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DID CHAIRMAN MAO HAVEA JEWSH DOCTOR?

MICHAEL NEVINS,MD+
In his comprchensive historical survey Jews & Medicirc, aDthar
Frank Heynick makes the following curious statemen! "Mao tseTung would have a Jewish physician, ye! thrs was not a Chinesebut
a Soviet Jew (who, incidentally, was arrestedon Stalin's orders for
r
supposedly being involved in the so-called Doclors' Plot). The
'\tanted"
'\rould
have" can b€ understood either as Mao
wods
phnse which follows in pal€nthesissuggestslhe
the
or "had," but
latter Either way, the idea of the Chinese leadet having a Jewish
physician is sufhciently intriguing as to warrant a review of the
evidence.
Heynick's primary sourcewas Israeli joumalist l-ouis RapoPon's
book, Stalin's Wor Against ti€ Jeps,z which did not cite a sp€cific
Russian doctor with Chinese connections by name, reporting only
that dudng the purge, Lavrcntiy Beri4 head of lhe secr€t police,
"sent an agent to China to arrest Mao tse-Tung's Soviet Jewish
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doctor" In tum, Rapopon'sslatemen!seemsto havebeenderived
from anearlierbook, lvdtchdogsofTermrby lormer SovietcounterintelligenceofhcerPeterDeriabin,who had b€€na memberof
Stalin'sbodyguardsuntil he defertedin 1954.Deriabindescribed
how the headof counterintelligence
ColonelNikolay Novik "sent
a groupof MGB SecretPoliticial Drectorateofncersto Chinato
arest a Sovietdoctorwho wastreatingMao." Nole lhat Deriabin
mentionedonly a Sovietdoctor,not a SovietJewishdoctor,about
whom "claims were also madethat he was trying to poisonlhe
In 1989, Peter Deriabin collaboratedwith JosephC. Evans
on what in efect was a secondedition, entitled Inside Stalin's
Krcmlin-4Def'abin|'died in 1992,but this secondbook was not
publisheduntil 1998.Althoughthe laterbookcontainsmoredetail,
it is noteworthythat this time D€riabindoesnot mentionthat Mao
hada SovietJewishdocrorduringtheearly 1950swho might have
b€enimplicatedin theDoclors'Plot.However,in anapp€ndixnote,
DeriabinreportsthatwhenMao wasvisiting Stalinin 1949,doctors
at lhe MGB-runKr€mlin hospital"lreatedMao for an ailmentthat
preventedhim from raising his afins abovehis shoulders.Stalin
acceptedMao's requestthat two of the doctorsretum with him
to Beting." As we shall soonleam ftom the memoirsof Mao's
peNonaldoctor,lhis seemsexEemelyunlikelyandther€is no other
availableevidencethat Mao wasevertreatedby Sovietphysicians
id China.
JooathanBrent and Vladimir Naumovin their book, StariaS
ZasrCnin?, m€ticulouslyreview Russianarchivesconcemingthe
Docton'Plot which had beenkept secretfor fifty yea$, but the
authorsmakeno mentionof anyChineseconnection.5
Moreover,in
PeterS.
Dcriabin,,.rdossrlTetut: R4sim aodrswtdsfun th.Tsar to
t . Corni$d/r Fred.rick,MD, Univ€Bity PublicaddsofAn.nca. Sccond
Edidon,19E4,pp. 324-35.
PeterS,De.iabin*iih JoslphC.Eyans,I8ide StalinhKEDtlii: An E wnnfs
A.couatoI AtuMlitt, Duplicitr,ard rrrriSlr, Wahitrgton& rn do'r' Btasseys
Inc.,1998.
Jonatl0n BFnr md Vladimir P Naumov,SraiD'r Ia, Cnttu, New Yort,
Har! {ollins PublisheB.2001.
