
The message, not the 
You can check out a copy of the 

book "Gone With the Wind" from 
the library. Most likely, you can also 
check the title out on videotape. 
Modem libraries stock much more 
than books. But is that the role of 
the library? Because next week is 
National Library Week, the Evans
ton Review asked Donald E. Wright, 
director of the Evanston Public 
Library system, to write a guest 
essay answering that question. His 
remarks follow. 

Libraries long have had a mission 
much broader than storing books. For 
more than a century the library user 
(and we have more than 1,400 of them 
at the main library each day) has 
come to the Evanston Public Library 
for information and leisure-time 
pursuits. -

The Evanston Library Assn., 
which predated the establishment of 
the tax-supported library we know 
today, had a remarkable collection of 
books and magazines. These formed 
the nucleus of the present library 
collection. 

Soon after the referendum was 
passed in 1873 to es a hlish a 
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tax-supported library, the library 
began to collect and utilize more than 
books; magazines and newspapers. In 
1895, the general reading room was 
divided and a section was devoted to 
art - a subject that has remained a 
specialty to this day. In this new 
section, library users had access not 
only to books and magazines on the 
arts, but also to picture files and 
stereopticon slides. 

IN 1908 NORTHWESTERN Uni
versity Professor George A. Coe gave 
(in memory of his wife) an endow
ment fund. Professor Coe also 
donated a large collection of musical 
scores, a collection of pianola rolls, 
and a " reproducing piano" - an 
early automatic piano that repro
duced the sounds of the artist 
recording the roll. These were all 
available to library users; the pianola 
in a special, sound-proofed room. 

From its earliest days, this library 
has provided material in many 
formats. Phonograph records were 
added for home use in i944. In 1948, 

mediu·m, is important 
the library became one of the first 
public libraries to lend 16mm films 
for home and organization use. 
Framed art prints were provided in 
1967, sculpture for home use in 1972. 

And today video cassettes are 
becoming an important resource of 
the library. 

Video cassettes have been of 
special concern to many persons, 
some in support and some opposed. 
Video cassettes, however, are very 
similar to printed materials, but 
much more effective at times. There 
are books that provide light entertain
ment, escape or provocative stories; 
the same can be said about videos. 
There are books and videos that 
teach and provide information. 

A GOOD EXAMPLE of this latter 
would be library books on quilts. The 
library has a superb collection that 
will instruct on how to quilt, will 
provide tips on how to purchase or 
collect, and will inform on different 
patterns and their historical signifi
cance. Anyone interested in quilts or 
quilters will surely be delighted in the 
library's wealth of books, many 
lavishly illustrated. 

But the full story comes alive 
when one can see the quilters and 
their work and hear the artist talking. 
And the video cassette "Quilting in 
Women's Lives," does this beautiful
ly, far .better than a book. This 
example can be repeated whatever 
the topic - plumbing, _ cooking, 
electrical wiring, learning to speak a 
foreign language, traveling, bird 
watching. Contrary to Marshall 
McLuhan's dictum, the medium is not 
the message; instead it's the message 
that is important, not the medium. 

A number of writers have called 
information the most important 
product of modem society. Getting 
information to people is the role of 
the public library. As we move into 
the 1990s, newer methods of transfer
ring information no doubt will be 
developed. 

Libraries in general, and the 
Evanston Public Library in particu
·lar, must continue to take maximum 
advantage of all methods, both 
traditional and innovative, of record
ing, storing and transferring informa
tion. 

Mendelsohn -doctor, author, medical profession critic -dies 
By Bob Brettschneider 
Staff Writer 

Friends, relatives and people who 
never met him mourned the death last 
week of Dr. Robert S. Mendelsohn, "the 
people's doctor." 

A pediatrician, Mendelsohn, 61, of 
Evanston, gained worldwide recognition 
for his unconventional views of the 
medical establishment and its practices. 
He eschewed immunizations for children 
and hospital births, and decried the 
manipulation of female patients by 
"chauvinistic" doctors. 

He died at home April5. 
Vera Chatz, an Evanston freelance 

writer who worked with Mendelsohn on 
a monthly newsletter and weekly 
newspaper column, remembered her 
"neighbor, friend and co-worker" as "a 
man who stood head and shoulders 
above anyone else I ever met." 

HE HAD THE kind of presence that 
when he entered a room people knew he 
was a special person before he said or 
did anything, she said. 

While other physicians may have 
- been critical of a particular medical 

practice, " Bob was the only person in 
America who took medicine on broad
side," Chatz continued. 

