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JNANENDRA NATH RAY was born on the February 17, 1897 at Tilli in District Dacca 
now in Bangladesh. He was the eldest son of the late Purna Chandra Ray, a 
pioneer chemical engineer and one of the founders of the match industry in India. 

EDUCATION 

At a very early age Jnanendra lost his mother and as his father was away a great 
deal on business, it was decided that he should stay with his maternal uncle at  
Rajshahi, where he joined the collegiate school and in his early years appeared to 
be more interested in sports and dramatics than in his studies. However, he took 
more than an ordinary interest in writing English and his precis work was good 
enough to make the headmaster (who was also the teacher of English), to read out 
his work as an example to the class. He also had a great interest in history and 
this interest he sustained throughout his life. 

In those days, Sanskrit was compulsory and the pandit who taught the boys was 
a figure of fun to them and was not taken seriously. However, just prior to the 
prematric selection examinations, the seriousness of the situation dawned upon 
the students and their attitude changed very fast. The pandit watched gleefully 
wondering if all would fail. The midnight oil was burnt and the results were quite 
good. Much to the surprise of the pandit, Jnanendra stood first in the school 
examination. Sometime before the final examination, he had a severe attack of 
typhoid followed soon with a relapse. Though quite weak, he appeared at the 
Matric examination and did well. 

Being left on his own from an early age made him self-reliant and independent 
in character. 

Later, he came to Calcutta and joined the Presidency College to do his Inter- 
Science and then the B.Sc. examination. During the years at the Presidency 
College, he was in the college cricket, hockey and football teams and revived his 
interest in dramatics, though he did not let these activities come in the way of his 
studies. After passing the B Sc. he went over to the College of Science to do h;.s 
M.Sc. It was here that he came under theinfluence of the late Acharya Prafulla 
Chandra Ray. On passing the M.Sc. (Chemistry) examination in 1919 with distinc- 
tion and securing a gold medal, Ray was appointed by the late Sir Asutosh Mookerjee 
(the Vice-chancellor) as a Lecturer. He found that he had to lecture to students 
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- who on an average were older than himself and as such intially they tried to go in for 
some, leg pulling but he dealt with them firmly and soon the students gave up their 
attempts. Simultaneously with lecturing he became a research scholar under the 
late Acharya Prafulla Chandra Ray. There was a great bond between the teacher 
and the pupil. Jnanendra Nath Ray used to keep his accounts, look after him and 
generally act as private secretary to the greatmen. The anecdotes about the absent- 
minded professor were many such as looking for the slippers and reading glasses 
which were often misplaced. As time went on, Jnanendra was influenced by Sir 
P. C .  Ray's ideals of high thinking and simple living and self denial : Sir P. C. Ray 
used to  call him one of his three 'harts'. 

After securing the Ghosh travelling fellowship he proceeded to England in 1923 
to work with Sir Robert Robinson at Manchester which at that stage was the premier 
school for organic chemistry in Britain. The thorough grounding that Sir P. C. Ray 
imparted to his students at Calcutta now became obvious for he made rapid progress 
with his research work at Manchester. Sir Robert began entrusting a good amount 
of work to him and even asked him to help some of the other research workers. He 
worked with Professors Lapworth, W. H. Perkin and Robinson on the synthesis of 
berberin and brazilin. He received his Ph.D. for the papers published with Sir Robert 
Robinson. Amongst the work published was a paper in 1926 on the electaronic 
theory of valency and aromatic substitution. This work received much acclaim. 

Dr J. N. Ray also went to work with Dr Pregl at Graz in Austria on 
microanalytical chemistry which was then in its infancy. A few years later, the 
first laboratory on this field in India was set up at Lahore by him. On his return 
to Manchester from Graz, he received an honorary fellowship at the University. 
During his stay at  Manchester he met Miss Dorothy Broadhurst whom he later 
married. 