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Dr. Brentrecalledoo refercnceto Mao
a personalcommunication,
lhat PeterD€riabin's
everhavinga Jewishphysicianandsuggested
sourcesmay not haveb€encredible.It also is conceivablelhat if
there was such information,it might have beenextractedunder
torturefrom one of the hundredsof falsely accusedvictims who
duringthis time.
w€reinterrogatedby cor.rnterintelligence
UnderStalin's long regimemany Kren in physicianswerc of
Jewishbackgound and when,on January13, 1953,Pravdaan_
nouncedtheanestof elevenprominentphysicians,eighthadJewish
soundingoames,These"monstersin humanfofm" wele accused
of havingmurdercdtwo leadingSoviet politiciansand intending
to poisonSt4linas well asseveralotherleadingmilitary figures.It
of eventshad beenconceivedand
seemsthat the entire sequence
himself
over
a p€riodof severalyears.The
by
Stalin
orchestrated
more
had beedarrestedbeginning
Kremlin doctoNand hundrcds
in Octob€r 1952, "confessions"obtained and the'facts" then
manipulatedto suit Stalin's purpose.The Rlssian peoplewere
told that "enemiesof the people"wereservingas accomplicesof
westemagents,notablythe JewishJoint DistributionCommittee,
andwould haveto be rootedout.
Although lhe evidencefor an extensionof the Doctors' Plot
to China, perhapsmediatedby "Mao's Soviet Jewishdoctof is
dubiousat b€st,we might rcasonablyaskwhethertheremight be
somekemel of tnrth to it? lf Mao everhad a Jewishphysicianas
by Louis Rapoport,this in itself would be of historical
suggested
int€rest.Surely the most authoritativeinformatiooabout Mao's
later medicalhistory is containedin the memoirsof his personal
physician,Dr Li zhisui, who, beginningin 1954,workedfor
tweoty-two years in close proximity to the chairman as both
medicaladvisorandconfidant.o
hadbeenassigned
in 1950,all ofCbina'stop leaders
Beginoiog
personalphysiciansand before Dr Li, Mao had severalother
AlthoughDr Li initially was placedin chargeof the
doctors.T
Li Atisti\ The P.ink Ufe of Craima" Mao, New York, R&dom HouF.
1994.
zhi,sui,Th. Ptitat. Li.felcit. n. 6), p. 640-
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health clinic at the compound which was inhabited by Mao and
other leadefs, he waNnot appointed as Mao's personal physician
until 1954, which was morc than a year drdr Russia's Docton'
Plot. Dr. Li took the influential job reluctandy, yet for th€ fi$t
few years he revered Mao as a great leader. However, familiarity
soon led to contempt, but out of fear for his own and his family's
safety, Dr. Li never felt able to resign. It was not until a dozen
years after Mao's death that he and his wife finally were able to
join their family in the United States wherc Dr. Li began writing
his memoirs.
No one was in a better position than Dr Li to undeFtand Mao's
feelings about medical care anddoctors. He describedthe Chairman
as a medically unsophisticatedperson who despisedall physicians
and frcquently advised others to follow only half of what was
recommendedby them. Basedon this, it would seemmost unlik€ly
that Mao would se€k out a consulting Russian physician as was
sugg€stedby PeterDeriabin. Inde€d,Mao insisted that no one other
than his peftonal doctor be permitted to attend him. As a rcsult,
Dr. Li was the Chairman's virtual prisoner and had to share his
eccentric and insom[iac life-style, *hich idcluded being on call a!
all hours. Being in such close proximity to Mao, Dr. Li was not
above suspicion by the sycophantsand intriguers who surounded
the Chairman. It was not unusual for Dr Li to have to sample
Mao's medicine and, more than once, he was accusedby Mao's
neuotic wife, Jiang Qing, of attempting to poison tloth of them.
Therefore, it is understandablethat the Russiansmight have heard
unfoundedaccountsabout Mao's doctor's Eeachery,
When Mao's son, Mao Anqing, developed psychosisduring lhe
early 1950s,psychiatrist Chen Xueshi initially diagnosedhim, but
Anqing later was sent for treatnent in the Soviet Union. Mao's
first wife also suffercd from schizophrenia and was trsted in
Russia.According to Dr. Li, "the psychiatric profession was neady
decimatedunder the communisls and Chen later spent many yea$
injail." Conceming any other specific Russianmedical connection,
although Mao's s€condwife Jiang Qing also was sent to Russia in
1957 for successfultreatment of cenical cancer, Dr. Li makes no
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mention of eilher she or her husbandbeing attendedby a Russian
doctorwhile in China.
