of a specialised nature, the situation in
his home country had deteriorated to rock bottom levels. Education
had been one of the key casualties extending into tertiary levels. Brain
drain operated as the major impediment against advancing higher
education in Jaffna and medical studies, of all disciplines, was on the
verge of a complete collapse. Kunam received SOS calls and frantic
appeals from both the University authorities and affected students for
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help. It was at this critical juncture, Kunam was to make one of the
most crucial decisions of his life: thrusting himself into the Jaffha Medical
Faculty. It had, besides professional significance, also far-reaching
personal family implications and easily served as a turning point in the
rest of his life.

Nevertheless, the watershed signaled Kunam’s excellence both in terms
ofa truly devoted medical person and a university academic. He was,
in Auguat 1997, made the Visiting Professor of Surgery and Hon.
Consultant Neurosurgeon at the General (Teaching) Hospital, Jaffna.
His entire service record had, since then, been driven by the welfare of
the general public as well as of the students, especially from a medical
standpoint. Not only did he salvage the Jaffna Medical Faculty from a
possible collapse, but he did everything within his powers to put it on a
strong footing. Within this framework, he toiled hard to stren gthen the
Jaffna Hospital, which formed the basis of the welfare of the students
as well as the patients. Some of his major efforts had been to bring CT
scanners (both used and more sophisticated new ones) through soliciting
foreign aid and expatriate funds, introduce information technology, and
drawing-up plans for a new Teaching Hospital.

On the academic side, despite his late start, he possesses an impressive
track record. Between 1997 and 2004, he had published six research
papers and given, at least six professional discourses at reputed levels.
The achievement needs to be viewed against the heavy teaching load
he carried during this period. Had Kunam gone through a full-scale
academic career, it is rather scary to imagine the number of research
publications he would have actually accumulated. In addition to these,
he was deeply in work involving numerous committees, all dealing with
responsible issues.

Another dimension of Kunam's career took him to the Eastern University
in Batticaloa, while the institution was going through the birth pains of
setting up a new Faculty for Medical/Health studies. The University
made full use of Kunam'’s organisational capabilities and also appointed
himas Acting Dean of the Faculty of Health Care Sciences.
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It was at this time that the University Grants Commission was due fora
new tenure and Kunam was made one of its members. The appointment
came in March 2006,and he was looking forward to making great
advances with a comprehensive outlook covering all universities in Sri
Lanka. But hardly two months had passed Kunam was suddenly taken
ill in late May, from which he never recovered and passed away
peacefully at the Southampton General Hospital on August 6, 2006.

Medical studies had, in fact, been Kunam’s lifelong ambition and he
never looked back either in terms of achievement in the science or in its
accompanying execution within societies. His career performance is
one, which needs not only to be remembered, but also emulated,
especially by those belonging to the medical profession.

Family

Kunam’s impressive performance within his profession never deterred
his commitments to the family. He married Se/varani on 21 January
1974 and has two children: Thushitha and Suren.

Thushitha has chosen her father’s profession and has qualified as an
ENT surgeon. She is married to Ceri Leigh Storey.

Suren has obtained his PhD in Chemistry and works for a Pharmaceutical
firm in London.

Despite Kunam’s work in Sri Lanka and elsewhere, it had been a closely
knit family and he will be sadly missed by his wife and children. Kunam
belongs to a large family on both sides and had always been keen to
cultivate links with his relatives and friends. He will be sadly missed by
his brothers, sisters, in-laws, and friends.
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Gememb gL UMl 2 mefleoTita EmLD beoTLIT & @EmLD
1. 12.08.2006 geim @miSlEnet Blasweailer Gumg::

THUSHITHA STOREY
Hi appa, .... It's Thushi

I've Started like that for the last ten weeks, every time 1've seen
you. I've not carried on though, I've not known if you've heard.

Here are some of the things I've wanted to say:
Some are 'thank yous'
Some are 'sorrys',
Some are just 'remember whens'

Thank you, for all the cups of tea. | never needed an alarm clock
when I was at home, you'd just wake me every day with a cup of tea....
Six o'clock if I was lucky, earlier if I wasn't !

You'd be my snooze facility too, checking up on me in fifteen min-
utes to make sure | hadn't fallen asleep. Sometimes you'd come back to
check in a further fifteen minutes: I'd be sat up in bed with my eyes half
closed and my tea half drunk. I'd tell you that | was just thinking .... You'd
tell me not to worry so much or think too much, just to write.... That's
what I've done with this.

Thank you, for taking me through all my exams, [ know we'd
always argue about work and somehow, you'd always be right. I'd go off
in a strop to my desk to work but | always knew that you'd be creeping
up the stairs to check that I didn't need anything. You even came back
from Ceylon just to sit with me, while I revised for my MRCS.

