




· .THE DOCTOR 
(Contmued from page 7) 

answering service. 
"So, you're freelancing again," 

he said. "You know, Vera's looking 
for someone to work with us." 

I met with Vera, and within days 
I began on_e of the most broaden
ing, satislying and moving part
time assignments of my life. 

Whenever Vera was bogged 
down or vacationing, I was called 
upon to edit Dr. Mendelsohn's 
thrice weekly column. Sitting to
gether in Vera's office,.Mendel
sohn and I pounded them out in his 
punchy style. We answered a suc
cession of letters from people who 
were generally mistreated or 
misled by the medical establish
ment. And we worked on his favor
ite Dear Reader columns, in which 
Dr. Mendelsohn used medical jour
nals, AMA press releases, pharma
ceutical package inserts or any 
current medical issue to present a 
well-reasoned and thought out 
"other side of the story." 

Mendelsohn would rail against a 
drug or treatment, and within 
months or years, the medical es
tablishment would catch up and 
prove him right. For he warned 
against the anti-nausea drug ad
ministered to pregnant women, 
Bendectin, as well as the anti-acne 
drug, Accutane, both later proven 
to cause birth defects. 

Chatz says that any early skepti
cism she may have had about his 
skepticism was swept away with 
time. She says she, too, never 
found him to be wrong about any
thing. 

In spite of his belittling the AMA 
on a continuous basis, he never 
dropped out; and they never can
celled their newsletter subscrip
tion. 

Being a heretic 
His stand against routine child

hood immunizations, of course, 
drew the most wrath. One day we 
pored over public health docu
ments from the late 1950s or early 
1960s- a series of straight tran
scriptions of comments made by 
the perpetrators of the polio vacci
nation program at a meeting to 
evaluate the effects of the mass 
immunization. 

The epidemic was getting worse, 
they agreed. Massive immuniza
tion seemed to be spreading the 
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disease even more. And there were 
some other dangers to be explored, 
they said. 

In Europe, Mendelsohn always 
maintained, where there was not a 
mass immunization program, the 
disease died out at about the same 
time it did here - and in the same 
way. Because, Mendelsohn always 
reasoned, that is the nature of 
communicable disease, adding 
that the only polio we see today is 
the result of keeping the vaccine in 
circulation. 

He tried to convince and rally 
people to refuse inoculations, cit
ing tons of research that proved 
them unneccessary, dangerous, 
and a definite threat to the im
mune system. 

"Now," says Chatz, "this is no 
longer a medical matter. When 
people call and write to me, I tell 
them it is a political issue. It's the 
laws of the states that have to 
change, not the doctors." 

In March of 1988, Dr. Mendel
sohn and I had several dates set up 
to work. I had several tidbits for 
him - gossip I knew he'd enjoy, 
some clippings I'd been saving for 
him. 

He'd had a sore leg for some 
time, the result of a fall he'd 
taken, a sprain he said he suffered 
while carrying luggage at a hotel 
on a speaking tour. 

I had to cancel one appointment. 
Then he called and cancelled an
other - travel plans, he said. A 
few days later, Vera called and 
tersely told me Dr. Mendelsohn 
was sick and that she didn't know 
when we could make another ap-
pointment. . · . 

At 7 a.m., on April 6, my father . 
called to tell me Dr. Mendelsohn 
had died the day before. The paper 
said it was a heart attack. 

The funeral was later that day 
- a packed event at a North Side 
funeral home. There were so _many 
people who loved him, who felt 
close to him, young and old, rich 
and poor, simple and sophisticat
ed. His son-in-law captured him 
perfectly when he said, "Dad was 
the most original and creative 
thinker . . . "At the gravesite, 
Vera Chatz looked terrible. Her 
face was drawn and pale, a black 

scarf covered her unkempt hair 
and protected her from a light 
drizzle. Black shadows circled her 
eyes. 

Chatz says that Dr . . Mendelsohn 
had a mission. The way I see it, his 
mission was accomplished. 

There are no miracles, he taught 
people. There is a price to pay for 
everything. Treatments have side 
effects. Drugs do damage. And 
some prevention is not always 
worth a pound of cure. 

When complications from his 
diabetes got the better of his body, 
he decided to forego treatment for 
a severely infected leg (hence the 
"sprained ankle") and blood poi
soning. 