In fact, there is only a single rcfercnce in Dr Li's book lhat
duriog his tenurc any foreign physician €ver attended Mao in
China. It se€msthat among lhe Chairman's idiosyncrasieswas his
fondnessfor young women and until his final illness (he died from
complications of amyoEophic lateral sclerosis and hean failure)'
he suffoundedhimself with a vittual harem. Mao identified himself
with the legendary first Chinese emPror, known as "The Yellow
Emp€ror," who was reported to have become immortal by making
love to a thousand young virgins. Mao b€lieved that the morc
sexual liaisons he had, the longer he would live, and lhere was
no lack of willing young women who vied for the pdvilege of
being his bed-pa(ner Howgver, on occasion Mao was impotent'
and during the early 1950swhen he was in his sixties he agreedto
take daily inje.tions of "formula Vitamio H3," which was nothing
more than Novocain, that was prescaibedby a Rumanian woman
physician named Dr. tapshinskaya. Of course, the injections were
administeredby Dr Li, who first had to take the treatrnenthimself
in order to ensurc safety. After lhree months, Mao, noting no
aphrcdisiac effects, discontinued the regimen lt is conceivable that
Dr t€pshinskaya could have b€enJewish, but it is implausible that
Russianagentswould have been dispatchedto anest or kill "Mao's
Jewish doctor" in this instance.
In fact there was a Jewish "doctor," albeit a dentisl who treated
Mao-tse Tung in 1946, when he was located in the mounlainous
nonhem provinces. Magdalene Robitscher-Hahn was bom in Bohemia and as a German-speakingJew and with fi€quent shifting of
govemment authofities, her dental license was not 6lrpays recognized; for a time, sheeven was forced to take ajob in Bolivia. After
Wo d War Il, she seized an opportunity to go to China to work
under the auspicesof the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Association (UNRRA). In her m€moirs Dr. Robitscher described
how she provided denlal care to Mao on ten occasions,treating his
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mild gum diseasealld filling sev€ralcavities.8Her descriptionis
surprisingin that Dr Li's latet hemoirs relatedhow lhe Chairman
suffercdfrom severeperiodontaldis€aseo*ing to the fact that
he adheredto the Chinesepeasantcustomof cleaninghis te€th
by drioking tea nther than using a tooth brush; Mao reasoned
that al$ough tigers do not bnrsh,their teeth are sharp.And so,
MagdaleneRobitscherwasa Jewish"doctor" who treatedMao,but
by theearly 1950sshewaslongremovedfrom Chinaandce(ainly
wasnota potential
poisoner
or sovietplotter
Another westemphysicianwho had accessto Mao, at least
in earlier days, and rlho oo occasionwas mistakenfor being
Jewish,was GeorgeHatem.He was bom in Buffalo, New york
in 1910,lhe eldest son of Maronile Christianimmisrantsfrom
Lebanon.g
Borhin collegeandmedicalschoolin theU;iEd Slares
and in Europ€,he frequendybefrieodedJewish stud€nlsout of
a commonsenseof being an oppressedminority.lo hdeed, Dr.
Hatem enteredChina in 1933 with two young Jewish doctors,
LazarKatzandRobertl.evinson,andthethrceopeneda practicein
Shanghai,
whichprospercdlargelyby treatinglhe venercaldiseases
of forcignp.ostitutes.Solicitingsupportfiom wealthymembersof
the local Jewishcommunity,his friendsencoumged
Georgeto say
that he was a SephardicJew.After threeyearsGeotge'spattners
b€camedisenchantedby Shanghai'scomrptionand poverty and
retumedhome,but Hatemchoseto rcmain and, having become
supportiveof the communistcause,declarcdthat he wantedto be
"a revolutionarydoctor"
By 1936 Mao tse-Tunghad begun his Lrng March to rhe
mountainsof NorthwestemChinaand senta mesMgethat he was
in needof "an honestjoumalistanda doctor."Thejoumalisttumed
out to b€ Edgar Snow and, as Dr. Hatem later recalled,..they
didn't askfor an honestdoctorso they took me." Together,Snow
MaedaleneRobnsheFHaln,rfr cei'l yararr, FranKun/Main-Bertin,Cbina
Strdien-uodverlagsgeFlhchafr,1980.
EAAr Pdtet, ThePeoplekDoctor: ceorye Hatm and China\ Revotution.
Honolu|!,U.ive6ityof HawaiiPEss.1997.
l 0 Pofte\ ThePeople\ D@tor(cn- n. 9), pp. I I 3,126.
