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Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri:  Reminiscences 

 

In 1948, after my M.Sc., I had an offer to join D.M. Bose at 

Bose Institute Calcutta as a Research scholar. Well somehow, 

I decided to join TIFR. Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri joined TIFR in 

1949 in the same group a year later. While working under      

Dr. Bhabha, I had the benefit of discussions with                        

Dr. Chowdhuri. Prof. Bernard Peters, Dr. M.G.K. Menon,           

Dr. Sukumar Biswas. Dr. (Miss) Bibha Chowdhuri,                       

Dr. Appa Rao, and Dr. Gaurang Yodh joined TIFR about      

the same time and gave a big boost to its Cosmic Ray activity1. 

I joined TIFR in 1951. Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri was already 

working at OYC on Cosmic Rays. She had her earlier training 

in UK. My colleague A. Subramanian was her co-worker. 

Together they built Cloud Chamber for the Cosmic Ray 

Showers. Her laboratory was on the ground floor of OYC. My 

own interaction with her were our frequent Sea Lawn walks, 

mostly discussing Brahmo Samaj / Arya Samaj, Bengali 

literature and its impact in the Tamil Journals. I found the 

conversations very illuminating.  

I joined the Physical Research Laboratory in September 1963 

as a Graduate Student.  There were about 8 other students who 

joined with me in that year from different Universities. The 

PRL Faculty is responsible for giving the new entrants an 

orientation course involving advanced physics, mathematics, 

astronomy and atmospheric sciences.  The idea was to provide 

a kind of equalisation in the standards for the students coming 

from different Universities. I came in contact with Dr. Bibha 

Chowdhuri as one of the Senior Faculty Member charged with 

delivering lectures on Nuclear Physics and Cosmic Rays.  

 
1 Retrieved from email communication of Late Prof. Sreekantan 

with Dr. S.C. Roy and Rajinder Singh in 2018 

Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri was an extremely serious teacher who 

prepared lectures meticulously and delivered lucidly. She was 

very caring for all of us and spared no pains to clarify all our 

doubts. Further, she prepared her own questions at the end of 

lectures and gave it to us for solving as a part of a homework 

assignment. What was unique about these questions was that 

you have to use your own basic understanding of the subject, 

which, in turn, made you learn the fundamental principles with 

depth and clarity. Her way of teaching helped us very much 

on the aspects of problem solving, thinking originally and 

using your own understanding on the basic principles. In a 

way this prepared us for the more rigorous demands of a 

research activity that sought to bring to bear originality, out of 

box thinking and ability to apply principles and ideas from 

different subject themes among others. But what I remember 

most is her friendly disposition, even though she always 

looked serious like a stern school master. Although I was in 

PRL for nearly seven years doing my research on cosmic X-

rays under Prof. Vikram Sarabhai and Prof. P.D. Bhavsar and 

I often met her on different occasions, I did not have a 

sustained academic interaction with her in the subsequent 

years. However, teaching and mentoring by tutors like                                                    

Prof. Bibha Chowdhuri, considerably influenced my later life 

positively.  I remember her with gratitude and respect. 

In the1960s, some of us youngsters were part of the TIFR 

group, which was doing several Cosmic Ray experiments in 

KGF mines. While the more well-known was the neutrino 

experiment, there was also an Extensive Air Shower (EAS) 

experiment which had a surface EAS array and underground 

(UG) detectors at two depths. It was around the same time  that 

PRL also started a similar experiment. The group had two 

people, who interacted with us a lot including Dr. Yogesh 

Saxena, a junior academic like us. Their UG detectors were 

slightly smaller than ours and they also used the information 

from the TIFR EAS array in their analysis later. Their head 

was Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri, who was, I think, in her fifties. We 

were apprehensive in the early days of a senior person like her, 

but with time we grew accustomed to her. She came quite 

often to KGF, probably more than some of our own seniors 

and she worked very closely with her group. She always had 

a smile and was very nice to us and talked to us as equals. She 

used to discuss a lot about the experiment with us and we 

shared whatever we knew. Our discussions centered around 

mundane but necessary experimental details. The PRL group 

had rented a house which was quite near our experimental site 
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in Bullen Shaft. Dr. Vikram Sarabhai also visited their 

experiment once. It was actually Dr. Chowdhuri who told me 

not to hesitate to ask him for a ride; she said ‘you go and talk 

to Vikram’! and he welcomed me to accompany him in his car 

back to Bangalore. Without enough maturity, we could not 

appreciate Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri for the pioneer she was. We 

had heard that she had worked in England but we were (at least 

I was) ignorant of her achievements. She was also not the one 

to talk about herself. Thus, it was a missed opportunity for me 

not to have heard from her about discoveries, and not to have 

learnt from her deep knowledge of the subject. 