He returned to India at the termination of the Ghosh travelling fellowship in 
1926 and rejoined Calcutta University briefly as a lecturer. Subsequently, he 
secured the Palit Scholarship and returned to Manchester in 1927 to continue 
working with Sir Robert Robinson there and later at Oxford. At the expiry of 
the Palit scholarship, Ray took up an appointment in Lahore with the Punjab Uni- 
versity on November 15, 1928. Dorothy followed him to Lahore and they were 
married on December 29, 1928. 

At Lahore, apart from lecturing in chemistry he also built up a thriving research 
school in organic chemistry. He also lectured in pharmacology at the Medical 
College and coached F.R.C.S. students for their examinations in this subject. He 
pioneered some of the work on alkaloids in India at Lahore and also worked on 
anaesthetics and chromatography. 

Though he was a strict disciplinarian, he was humane towards his students. There 
were many poor and deserving students who not only were helped with their fees 
but also received financial help to buy books and travel to and from their homes 
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in the Panjab. After qualifying many students were helped in getting jobs, and 
generally given a helping hand in life. In later years, it was very gratifying for him 
to see how well some of these students had done. He was also particularly pleased 
to know that the same research school he had helped to set up later produced a world 
famous chemist such as Dr Khurana who received the Nobel Prize in 1968. 

In consideration of the papers published and work done in the field of alkaloids, 
he was awarded the D.Sc. also from Manchester in 1934. 

At the outbreak of World War 11, the Government of India found that they were 
in a serious predicament to the supplies of drugs, pharmaceuticals and dressings 
for military and civilian use which was hitherto, to a large extent, received 
from the U. K. With the outbreak of hostilities, the movement of these materials 
was restricted. The expansion of the fighting forces also created a futher demand 
for these supplies. The then Director-General of the Indian Medical Service, General 
Sir Gordon Jolly, visited Lahore in 1939 and asked Dr Ray whether he would be 
prepared to come over to New Delhi to take charge of a new department dealing 
with the manufacture of drugs, pharmaceuticals and dressings. This was an offer 
of challenge from the former which the latter felt was worth accepting. At the same 
time, he realised that it would mean giving up, at least for the War's duration, 
teaching and research which were so dear to his heart. As he felt duty-bound to 
do his bit for the war effort he accepted the assignment in New Delhi though he 
made it clear to the authorities that he would return to the University as soon as 
practicable. 

On joining his assignment in New Delhi he had to put in a great deal of hard work, 
ingenuity and organisation. New units soon started providing the supplies needed 
for the War effort. Troops in the Middle East, Far East and Burma were now being 
supplied with products made in India for the first time and this must have given 
Dr Ray a certain amount of pride as he was st nationalist at heart. With reverses 
suffered by the Army in the Far East at the hands of the Japanese, the strain to meet 
fresh demands of these medical supplies increased and he put in longer hours at  
work to try and cope. 

The Drugs and Dressings Directorate was later merged with the Industries and 
Supplies Department and J. N. Ray took tlie opportunity to set up in the new 
premises a small laboratory where he could work out some of the day-to-day 
problems. It was here that amongst others a special non-toxic camouflage cream 
for use by British troops against Japanese attacks was made. Work was done on 
anti-malarials and with the co-operation of the Vaccine Institute at Kasauli, dried 
blood plasma was used locally for the first time. An old women who was suffering 
from acute anaemia and on death's door was used as the human guinea pig of the 
Lady Hardinge College hospital in New Delhi. The product worked well and the 
pulled round. This incident he recalled to us later in his life. A few weeks before 
his own end, he suffered from acute anaemia and had to have five blood transfusions. 

For his innovations he received cash awards from the government, the major 
portion of which he gave to his team of helpers. During the crucial years of the 
War i.e., 1942-44, he was consulted often by the British Government in London 
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and his advice and views were well respected. In 1944, he received the Q.B.E. and 
a letter of appreciation from the British Government for the work he had done. 

The Industries and Supplies Department had by now grown into a large organisa- 
tion which was also dealing with civilian requirements. J. N. Ray was on various 
committees, both technical and economic such as the Tariff Board. 

As earlier mentioned, it was his intention to return to Lahore after the War, but 
he was requested to stay on in New Delhi to help in the Postwar Planning and 
Re-organisation. With the advent of partition it was no longer possible to consider 
returning to Lahore. 