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andHatemEaveledextensivelythrcughoutShaanxiProvince;but
whereasEdgar Snow soon becameworld famouswriting about
whathe had seenin Chin& Cmrge Hatemkept sucha low prcfile
that his family did not know whetherhe wasevedalive for nearly
five decades.
Blessedwith a congenialp€rsonality,Dr. Hatem gaided the
resp€ctof the communistleadersandservedasphysicianto Mao,
Chouen-ki andothersin theirmountainenclave.He b€camefluent
thename
in Chinese,marrieda beautifulyoungacEessandassumed
'lirtue
was
familiarly
he
ftom overseas":
Ma Haidewhich meant
called Dr. Ma. He was the first for€ignerto be acceptedin the
ConmunistParty,andaftertheRevolutionwascompletedin 1949'
was madethe first foreign citizen of the new People'sR€public.
Dr Halemdid his b€stto dislarce himselffrcm political intrigue
andwascompletelyd€drcatedto Mao'sbrandof communism:but
asa foreignerhis motivesweresuspectalways.
As Dr. HatemwasreticentaboDtdiscussinghis backgoundwith
visitors, there w€re frequentnrmors and much confirsionabout
who he rcally was. In later yelus he was accusedof being an
Am€ricanspy, and oncea Russianagentreportederoneouslyto
Mosmw thatMa was"Jewishby nationality[andla citizenof New
Z€aland."During the 1950s,when relationsbetweenRussiaand
china werestrained.it is conceivablethatthe Russiaff might have
misconstruedthat Dr. Hatemwas Mao's Jewishphysicianand a
traitor; but accordingto his biogmpher,GeorgeHatemdid not see
Mao dudngthe periodftom 1952until a reunionthat washeld in
1960.
In his medicalpmctice,Dr. Hatemattemptedto integratewestem
and traditional Chinesemedicineand emphasizf,dhygiene and
preventivepublic health efforts. He was crcdited with vltually
ftom China He then
emdicatiogprostitutionandvenercaldis€ases
tumedhis attentionto eliminatingthe ancientscourgeof leprosy'
spendingmuch of his time leading leamsof what were known
to the localsas "Chaidan Mao's Doctors"into desolateareasof
central Asia.only lat€ in life washereconciled\Pilhhis American
familv andhe wasDermittedto traveloutsideof China Eventually
13l
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Dr. Ilatem achievedintemationalfameas a coDquerorof venercal
diseaseandleprosy.He died in Beijing in 1988.
Another westemphysicianwho was active in China during
World War II, but who was Jewishby birtb, was th€ Viennese
urologistJakobRosenfeld.Lacking a visa, he could only flee the
Nazisby way of Shanghaiin 1938.Th€rehe wasable to resume
medicalpracticeandamonghis circleofex-patriotAustrianfiiends
we.e peoplewho were cympatheticto the caus€of the chinese
Communistparty.Dr. RosenfeldfavoredMao tseTung'sChinese
Communistsin their battle againstthe Kuomiotangforcesled by
ChiangKai-shekand wasso appalledby the abje4tpovertyof the
Chinesepopulationand their desperatehealthconditionsthat he
decidedto join the Communis!army in orderto help.
JakobRosenfelddescaibed
his war experiences
in a diary,which
he dedicatedto Mao tse Tung, '"TheGeniusof the new China.,'
Many yearslaterthesewerecollectedalongwilh otherdocuments
by his niecearnd.werepublishedby Professorcerd Kaminski in
Viennain 2002.rt The mehoirs describein greatdetail the phys!
cian'sdaily routine,includinghow heestablished
clinics,instsucted
medicalstaff in lhe firndamentalsof hygiencand sanitationand
tr€at€dsoldieNandciviliansfor malaria,typhus,dysenteryscabies,
trachoma,malnutdtionandanemia.
Dr Rosenfeldinitially couldhardlyspea.k
a wordofchinese,but
soonbecameacclimatedto the army routine and becamewidety
knownbothto armyunitsandto civiliansfor his dedicatedservices
asgynecologist,
urologistandgeneElpractitioner.Rosenfeld
join€d
MaoonhistriumphantmarchintoBeUingin t 948and,togetherwilh
hundr€dsofother offcels, h€attendeda meetingat whichheheard
Mao proclaimthe P€ople'sRepublicandcommand.Completethe
Revolution."This event was a high point of his life, and in his
memoirsDr. RosenfeldcompaEdthe'tong March" led by Mao
to refrigein the mountainsto Moseslsding the Israelitesthrough
th€ desert.However,althoughhe walr a grcat admirerof Mao,
Rosenfeldapparendynevermet nor tseatedthe Chairman.