There are just too many 'thank yous' when [ start to write, | don't
know where to stop. So I'll just say.... Thank you for everything you've
ever given me, from the dress I've wanted to wear, to the man I've
wanted to marry.

Remember when we used to go out as a foursome in Ceylon.
We'd be colour co-ordinated, you picking amma's saree then all our
clothes to match! We'd then have the obligatory family photo before we
left the house. And all those other family trips and family photos. Suren
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and 1 used to grumble so much about them. Now, I wish we'd taken
every week.

Remember when you made apple sambal. Everyone who has
eaten at our house must have tasted your favourite culinary invention!
And you'd always be filling our plates again before anyone had a chance
to clear the last one.... But you were generous when you were young
too. When appamma was trying to feed a family of seven children, you
would be the child sneaking into the kitchen to check that there was
enough food for her. If there wasn't. Then you would say, you weren't
hungry ... always so thoughtful.

Remember when we were at the airport. 1 was two. Amma, Suren
and [ were coming to join you in England. I'd had an awful flight, some-
thing about my ears hurting! But when [ got off the plane and saw you, I
was so happy and I just followed you around. '

Remember when 1 was twenty-two and we were back at the
airport, I still followed you around but I just cried and cried and cried: you
‘were leaving us to go to Ceylon, I thought it was the worst thing that
could happen to us.... I was so wrong.

Sorry we didn't have more time together. I'm so jealous of those
who knew you for longer, your brothers and sisters, how lucky they are.

Sorry I couldn't save your life this time. Two years ago in Ceylon,
when you fell in the lake and you couldn't swim, you said I saved your
life that day. All [ did was get you to the hospital and get you a nebuliser
for your asthma. When you woke up you just wanted to self- discharge.
And you were more concerned about the scratch on my leg than how
well you were.

Sorry I didn't get the chance to look after you when you were old
and crumbly. I was quite looking forward to winning the odd argument
by then.

Sorry you didn't get to write your book. I'll see what I can do
about that.

Appa, it seems you were just getting bigger and better throughout
your life.... promotion after promotion. You couldn't just be a doctor, you
had to be a brain surgeon! And you had to get that Ph.D. Suren and I, we
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could only manage one of those each. You've taught so many people and
you've even helped to build the places for them to be taught. Your last
promotion was as a Government appointed member of the University
Grants Commission.

Because you've helped so many, every one has tried to do all they
can for you in the last ten weeks. All they could do was to pray and pray.
[ don't think there was ever a God. But [ know that there is one now - its
you Appa. Enjoy this latest promotion. I'm glad you have the power now,
to help even more people.

And to keep an eye on us.

As for me, at least I'll know the face I'm speaking to when I make
my plea bargains before the next important exam or interview.

Suren, I know you'll keep a close eye on him. He'll be carrying on
the Kunanandam name. We both know its in safe hands.

Nirmala aunty, | know you'll keep an eye on her. You have done
ever since her appa asked you to.

And as for Amma, I know you won't be able to keep your eyes
off her for a single second.

Rest easy Appa... but I think you're probably already very very
busy.
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V. NITHIYANANDAM

[ have a dual task to perform on this very sad occasion of ours.
First is to reflect on my own feelings of griefand, then, to read amessage
of condolence from the Medical Students’ Union of the University of
Jaffna, which I have carried all the way from Jaffna.

Kunam is my younger brother, very next to me, in a family of
seven children. We both have two brothers and three sisters, all younger
to us. Incidentally, except for one of the other two brothers,
Selvanandam, (who is unable to be here from Cambodia due to visa
formalities), we are all here to bid ‘good bye’ to our beloved brother.

With me as Periyanna and Kunam as Sinnanna, we both have
to always be the role models of the family. I reckon Kunam and I have
been accomplishing this obligation quite satisfactorily up to this day.
Suddenly, here I am, standing alone, losing all the versatile strength and
inspiration emanating from Kunam.

Kunam and I, with an age difference of less than two years,
grew-up almost together. Belonging to a typical Jaffna middle class
Tamil family, I must say, we grew-up the hard way. I recall with nostalgia
the days, when we both shared the same study-table sitting on either
side, with a hurricane lamp at the centre in our partially completed
house at Point Pedro. The presence of an element of healthy competition
between us prodded us along and, Kunam was not always happy when
he had to, in every new school year, put up with the old school textbooks,
which [ had used in the previous year. But, this was to soon end, when
we parted ways in terms of our specialisations, his going into natural
sciences and my choosing social sciences. At this juncture, [ cannot
help recall the stature of our father, who totally went against the norms
of a typical Jaffna parent. An average Jaffna Tamil parent would have
always compelled his children choosing the science stream with a more
prosperous future. But, contrary to this expectation, he allowed us a
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completely free-hand in our educational choices, I know, much against
the advice of his contemporary friends.

