Th=2 Private Life of Chajirman Mao
Dr. Li Zhisui

Just before midnight on the eve of the May Day celebrations, only days
after my first meeting with Mao, I was summoned by one of his
bodyguards to go to the Chairman immediately.

[ rushed to Mao’s residence, assuming that he had taken ill. Why
else would I be called so late?

I had never been to Mao’s home, and I approached it with rever-
ence. Walking through the gate and into the outer courtyard, I felt I
was completing my own long march from ordinary doctor to the center
of the revolution. From this day on, I thought, my life will be rooted
in this sacred, forbidden land. I was thrilled.

Mao is always described as having led an ascetically simple life,
setting an example of frugality. When his residence was opened follow-
ing his death, his worn-out clothes, robes, and slippers were exhibited
to the public as evidence that he had sacrificed luxury in order to stay
in contact with the masses. Mao was a peasant and he had simple
tastes. He dressed only when he absolutely had to and spent most of
his day in bed, wearing a robe and nothing on his feet. When he did
get dressed, he wore old clothes and worn-out cloth shoes, donning the
“Mao suit” and leather shoes only for formal, public occasions. He
had someone else—one of his bodyguards, usually—break in his new
cloth shoes. The photographs showing him neatly dressed, working in
his office, were staged. He conducted virtually all his business from his
bedroom or from the side of his indoor pool.

But he still lived an imperial life. His compound was located in the

* heart of Zhongnanhai, in the center of the old imperial grounds, just
“petween the Middle and South lakes and facing south, in the manner
*.of emperors. It must have been the best-protected place on earth.

Foreigners visiting Mao would notice the absence of armed guards,
but in fact they were everywhere in Zhongnanhai, discreetly placed,

_._mmminm out in a series of concentric circles with Mao at the center.
Mao’s bodyguards (neiwei,) who doubled as attendants, carried pis-

tols, but security at the outer edges of the concentric circles, at the walls
of the compound, was so strict that the effect was of a sealed-off
cocoon. Beyond Mao’s immediate bodyguards, both within his com-

- pound and posted at intervals around it, were the so-called “‘external

guards™ (waiwei), members of Wang Dongxing’s Central Bureau of
Guards. They, too, were armed.

Armed combat soldiers from the Central Garrison Corps, for-
mally administered by the army chief of staff but in fact under the
direct supervision of Wang Dongxing as vice-minister of the Ministry
of Public Security, stood guard at the perimeters of Zhongnanhai. This
series of protective layers was duplicated wherever Mao went.

Mao’s whereabouts were kept secret from all but the highest party
leaders. When he was visiting outside Zhongnanhai on ceremonial
occasions, his car would be parked somewhere else lest his license
number be seen and remembered. Even so, the number was frequently
changed. Much of the security system had been copied from the Soviet
Union shortly after the communist takeover, but it was also reminis-
cent of the elaborate precautions taken to protect Chinese emperors
during the imperial age.

- Mao’s compound had once been the emperor’s library and re-
treat, built during the reign of the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736-1795).
The complex had not been properly maintained for decades and had
begun to decay. The buildings had yet to be fully restored to their
former splendor, and renovations were still in progress. Entering for
the first time, I was struck more by the functional simplicity of the
interior than by its elegance. But the presence of the Qianlong emperor
Wwas everywhere.

The south-facing main gate to Mao’s walled compound was tradi-
tional, old-fashioned and colorfully painted. The wooden placard
above bore the legend FENGZEYUAN, Garden of Abundant Beneficence,
and had been inscribed by the Qianlong emperor himself. Indeed, all
the wooden placards at the buildings’ entrances had been inscribed by
the emperor. The roof tiles were gray rather than the golden yellow of
those in the adjacent Forbidden City, but the style of the buildings was
like that of the imperial abode.
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sovu vicusuuals. ine dormitories of Mao’s bodyguards and Jiang
Qing’s nurses, on duty around the clock. Wwere also in this compound
Mao’s food, stored in three 1940s-style General Electric h.nm:.mﬁ.mﬁoa_
the daily supplies for his household, and medica] supplies were kept jp
these offices, too.

staff who worked directly for him, had to report first to the bodyguards
stationed here. It was to this courtyard that I rushed around midnight,
April 30, 1955, certain that Mao had taken ill. A bodyguard greeted me
as I came in.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The Chairman has taken sleeping pills twice but still cannot
sleep,” the guard explained. “He wants to talk to you.”

I was escorted to Mao’s bedroom. It was huge. almost the size of
4 ballroom. The furniture was more Western than Chinese, contempo-
rary and functional, and the four windows were covered in heavy
velvet drapes, which were, I realized later, always kept closed. Inside
Mao’s room it was impossible to tell whether it was night or day.

