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The Greatest Manitobans: #2 Naranjan Dhalla
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The fixer Naranjan Dhalla credited with recruiting some of the top minds in cardiac research to
Winnipeg, and establishing the Institute of Cardiovascular Sciences.
“It looks like a book,” Naranjan Dhalla said, waving
around a laundry list of his medical accolades that
more resembles an encyclopedia than a resumé.
“I grew up into a very famous scientist so there
have been many articles written about me, alright. And I got so many awards, 150 awards.”
Dhalla is quick to point out he’s a well-decorated pioneer of heart research. He’s published more
than 540 research papers and his awards include
the Order of Canada and the Order of Manitoba.
He’s credited with pushing to make Winnipeg one
of the country’s centres of heart research, and he’s
been successful at recruiting some of the best research minds to Winnipeg.
Dhalla isn’t shy when it comes to boasting of his
accomplishments – although he proclaims he’s a
humble man – but his contribution to health care
is not so easily measured as a researcher or a doctor who heals.
His gift is to be the lubricant that keeps the system running smoothly, the co-ordinator, the recruiter, the fundraiser, the motivator, the fixer.
A physiologist, not a medical doctor, Dhalla admits he’s not a “test tube man.” He hasn’t done any hands-on lab work since 1968,
claiming he isn’t smart enough. But he speaks as a man who knows his true strength: brokering deals and connecting people.
The pursuit of greatness has informed Dhalla’s life.

“I wanted to do things which were of some consequence because I knew if you do something of consequence then people will
think you are important,” Dhalla says.
He always believed he was destined to make his mark. Even his name, Naranjan, translates as one who can do no wrong.
The eldest of seven, Dhalla was born in 1936 and raised a Sikh in Ghanieke, a village near the India-Pakistan border. His father was
the village moneylender, known as a “shahjee.” He had only a Grade 4 education, but as a shahjee, he lived like a king.
One thing that particularly displeased Dhalla’s father was Dhalla. He frequently told
“You have to give him credit
the boy he wasn’t smart enough, not as smart as his classmates and that he wouldn’t
that this is something he
achieve his dreams. The words of a harsh parent linger a long time, and that notion still
wanted to do, and he pursued
echoes in Dhalla’s mind to this day, he says.
it with vigour. He is smart, he
Dhalla wanted to be a film director; surely, his gifts would have helped him achieve
the greatness he craved in a business built on shmooz. But his plans were derailed when
denies he is, but he really is.”
Paramjit Tappia, principal investigator his parents decided he would marry. In a culture where arranged marriages are the norm,
of cardiac membrane biology at Dhalla’s unhappiness didn’t matter. He did marry, but the unhappiness continued, and
Institute of Cardiovascular Sciences. he left to pursue studies in science, leaving his wife with his parents.
Dhalla had watched his father wheel and deal for years and learned skills that he
found more useful than mere book smarts. He became known as “shah shan” or king of kings in university. He used his parents’
money to befriend classmates who could help him move ahead, treating them to dinners and movies.
Those skills helped later when Dhalla was working in a New Delhi research lab, testing the effect of herbs on hypertension, a task he
wasn’t really up to, he said. Dhalla befriended another student, Pantulu, who did understand the work. Dhalla paid for Pantulu’s movies
and dinners, and in return, Pantulu taught Dhalla how to isolate the herbs’ compounds.
That research was the basis of one of Dhalla’s earliest published papers and helped him earn a scholarship at the University of
Pennsylvania in 1961. He wanted to develop a cure for heart disease. But again, he faced the pull between work and family – again,
work won. Dhalla said he abandoned his pregnant wife and two sons.
Sonny Dhalla is one of the sons Dhalla left behind. He can remember living in India without his dad until the 1970s, remembers
his bitterness, but now he says he admires his father’s work ethic.
“He married his work,” Sonny said, a Brandon-based surgeon. “If someone is to be successful, you have to pay the price.”
In America, a colleague told Dhalla he didn’t have the appropriate education to find a cure for heart disease. The scientist told
Dhalla there are two types of researchers: those who work with the test tubes and those who direct the people with the test tubes.
Dhalla set out to become one of those who directs the people with the test tubes. He visited universities across North America to
study how officials had set up centres of heart research – an idea Dhalla brought to Winnipeg in 1969. He attended conferences and
made friends with some of the most important scientists at the time.
THINGS YOU DIDN’T
By 1972, Dhalla was granted permission to organize a meeting of the InternaKNOW
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tional Study Group for Research in Cardiac Metabolism in Winnipeg.
Dhalla said he “dazzled” the more than 600 cardiologists and scientists at the He initially wanted to be a film director
event. But inside he felt very alone, and for the first time, felt longing for a more and wrote his first manuscript in India
intimate connection.
before he was 18.
“Here, I achieved the heights. I was going to be chairman, and there was not a Dhalla says Naranjan is Punjabi for “one
single soul around me, who belongs to me, to appreciate that, what a greatness I who can do no wrong.”
have done,” he said.
Soon after, friends helped him connect with Ranjit Bal, a woman in Ontario. The couple married the day they met.
Dhalla concedes his flagrant style of self-promotion riles some people.
“I used to be very arrogant up to 1975.... From ‘75 onward, I heard people say that I am the most humble person they ever
met,” he said.
His son said achieving a high level of success is bound to cause backlash.
“He’s climbed the ladder to success, and some people must have gotten in the way. That’s how you get to be successful,”
Sonny Dhalla said.
Paramjit Tappia, a colleague at St. Boniface Hospital Research Centre, said he believes some are envious of Dhalla’s status
and success, calling the man a visionary who treats everyone as his best buddy, whether they are or not.
Dhalla’s reputation in the medical community was not helped when a colleague accused him of misappropriating research
funds in 1981.
An RCMP criminal investigation and a U of M committee internal review did not find evidence to support charges. It was
a dark period, Dhalla says, which may have damaged Winnipeg’s chances of blossoming into a hub for heart health care and
delayed the cardiac centre’s start by five years.
His dream of curing heart disease still eludes him – and killed his eldest son at 46.
Dhalla sits, slouched in a chair in his corner office overlooking the Red River, pondering whether he has achieved the greatness he craves.
“What I wanted was to make a dent in curing heart disease, and I could not do that,” he said. “I think that I have not done anything.”
He says he never lived up to his name nor his dream. But then, he never thought people should like him anyway.
“Enemies are better than friends because at least once a day, they think about you. They are the people who make you
popular,” he said.
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