Kunam is, certainly, the star of our family, always taking the lead
and responsibility in all family matters, including his specialised and unique
contribution in medical issues. The latter has ungrudgingly been imparted
to our extended families, relatives, and friends too. In this context, I
would describe him as ‘a doctor without the stethoscope’, curing people
with his kindness, understanding, and soothing words of advice, which
were, as we all know, very few. He will be sadly missed in this respect
by all of us. Besides, he is an excellent organiser, planning everything
meticulously and to the minutest point, a hallmark of his in both
professional and family matters. Even as we were going through his
funeral arrangements, I was thinking to myself, how smooth things would
have been, had he been present.

Personally, Kunam has always been a shade ahead of me,
showing me the correct lead in many an issue. He married before me
and set the example of an ideal family. He was the one, who
demonstrated to me the courage one should take towards services to
the community. My renewed presence at the University of Jaffha today
is largely due to the example he set. But I never imagined that he would
take the lead even in death and leave me behind all alone.

Kunam’s service record epitomises and brings out, in my
perception, the true nature of the Sri Lankan Tamil society, which is
self-centered and highly individualistic. Although the society at large
immensely gained and would have, perhaps, gained even more by his
activities, there existed a group of individuals to whom Kunam’s
performance had been a sense of irritation, because it either hindered
or overshadowed its own personal progress and development. Such
individuals never hesitated to constantly block him and devalue his
contribution. They went to the extent of even denying him his due
recognition. But Kunam is a fighter. He won many battles against the
various injustices. Yet, it created a lot of stress in him and this continuous
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stress and pain had been a major causative factor towards his final
illness and ultimate death.

Today, as we go through Kunam’s funeral proceedings, it is highly
symbolic that the Jaffna society he dearly cherished is again in a state of
utter turmoil and confusion. It is even more ironic that it should happen
at the annual festival time of Nallur Murugan, in whose shadows Kunam
and Selvam spent almost the entire duration of their Jaffna stay. Is it the
way Murugan has chosen to demonstrate on the Jaffna society over
Kunam’s demise. ..? I leave this to you all to ponder.

I thank you all for your kind presence and your much valued
support in our time of grief.
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Kartiy and Kanaka Kulendren

Sorry we are not there to say goodbye in person, but please know how
much you mean to us. A lot of our fondest childhood memories are entwined
with you Selvam mami, Thushi, and Sureen. The trips we took to wales, isle
of white, Alton towers, our first movie (Superman), hanging around the house
watching tennis, pretending to enjoy cricket, and supporting every team ex-
cept England during World Cup football. And that last trip we took together
around Sri Lanka with you - our personal tour - guide.

Something that we share to this day with Thushi and sitting through
each of our dad's jokes. Jokes that you enjoyed telling and laughing at more
than anyone else. A sense of humor that has never wavered - when we
were in Sri Lanka, even when you were going through tough times profes-
sionally, it was important to you to make sure we had a great time. Kunam
mama we had the best time, because of you. Thanks for making us laugh,
entertaining us with your videos, proudly showing us pictures of Thushi's
wedding (pictures that we didn't have the heart to tell you we had already
seen) thanks also for looking after the details - like getting us bread instead of
curry for breakfast.

Half term holiday mornings were never complete unless we had your
breakfast. Even after moving to Canada ... if we wanted sumbol and bread
in the moming, we would ask "amma, can we have a Kunam Mama break-
fast?.....

Thushi, Suren, Selvam Mami, Nirmala Aunty... Even though we are all
a bit older and living further away and don't get to see each other every
school holiday and during Christmas. Please know that we adore you, are
thinking of you, missing you, and will be there for you.We will always carry
the fondest memories of your dad in our hearts. And there are so many of
them. Even now when we close our eyes, the Kunam Mama that we see
standing in front of us is wearing the brightest pink shirt both hands neatly
folded behind his back and smiling that half smile that you, Thushi and Suren
both have.

Kunam mama, every thing you have done in your life, from raising
your children, taking care of your family and everyone you've ever met - you
have done so selflessly and lovingly and will continue to do whereever you
are. We are so proud of you. Kunam mama, you did good.

We love you. We'ii miss you. Sweet dreams Kunam mama
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Suren Kunanandam

Thank you Appa for all of your advice, support, and everything else
you have ever done for me. I realise now how lucky I was to have you
as my Appa. You touched the lives of so many people and that is why
your influence lives on in all of us. l know that you will always watch
OVer us.
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2. @miSisrer BlaLpeailer Sleur...

The bereavement of our great and dear friend Kunam comes as a
tragic loss to his family, friends and the future of medicine in Northern
Sri Lanka. He was a great man of immense achievement in many walks
of life. Above all, he was a kind hearted, selfless and caring doctor.