Mao was lying on a huge wooden bed, half again the size of an
ordinary double bed, constructed especially for him by one of the
carpenters in Zhongnanhai. Two thirds of the bed was stacked with
books, and I noticed that on the side where Mao was now reclining,
the edge was raised about four inches higher than the rest of the bed.
Li Yingiao told me later that this was a safety measure to prevent Mao
from falling out. It would be years before I realized that the incline had
more to do with his sex life than his safety.

Just next to the bed was a large square table, which doubled as his
office desk and dining table. Mao took most of his meals alone, in his
bedroom. He and Jiang Qing, even then, lived very separate lives and
seldom ate together.

“I haven’t had my supper yet,” Mao said in greeting, fully alert.
“I want to have a chat with you.” He was wearing a robe, open to
€xpose his chest. He was holding an ancient Chinese book bound
together by linen string.

Mao put down his book and I pulled up a chair to sit next to him,
sipping the tea his bodyguard had served.

“Is there any news?” he began. I was puzzled. AJ] my news came
from the People’s Daily, which I assumed Mao also read. Surely I had
no information that he did not. “For example,” Mao continued, not-

~ ing my confusion, “whom did you see in the last couple of days? What

id you talk about?” . ‘ o
5 &,Hm there any news?”” was to become Mao’s daily greeting, and he

asked the same question of every staff member. It was his way of

~‘gathering information and keeping continual check on us. It was .Em
.-Mm% of controlling us, too. He expected us to repeat all our conversa-

tions and activities and encouraged us to criticize each other. He liked

to play one member of the staff off against another. He permitted no
{

gecrets. . . .
I told him of my conversation with Fu Lianzhang.

Mao listened attentively. Then he began ﬂm_w:.ym about how Fu
Lianzhang had come to accompany Em.ooBz..EEmE on the Long
March from the soviet-base area in Jiangxi province wo the headquar-
ters of the new base area in Shaanxi. “During our internal struggle
against the Guomindang’s Anti-Bolshevik Corps in the amaww Gu.om,
the Commuunist party executed five members of Fu Lianzhang’s family,
including his daughter and son-in-law. Hw@ were members of the
party themselves but had been accused of being secret Enﬂgg of the
Guomindang’s Anti-Bolshevik Corps.” It was during this :Ew. I knew
from Fu Lianzhang’s own story, that Fu had also been treating Mao
for malaria. .

“Fu was not then a member of the Communist party, but ~.mmwmm
if he wanted to join us on the Long March anyway,” Mao 82.5:&.
“He did. We gave him a horse, but he did not know _Ho,._c to ride, so
he fell into a river and almost drowned. But he stayed with Evm: the
way to Shaanxi. He’s a good man, Fu Emﬁrmnm.. But you don :5.,6
to listen to everything he says. You really don’t have to consult with
him about my health problems. When I don’t feel well, talk to me
about the treatment, not him. If I agree to the treatment, [ Eon.ﬁ. blame
you if anything goes wrong. If you don’t discuss :aw treatment with n,wmu
then you can’t claim credit for healing me, even if I do mmﬁ vmnm_ﬂ.

I ' was happy not to have to discuss Mao’s health with Fu Lian-
zhang but was disconcerted that Mao expected to be 50 Qom.nQ con-
sulted. Did Mao really want me to describe m:.w physiological and
pathological changes the body undergoes during illness? Would I re-
ally have to explain every treatment? Would he actually Wm<o.8 be
persuaded to accept my treatment? Where would I find layman’s lan-
guage to explain everything to EB@.

Mao would not be an easy patient. | -

Dinner was served. Again, the food was swimming in oil. Mao

was sixty-two years old and weighed just over 190 pounds—a bit heavy
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conunual war and natural disaster. But our population now w

than 500 million. Was it because of Western medicine that we hag this -

read, he said, were those on Chinese medicine and Buddhism He
wondered if I had read books on Chinese medicine.

My ancestors had been devoted to Chinese medicine, byt my

training had been Western and [ had never given much thought to the
contributions of traditional medicine. But I did not believe that
China’s large population was the result of Chinese medicine. [ told
Mao that I had read some ancient Chinese medical books but could
not really understand them, especially those relating to the theory of
the five elements—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. | did not under-
stand the theory.
Mao faughed. “The theory of yin and yang and the five elements
really is very difficult,” he said. “The theory is used by doctors of
Chinese medicine to explain the physiological and pathological condi-
tions of the human body. What I believe is that Chinese and Western
medicine should be integrated. Well-trained doctors of Western medi-
cine should learn Chinese medicine; senior doctors of Chinese medi-
cine should study anatomy, physiology, bacteriology, pathology, and
so on. They should learn how to use modern science to explain the
principles of Chinese medicine. They should translate some classical
Chinese medicine books into modern language, with proper annota-
tions and explanations. Then a new medical science, based on the
integration of Chinese and Western medicine, can emerge. That would
be a great contribution to the world.”