 

I met Dr. Bibha Chowdhuri only once, around 1983-84, when 

I was a CSIR Research Associate at the Indian Association for 

the Cultivation of Science (IACS), Kolkata. Prof. Debjani 

Ghosh of IACS introduced me to her. In appearance and look, 

she resembled a typical Brahmo lady of the early 20th century, 

erudite, gentle and refined. She told me that she visited the 

IACS library now and then to read research papers. She was 

retired by then from active employment.  I had the wondrous 

realization that age had not dimmed her quest for scientific 

knowledge. I joined the Physics Department of Bose Institute 

in 1987 as a Senior Lecturer. Bibha Chowdhuri’s name 

cropped up in occasional lectures and discussions but always 

in conjunction with that of Prof. D.M. Bose. It was as if she 

had no independent identity of her own. One also heard the 

oft-repeated statement that Bose and Chowdhuri “had missed 

the Nobel Prize by a whisker”.  

In the year 2000, I became a Fellow of the Indian Academy of 

Sciences, Bangalore. I received a congratulatory phone call 

from Dehradun with the caller introducing himself as Prof. 

Sasanka Chandra Bhattacharyya, the ex-Director of Bose 

Institute. I had joined Bose Institute after Prof. Bhattacharyya 

had left the institute. I knew from my senior colleagues that he 

was an outstanding organic chemist with brilliant scientific 

achievements. He was also universally respected for his 

uprightness and generosity of heart.  Prof. Bhattacharyya, on 

seeing my name and affiliation in the list of Fellows elected, 

wanted to talk to me. The phone call was the beginning of my 

long association with Prof. Bhattacharyya, which continued 

over the years till his death in 2013. Amongst the many topics 

of discussion over phone, a constant theme was that of Bibha 

Chowdhuri as a forgotten heroine of Indian science. Prof. 

Bhattacharyya first met her in Pune, when both of them were 

young, in a social gathering at a common acquaintance’s 

house.  She left an indelible impression on his mind and he 

kept himself informed about her progress in her research 

career.  

Bibha Chowdhuri had passed away by the time I came to know 

Prof. Bhattacharyya, who himself was then more than 80 years 

old. It almost became a mission in his retired life to resurrect 

Chowdhuri from obscurity and to ensure that she got due 

recognition from the Indian science community.  He wanted 

me to help him in realizing his goal. He gave me a photograph 

of young Bibha Chowdhuri and wanted me to preserve it       

for posterity. It is unfortunate that I could not help                 

Prof. Bhattacharyya much in his quest. It was like trying to 

solve a jigsaw puzzle with most of the pieces missing.         

Prof. Bhattacharyya visited Chowdhuri’s ancestral home in 

Calcutta to meet her brother and sisters who were still living. 

He came back dejected as he found them to be suffering from 

age-related problems and unable to remember much. All the 

Chowdhuri siblings were highly educated and held high 

positions in their working lives. All of them, however, were 

unmarried and so there were no descendants who could be 

depended upon to provide information. I introduced Prof. 

Bhattacharyya to Prof. Asim Kumar Ganguly of the Physics 

Department, Calcutta University, who was a research 

collaborator of Bibha Chowdhuri after she came back to 

Calcutta from the Physical Research Laboratory, Ahmedabad, 

and also to Prof. Nandini Raha of Bethune College and Prof. 

Jayanta K. Bhattacharjee, a physicist of repute. Raha knew 

Chowdhuri personally and had written an article on her both 

in the Bethune College magazine and later in a book on noted 

Bengali scientists. Bhattacharjee had written about 

Chowdhuri’s research in a Bengali daily. There were other 

such attempts to garner information about Bibha Chowdhuri 

and highlight her achievements but no substantial progress 

could be made. 

Prof. Bhattacharyya passed away in 2013, his dream still 

unfulfilled. I sometimes felt guilty about not doing more. A 

few years later, the Indian Science News Association held a 

two-day meeting on Women Scientists in India and I was 

invited to give a talk. I decided to speak on Bibha Chowdhuri 

as a mark of   homage to her memory as well as to that of    

Prof. S.C. Bhattacharyya. The talk was titled “Women 

Scientists in India: Dreams and challenges” but was mainly 

focused on Bibha Chowdhuri’s research contributions in a 

historical context. Many in the audience, including a number 

of reputed women scientists, confessed to me after my talk that 

this was the first time they were hearing the name of Bibha 

Chowdhuri and getting to know about her achievements. In 

the course of time, old dreams sometimes do get revived and 

fulfilled. With the publication of the book, ‘Jewel Unearthed: 

Bibha Chowdhuri’, by Dr. Rajinder Singh and Dr. Suprakash 

Chandra Roy,  Prof. Bhattacharyya’s dream came true though 

he was not alive to see the day. On the Authors’ invitation, I 

wrote a Foreword to the book in which I mentioned 

Prof. Bhattacharyya’s comment, made to me, that D.M. Bose 

should have offered the Directorship of Bose Institute to 

“Bibha di” instead of to him. I refrain from speculating on the 

possible reasons for why this did not happen.  It is a happy 

development that the TIFR, where Bibha Chowdhuri spent a 

part of her working life, has published an Indian edition of her 

biography. It is heartening to note that there is more awareness 

about her now amongst the scientists and the general public. I 

have read several blogs on her written by scientists as well as 

non-scientists. A crowning recognition has been in the naming 

of a star, 340 light years away, as “Bibha” (meaning light 

beam) in 2019 by the International Astronomical Union. From 

darkness to light, from invisibility to visibility, the rediscovery 

of Bibha Chowdhuri has truly been spectacular. 
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