Having successfully fulfilled his long standing ambition to become
an excellent neurosurgeon, his talent, skill and utilitarian nature saw him
save countless lives in Jaffna. His passion for neurosurgery was matched
by his love of the University of Jaffna and its affliated teaching hospital.
He was the pioneer of the annual medical exhibitions and the annual
cultural evening at the Medical Faculty in the early 80's Through his
tireless dedication to his patients and students alike, Kunam gained much
happiness and satisfaction.

The volatile political climate forced Kunam to take refuge in the
United Kingdom for a few years in the late 1980's. During this time, he
obtained FRCS SN Ed. and also contributed to the advancement of the
field of Neurology by completing a PhD. The Medical Facullty in Jaffna,
with the threat of closure due to shortage of tutors, Kunam selflessly
returned to Jaffna, leaving behind his loved ones to rescue the Depart-
ment of Surgery. His determination, sense of duty and service to the
Jaffna population were invaluable. Single handedly, he established the
first computer network between wards in the Surgical Department with
the help of his friends in the UK.

In 2004, he moved to Batticoloa and worked tremendously hard to
establish the Faculty of Health Care Sciences in the Eastern University
of Sri Lanka.

Just a few months before his untimely death, he was appointed as a
member of the University Grants Commission in Colombo. With new
scope, he was looking forward to making great advances.

He lived true to his name, a man of excellent KUNAM(character).

He gave ANATHAM (happiness) to his family, relatives, students,
patients, and friends.

He will always be remembered as a very good sincere friend. He
will be missed tremendously.

May his soul rest in peace.
On behalf of his medical colleagues.
Dr.M.Vetpillai, FRCS, MBBS.
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Sir;
[ have known you over the last 22 years. I don't think 1 will meet
anyone else in my life like you with the kindness, wisdom, great talent,

courage, patience and always willing to help others.

[ would like to quote a few words from HELEN EXLEY that rep-
resents your life.

Kindness :

"l expect to pass through life but once. If therefore, there be any
kindness I can show, or any food thing I can do to any fellow being, let
me do it now, and not defer or neglect it, | shall not pass this way again"

"When you carry out acts of kindness you get a wonderful feeling
inside. It is as though something inside your body responds and says, yes,
this is how [ ought to feel"

Great talent and courage

"If you want something very badly, you can achieve it. [t may take
patience, a real struggle, and a long time; but it can be done. That much
faith is a prerequisite of any undertaking, artistic or otherwise"

"You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in
which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to
yourself, " I lived through this horror. | can take the next thing that comes
along”. You must do the thing that you think you cannot do"

"Courage is, with love, the greatest gift. We are, each of us, de-
feated many times but if we accept defeat with cheerfulness, and learn
from it, and try another way then we will find fulfilment"

Risks you took to help others

"To love 1s to risk not being loved in return, To hope is to risk disap-
pointment. But risks must be taken because the greatest risk in life is to
risk nothing. The person who risks nothing, does nothing. He cannot
learn, feel, change, grow, love, and live"

"The world has no room for cowards. We must all be ready some-
how to toil, to suffer, to die. And yours is not the less noble because no
drum beats before you when go out into battlefields, and no crowds
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shout about your coming when you return from your daily victory or
defeat”

"Shrug off the restraints that you have allowed others to place on
you. You are limitless. There is nothing you cannot achieve. There is no
sadness in life that cannot be reversed.

Nirmala

Dear Uncle,

Only you would risk your live for other. You reached your goal in
life and are happy. You will always be a great person that 1 ever know.
Would you like to know why I think God made you... since he could not
be every where you came to be. But you live in us all.

We will miss you.
Love

Laksmi Harendran

Dear Uncle,
You bless the stars in the sky
You greet the things ahead and you feed your family and friends
With your hand full of glee and leave a smile on every ones face

Thank you
Mythili Michelle Harendren
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Dear Mama,
Guess who is this. It's me Vani.

[ have never imagined that it will happen to me to write a letter like
this to you. This is another 'first' along with so many firsts in my life with
you. As my first plane journey was with you and mama you were the one
who took me to the interview for the first job in my life. Mama don't
know whether you knew it or not but I consider them to be two mile-
stones in my life and you were with me then. I am sadly going to miss
you for the third important event in my life. But I know for sure you will
always bless us and you are always with us.

For some reason | have saved few of your e-mails mama and now
lam happy for doing so. May be because I always like your writings/
wordings. I see a writer in you with all the other talents you have. I
remember amma talking about your school days hobby of story writing
and the story 'srermisb Guren Ggpuisnsuls Gt 1guiled o' 1 treasure
the B'day cards which carry your messages at the right age like... on my
21%b'day: "you have a licence to freedom but love and caring in life will
only take you to the Kingdom. Basket-full of wishes to the budding Ac-
countant....”

Mama, I haven't got the words to thank you, but you are very spe-
cial in my life and always be the same, though you ae not with us physi-
cally.

Love you and miss you so much

with Love
Vani.
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