He paused to reflect. “Even though I believe we should promote
Chinese medicine, | personally do not believe in it. I don’t take Chinese
medicine. Don’t you think that is strange?”’

I agreed that it was strange. Publicly, the Chairman was the
eading advocate of traditional medicine, but he refused to use it
limself.

“Tomorrow is May Day,” Mao said as our nocturnal visit drew
0 a close. “Come with me to the top of Tiananmen to watch the

elebration. It will be a good education for you.” He asked how old my
hild was.

“Five,” I replied.
“Take him, too, and let him see the scene,” Mao suggested.

v 1 i 1 ﬁ
“That might not be such a good idea,” I RM:MM\.H :Mrw_m Mwm rwm
g i % "
i there. I will go because Q..:Q work, L . .
nqsmmamm%:ﬁccwo mmo one else takes his children. Besides, if he makes
no rea - X

1d be criticized.” .
ﬁoc_wm\m_n_w Hmwnn_. “All right. You don’t have to take him. Now go

“home and get some sleep.”

t
It was three-thirty in the Bon:mn.m .%:m: I Hmm”c_rna MWBN Momvmn ﬁamw |
dinary ten o’clock bedtime. EE.NE was still wa _m% [
fe _MH :_Q of my talk with Mao. “He is still in moo%».:n_mmm ,:Hocmr o
H 8. i * ’ d daily medical care. I fee 3
v: p.;.a_ﬁmzz.ﬂo*”mﬂmmmmnwnﬂ MMM:Q Sm:ow than as a doctor. N
i sm_m.m:WM urged me to be patient and mnooBB.ommﬁ the Om MHM_M. m
for no“<. “You are just starting your job,” m_.:m ﬁOBMmW%MMw.:
to have a very good impression of you. Don’t rus

i o.He

That was the first of countless :ooﬁmm.nm_ chats I Mma %Mw_augam -

led an isolated life, seldom saw b.w:m Qing, and vm ; mn e .honm
“Yanan spirit”’—the comradeship of the survivo

. g : 1d
Mar€hi——was a myth. Occasionally, Liu Shaoqi or Zhou Enlai wou

h M i f thei unications
come to meet with Mao on business, but most of their comm

took place either through notes on the mooaBoE.m that were oosmﬂﬁﬂﬂmw
wing hanged among them or at the meetings of :5. po
wﬂsm. i m““nminnm that Mao convened irregularly in the living room
mﬁw M&:m%mq Hall—or in whatever city he happened to UM MM‘HM%.H
Mrmﬂmn,mwm no coming and going, no Sm.::_m back M&iﬂﬂmﬁrmm Siwoen
Mao and other ranking party leaders. His conwm:mow ; M& e
everyday company, and they were young, uan.oﬁ M i aryioet o
whom the possibility of conversation was E.E m&.a_._On il
about their girlfriends, offered them HoBmEE a e wmm:&o e
even helped compose their love letters. W.E it was Qﬂsomm e
them about the subjects that interested him most—
ﬁr__ommm_u%m%mo made me his conversation partner, m:oom_.mmwssm MM:M
read his favorite historical and ﬁv:omo.m?n& ame. Mw& MMOB«;E&
week talking to me. When insomnia struck, he | i
MMMMVW book or call a meeting—no matter how late m.:a Enmwwq S
for others—but often he would simply call moﬂ_oo_ww MM MM M mcmnaosm“
was frequently that person. It was not ﬁ:zwmm. .,..o o e
from Mao at three o’clock in the morning. His mswa o
particularly acute just before Zm:.osm_ Day mmgm e e ey
was to review the parade and receive the crow



..Qmmm%ou:onm:\.&_:m:umpo%a_uﬁso_s
Hnoo jerradwr s ovpA ur AJ[eNPIAIPUT S U0 113588 O, Ysim A19A3 s1y
JUBIZ 0} peY WIY punoJe sn JO 380y *s1q Inq saouaiajald 1ay10 ou asom
SIS ], TOIRIp B sem OBy “Arerodu) aq PINOM OBJA 31EPOUNUOIIE
01 paau 3y 1111 Suoim nq dousyed 28m o) WS sem URI[I]

ODJA UPHLOUY) fO (1T 210A14T A7

¢ an