After independence, the work was linked more with planning, export and import 
control and policy making in relation to Industrialisation. He was associated- with 
the basic planning done for the First Five Year Plan. In his capacity at Technical 
Adviser to the Government of India, J. N. Ray's advice was sought in various 
matters. Ray re tired prematurely from the Indian Government. However, he 
continued to be their technical adviser. He joined a pharmaceutical firm in 
Bombay as he felt he could give his services better to industry. He was often 
consulted by the Government of India and he served on various advisory bodies. 
He was also the alternate leader of the Indian delegation to the ECAFE Council 
Meeting on Power Alcohol in 1952. 

During his stay in Bombay, he was appointed honorary Professor of Chemistry 
at  the University where apart from lecturing, he also guided research scholars for 
their doctorates. At Bombay, work on steroids was started and he personally made 
trips to locate the best source of supply for the raw material viz, the plant Dioscorea. 

With his two children residing in Bengal, he felt an urge to return to the province 
and the environment from which he had been separated for so many years. He 
came to Calcutta in 1958 and took a new appointment with Messrs Calcutta Chemi- 
cals as their technical and research adviser. He was appointed Honorary Adviser 
to the West Bengal Government and the Durgapur Industries Board by the Late 
Dr B. C. Ray. 

During his lifetime he took an interest in history and Archaeology and was on 
the Committee to preserve the Konarak temple and Elephanta Caves. He was an 
examiner and paper setter for the UPSC examinations. He was keenly interested 
in cricket and football and in his younger days often joined in a game of cricket with 
the friends of his son. B 

He was a past President of the Indian Chemical Society, the President of the 
Chemistry Section of the Indian Science Congress in 1937, Fellow of the Royal 
Institute of Chemistry of Britain and one time president of its branch in India. 
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LAST DAYS 

In 1967, he retired from his long career. After leading a very active and varied 
life he started living a quiet secluded life at home, seldom feeling the need to go out. 
In his own words, he stated that at this stage of his life his thoughts were his best 
companions. About a year ago, the symptoms first appeared of the illness to which 
he was to succumb on April 9, 1970. During the prolonged illness he bore the 
suffering with fortitude, calm and selfcontrol. In his passing on April 9, 1970 a great 
void has been left in our midst. The words of wisdom and advice which we used to 
take almost for granted will be missed, but cherished. 

A senior chemist as well as friend of over 50 years standing, Professor Priyada 
Ranjan Roy said about him :- 

"Kind largely compassionate in his friendship, Ray was ever ready to serve others 
in their need. A man of inflexible integrity and strict principle, he never yielded to 
pressures orprayers from any quarter, lzowever high, for doing what Re did not consider 
to be just mtd fair. Neither praise nor blame could deter him from the determined 
course of his action, for which he would even fight along against formidable opposition. 
He always used to work in the laboratory with his own hands in company with his pupils 
and assistants unlike many highly placed scientists who merely issue directions to their 
subordinates from their sitting room and seldom come into personal contact with their 
~tudents. In this, he followed the example of his teacher Acharya Prafulla Chandra Ray 
and succeeded like the latter in building up a flourishing School o f  Chemistry in the 
University of Panjab at Lahore. Many of his students are now izolding very responsible 
positions as teachers and administrators both in India and Pakistan. Ray had the courage 
of speaking out his mind without caring for the favour or frown from the authorities and 
thus set up an example which is unfortunately rare among the scientists today in our 
country. At the same time he was a great upholder of discipline among his students. 
He was an inspiring teacher and was liked equally by his colleugues and pupils. His 
conversation was always enlivened with the gifr of his refined wit. 

Simple in habit, frank in his disposition and warm in his dealing Ray will be 
remembered by all who came in contact with him nor only as a distinguished chemist, 
but also as a man with rare qualities of the head and the heart. It needs hardly be 
mentioned that science in India has sufered a grievous loss by his death." 

Note : This is one of the few cases of Fellowship for which the bibliography has been- 
unobtainable. -Editor 