Dr. Rosenfeldeventuallyw93appointedas Commanderof the
ll
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Medical Corp6and given lhe rank of General,an extaordinary
honorfor a foreigner However,Rosenfeldwastroubledby hea$
symptomsand in 1949he rcNmed to Viennafor medicalcarc.
Failing to rcspondto treatment,he wishedto retum to China bul
Mao's xenophobicgovemmentr€fts€d him permissionto neenter.
Dr. Rosenfeldfeh betrayedand onceagainfound himself a man
without a country.After a respitein Switzerland,he was forced
to seekasylumin the recentlyestablishedstateof Israel.Jakob
Roaenfeldanived in lhe summerof 1951,lived in Tel Aviv es an
indigentimmigant andworkedat AssutaHospital.ln April 1952,
he died of a heart attack,nearly a year b€forc Stalin's Doclors'
Plot.
During lhe 1960s,a few westernenbecameawareof Jakob
Rosenfeld'ssingularcareerand,in time, exhibitionslnd publications in AusFiaandIsmel recalledhis exploils.In 1992,to honor
his 9Ohbi(hday,family membersandAustriandiplomatsgathercd
in Shandong
Prcvincewherea hospitalwasnamedin his honorand
a laryestatueof the doctorplac€din fronr. In 1999,en exhibition
at lhe B€t HatefutsotMuseumin Tel Aviv descrited his life andin
stampwasissuedin his honoranda major
2003,a commemorative
exhibitiodabouthis carcerwasheldin Beijing.
Fifty yearsafterSlalin'sDoctors'Plot,lhe trail of Mao'salleged
Jewishdoctorhasgrowncold andthereis no crcdibleevidencethat
any forcign physician,Russian,J€wishor otherwise,had access
to ChairmanMao during the early 1950s.The Jewish dentist
MagdaleneRobitscherhad left China somefive yealsearlierand
JakobRosenfeldwas no longerpresentand had neverpersonally
met Mao. Dr. Li Zhisui wason the scene,but hadnot yet assumed
his positionasMao'sprivatephysician:andalthoughhis imm€diate
hadbeencriticizedfor variousmisdemeanors,
Chinesepredecessors
ther€is no avarlableinformationto suggestthat any of th€m had
with Russia.DuringtheearlyI 950s,Dr. GmrgeHatem,
connections
who at leastode Russianagenthad incorrectlyreponedas being
Jewish,was no longer in contactwith China's leadersand was
it is entircly
busycombatingleprosyin rural arcas.Nevertheless,
that in theoverheated
atmosphere
of Russiaduring
understaddable
thelastmonthsof Stalin'slife. whenhis oaranoiaandanti-Semitism
t39
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reachednew heights,all kinds of bizarrcrumors,misinformation
anddisinformalionwerebeingsFead.Stalin died reportedlyof a
strokeon March2, 1953,bul theeven!wasnot publiclyannounced
until threedaysafterward.Within a few weeks,all chargesagainst
theKrcnrliddoctorswercrcpudiated.LavrentiyBeriaadmittedthat
they had beenunlawfully arrestedand lheir confessionsobtained
means."
"by unacceptable
In 1954,Chinahad a doctor'spurgeof its own whenseveralof
theleader'spersonalphysicianswereaccusedof beingcounterrevolutionariesanddisloyalto lheparty.Thepoliticalintrigueinvolved
in China'spurgemayhaverivaledin intensitywhathadtranspired
a yearearlierin Russia;but in this casetherewas one significant
differenceithercwasno evidenceof Chineseanti-Semitismor any
tdk of Jewishmedicalpoisonen.Thus,to answerthe provocative
qu€stionposedin our titl€, othertlEn theJewishdentistMagdalene
Robitsch€r.th€re is no evidencethat ChairmanMao ever had a
Jewish"doctor,"nor that his perEonalphysicianwasimplicatedin
Stalin'sDoctor'sPlot. Nevertheless,
thecastof westemphysicians
Jewsandotherswho wereactivein ChinaduringMao'stenurewas
fascinating,their contribuiionsconsiderableandtheir little known
personalstoriessurelywofth rctelling.
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