"{-le attacked medicine publicly, not 
in the pages of medical journals." 

In addition to the column and 
newsletter, Mendelsohn wrote five 
books, among them : "Confessions of a 
Medical Heretic", "How to Raise a 
Healthy Child in Spite of Your Doctor", 
and "Mal(e) Practice". 

Born in Chicago, and a graduate of 
the University of Chicago, Mendelsohn 
began his professional career at the 
Michael Reese Medical Center in 1951. 

"WE STARTED there on the same 
day," recalled Hilmon Sorey, an Evans
ton resident and former Northwestern 
University/ Evanston Research Park 
board member. 

"He was always looking for the best 
way to provide personalized care to 
patients," Sorey said. 

Sorey, who later invited Mendelsohn 
to speak at a hospital and health 

services management class at NU's 
Kellogg Graduate School of Manage
ment, said the doctor "challenged 
managers beyond all traditions of 
economics and financing of a health care 
system. 

"He challenged managers to play a 
direct role with physicians in the care of 
patients. He maintained that health care 
is too important to be left to doctors." 

"He was a brother to me," Sorey 
continued. "I often sought advice on 
family and business matters. He was a 
teacher and confidant." 

MENDELSOHN MADE NATIONAL 
waves the mid-1960s when, after two 
years of serving as the nation's first 
medical consultant for the federal Head 
Start program, he was asked to resign in 
the wake of critical comments he made 
to a congressional committee on the 
faults of the public school system. 

"Though he was constantly in conflict 
with most of his peers, he always kept 
the conflict at the level of ideas," said 
John McKnight, a friend of Mendelsohn's 
for 25 years. 

McKnight described him as a "joyful 
and cheerful person" who cared for 
everyone regardless of their point of 
view. He was never bitter or angry at 
people who were his adversaries." 

Director of community studies at the 
Center for Urban Affairs at Northwest
em University, McKnight, said the 
doctor had a great influence on that 
organization's thinking. · 

" He demonstrated how little affect 
medical care has on one's health status, 
arguing that the major influence on 
length of life and frequency of illness are 
the environment and lifestyle. 

"TO THIS day we focus heavily on 
urban health issues that have more to do 
with living conditions than health care," 
McKnight continued. 

"A Jot of people would call him a 
dissenter, but I think that misses the 
point. I think of him as a scientist, a 
person who understood that what passes 
for medical science is a belief system 
much like religion." 

McKnight added that "he was making 
it clear scientifically that every medical 
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intervention has a negative as well as a 
positive effect," something he did in the 
face of a blizzard of medical establish
ment publicity of "beneficial break
throughs." 

In eulogizing his father-in-law, Rabbi 
Martin Lockshin said last week that, 
"Dad was a great healer, a great doctor, 
who refused to toe the medical 
establishment line. Dad was a brilliant 
scientist who delighted in pointing out 
just how unscientific science is." 

Though he was "quite a religious 
maverick, he followed many of the 
stricter demands of Jewish law in his 
home," observed another friend and 
Evanston resident, Roy Larson, of the 
Chicago Reporter. 

Evanston. "In those days, he was saying 
that when you judge the value of a 
government program, look at it as the 
people on the lower economic spectrum 
would and your assessment is more 
likely correct." 

Always a good source for medical 
reporters, Mendelsohn "came at things 
with a different angle and vision than 
most people in the profession," Larson 
continued. 

Larson said Mendelsohn provided the 
basis for a radical critique of service 
organizations, concluding that "hospitals 
are dangerous to your health." 

WITH THAT IN mind and thinking of 
Mendelsohn's place of death of an 
apparent heart attack - in his Lake St. 

IN A PROFILE he wrote for the home - Sorey said, "I'm sure he 
Chicago Sun-Times, Larson described planned it that way, if there is such a 
Mendelsohn as "a Jew by birth, a Jew thing." , 
by choice and a Jew by golly." Mendelsohn is survived by his wife, 

Mendelsohn attended Congregation Rita; daughters, Ruth Lockshin and 
Agudath Jacob, at 633 Howard St., and Sally Mendelsohn; his mother Rosa-
also Lubavitch Chabad House, 2014 mond; six grandchildren and two 
Orrington Av., according to Chatz. brothers. · 

Larson often invited Mendelsohn to Services were held in Chicago. Burial 
speak at the United Methodist Church in was in Rosemont Cemetery in Chicago. 
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