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EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 

KALIPADA BISWAS, a renowned botanist of India, came from a respectable family 
of Burdwan District in West Bengal. He was born on December 3, 1899 in 
Calcutta and was the second son of the late Shri and Smt. S. P. Biswas. He spenf 
his childhood at Beltala in Bhowanipur in Calcutta. In School, he was good in 
Sanskrit and secured the highest marks in his class. Biswas passed the 
Matriculation Examination in 1916 from the Mitra Institution, Bhowanipur 
Branch and was a contemporary of the late Dr Shyama Prasad Mukherjee. He was 
in the first batch of students of Bangabasi College. He passed the Intermediate 
Examination in 1918 with Botany as one of his subjects. In 1920, he graduated 
from Bangabasi College. Biswas was a student of Drs S. P. Agharkar, S N. Bal, 
S. C. Banerjee and G. C. Bose. 

RESEARCH AND CAREER 

In 1922, Dr Biswas took his M.A. Degree in Botany, securing first class first from 
the University College of Science and Technology, where his classmates were 
Professor I. Banerjee, Professor A C. Dutta, Shri S. C. Nag, the first two later 
became well-known teachers of Botany. At this period, he came in contact with 
Professor Paul Johannes Briihl, who developed in him an interest in algae His 
first paper was on algae of Bengal filter-beds (1922). From 1923 onwards till 1932, 
he published several papers on algae, such as Algal Flora of ChilkaLake, the Road 
Slimes of Calcutta, Flora of Salt Lake, Calcutta, etc. During the years 1923-26, 
he worked as a research scholar in a scheme sponsored by the Government of 
Bengal, but continued to work in several disciplines of systematic botany, 
especially on algae. The year 1927 was significant, when he was appointed 
Curator of the Herbarium of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Calcutta. In 1936, 
Biswas went to England and as a result of his extensive studies in the Kew Gardenq 
in the Bridish Museum and in Edinburgh under the guidance of Sir W. W. Smith, 
F.R.S., he was conferred the D.Sc. degree of the Edinburgh University in 1937. 
In 1937, he became the first Indian Superintendent of the Gardens. In addition, 
a part of the responsibilities of the Director of the Botanical Survey of India was 
assigned to him. He made a thorough survey of the algal flora of the Salt Lake in 
Calcutta and of the Chilka Lake in Orissa. He also studied the vegetation of 
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Burma and various parts of Eastern Himalayas for a period of 25 years. Dr Biswas 
was the first Indian who worked and published original findings on Indian 
diatoms and Iron bacteria (1937). 

BISWAS AND THE BOTANIC GARDENS 

Dr Biswas remained Superintendent of the Botanic Gardens for 17 years. He 
strove all through this period to maintain high academic and administrative 
standards. His ambition was to see that the Gardens attain the same status as the 
other well-known botanical gardens of the world. 

He made extensive collections of plants from India and neighbouring countries; 
these resulted in the publication, "The distribution of wild conifers in the Indian 
Empire" (1 933), "Glimpses of vegetation of south Burma" (1933), "Some foreign 
weeds and their distribution in India and Burma" (1934), "Studies in ferns 
and fern-allies in Burma" (1935), "Handbook of common water and marsh 
plants of India and Burma" (1937), and "Systematic position of a common 
tree fern of the eastern Himalayas with a note on the genus Cyathea" (1943). 

The valuabk specimens collected by him from Nagaland, Tripura, Manipur, 
Orissa, Bihar and Sikkim and also from South Burma are housed in the Central 
National Herbarium (Calcutta). He had a special interest in the plants of Sikkim 
Himalayas, a region which he explored extensively. These have been recorded 
in his "Common plants of Northern Sikkim" (1936), "Common medicinal plants 
of Darjeeling and the Sikkim Himalayas" (1956), and in a voluminous work 
entitled "Plants of Darjeeling and the Sikkim Himalayas" (1966). Dr Biswas was 
also among the pioneers in botanizing Tripura. 

After his retirement from the Indian Botanic Gardens, Howrah, in 1955, 
Dr Biswas was appointed Director, Medicinal Plants Scheme, Government of West 
Bengal. At that time, the cultivation of the medicinal plants, Rauwoljia and 
Ipecac, had just began and Dr Biswas remarked : "In the applied aspect, I had the 
chance of developing cultivation of medicinal and aromatic plants and in fact, 
developed Ipecac plantation which proved to be the largest in the world. The roots 
produced are now meeting not only our internal consumption but also earning foreign 
exchange." Detailed accounts of the cultivation of these two plants were 
published in 1956 and 1958 re,pectively. 

As EMERITUS SCIENTIST OF THE CSIR 

Dr Biswas retired in December, 1964 from the Office of the Director, Medicinal 
Plants and continued his researches as Emeritus Scientist of the Council of 
Scientific and Industrial Research in the Botany Department, University College 
of Science and Technology, Calcutta, till the last day of his life. Since 1940, he 
was Honorary Lecturer in the same Department. He used to teach Algae to the 
Post-Graduate Classes. His lectures were very interesting. 
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In a lecture, Dr Biswas remarked : "As a student and teacher I am, therefore, in 
a position to advise the younger generation that they should be true to themselves and 
devote whole-heartedly to the subject of study in which they are interested. a 
student acquires sulficient sound knowledge in a particular subject and follows the 
righteous path, he will undoubtedly be able to stand on his feet by the blessings of 
God. Therefore, work devoted with Heart within and God overhead." 

As a teacher of repute, Dr Biswas earned the esteem and affection of his students 
and colleagues. He received wide appreciation of his life-long and devoted 
research in several branches of Botany Several institutions awarded him medals 
a d  prizes. He received the 'Coronation Medal' in 1937 for meritorious public 
services. He was twice awarded the 'Elliot Gold Medal' and a cash prize. He 
was also awarded the 'Paul Johannes Bruhl Memorial Medal' in 1952 by the Asiatic 
Society and in the same year he received (jointly with Shri Akkari Ghosh) the 
'Rabindra Prize' in science for the work entitled 'Bharatiya Banaushadhi' (3 
Volumes). 

Dr Biswas was President of the Section of Botany, Indian Science Congress, in 
1943. His Presidential address, 'Systematic and taxonomic studies on the Flora 
of India and Burma' remained the main source of information on the taxonomy 
and plant geography of India for a long time. He was elected Life Member of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal on August 1, 1923. He was President of Botanical 
Society of Bengal during 1948-50, 1960-62 and 1969 and President of the Indian 
Botanical Society in 1952. He was elected Fellow of the Royal Society, Edinburgh, 
National Institute of Sciences of India (1950) and Society de Botanik of Paris. 

Dr Biswas was connected with various other educational and scientific 
organisations in India, like the Indian Council of Agricultural Research, Central 
Indian Medicinal Plants Organization; Organon (India) Ltd., Bhabha Atomic 
Research Centre ?nd National Botanic Gardens. 

In 1954, Dr Biswas was selected as one of the four delegates of the Government . 

of India to represent India at the Agricultural Exhibition in Moscow. In the same 
year, he visited several Botanical and Agricultural Institutions in Europe. 
Dr Biswas took a leading role in the revival and reorganisation of Botanical 
Survey of India. 

Dr Biswas died on December 29, 1969 at his Ballygunge residence in Calcutta, 
after a prolonged illness. He left behind his wife, two sons, Professor Sanat Biswas 
(Bengal Engineering College, Howrah) and Dr Sanjib Kumar Biswas (Oil and 
Natural Gas Commission) and a daughter. One daughter predeceased him. 
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