For days, family and friends 
hovered around. Some agreed to 
support him. Others tried to 
change his mind. Simply put, he 
made his decision. In his 60s, and a 
diabetic, things could only get 
more medically complicated for 
him in the future. He refused the 
benediction of the religion of mod
ern medicine. And he died willing
ly. He put his money where his 
mouth had been all those years. He 
died at home near those who cared 
for him most of all. 

"It was like every library in the 
world burned down," says Vera 
Chatz of the death of the mind of 
her famous collaborator. 

A part of me died with him that 
April: But for Vera Chatz, 53 years 
old and a grandmother, a part of 
her was born. Within days of the 
funeral , Vera Chatz was faced 
with a big decision. Stopping her 
"Mendelsohn work" had never 
crossed her mind before. 

Naturally, the column ceased 
immediately. But what about the 
newsletter? Could she go it alone? 
Did she dare continue this part of 
her career? And, if so, in what 
form? 

The idea came to her quickly, 
and she went with it. It's been 
evolving ever since. 

First, she bought out Rita Men
delsohn. Then she restructured. 

Vera knew and corresponded 
with prestigious "followers" of 
Mendelsohn from all over the 
country and the world, as well as 
those in her own backyard. (Lit
erally. Proteges Dr. Fred Ettner 
and Randi Ettner, Ph.D. bad 
moved next door to Dr. Mendel-
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sohn.) None could handle the news
letter alone. But why not ask them 
to answer particular subscriber 
questions, and to create occasional 
"columns" of their own in the 
newsletter? With the Mendelsohn 
perspective. In the Mendelsohn 
vein. 

She named it, "The Doctor's 
People" and began by dredging up 
old Mendelsohn material in a 
"best of" idea, played up La Leche 
League founder Marian Tompson's 
contributions (she had always 
written regular pieces while Men
delsohn was alive, as well), and 
called on her "Advisory Board" 
for sporadic voices on various 
topics. None of the disciples turned 
her down. 

_Then, she put all of Mendel
sohn's anti-immunization newslet
ters (always heavily requested as 
back issues) together in a book ti
tled, "But Doctor, About that shot .. 

Subscriptions fell from 6,500 to 
4,500. One man wrote to say he 
was cancelling because the news
letter had no consistent voice. 

Chatz wrote back and reminded 
the man that the consistent voice 
was dead. He would have to settle 
for topical clones. 

The man wrote again, suggest
ing that Vera herself should be 
that consistent voice. MD-less 
Vera Chatz liked the idea; the man 
renewed his subscription. So Vera 
Chatz has found her niche. Her 
Mendelsohn years and her Mendel
sohn files fortify her. The media 
calls her. She carries on. 

"I can explore subjects that I 'm 
interested in," she says. "Subjects 
that Bob used to touch on only pe
ripherally. And I can keep alive 
the way he looked at medicine .. • 
" And she can do it as a journalist. 

For example, there was her 

much-copied report on the role 
psychotropic medications played 
in Laurie Dann's murderous 
page in north suburban Winnetka. 
Another was a first-hand report on 
the ills rampant in the day care in
dustry. Another issue of the reborn 
newsletter covered the story of a 
West Coast midwife jailed for 
"murdering" a fetus. 

Everyone still sends notes and 
clippings for the newsletter, says 
Chatz, including Mendelsohn's 
widow- Vera's close friend. It 
was Rita Mendelsohn who actually 
began corresponding with the con
victed midwife. 

Five thousand people regularly 
receive the $24 dollar per year 
monthly newsletter, including 
many people from all facets of the 
health professions. They all read 
the opinions of Vera Chatz, Dr. 
Mendelsohn's main disciple. 

However, in place of the popular 
doctor 's media tours provided by 
his book publisher (which they 
used to rely on for new subscrib
ers), Chatz has taken to attending 
health fairs, and doing advertising, 
marketing and public relations 
herself. 

"It's like any small business," 
says Chatz. 

Is Chatz Dr. RobertS. Mendel· 
sohn's "Colonel Parker?" Or a 
gifted journalist picking up where 
a gifted doctor left off? 

"Bob had a mission," says Chatz. 
"He knew he would live a certain 
amount of years. He drove himself 
to get the word out and I was in
strumental in helping him. 

"I don't have that mission. If the 
newsletter stays alive, I 'll stay 
with it. If I have something to say, 
I have a forum." 

- &lillie McGratll 
&DIJie McGratb Is tbe media 

critic for tbe Naperville City Star. 
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