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Shanghai West Rotarian Dr. George Wu, M.D.

Founder of China’s First Oncology Hospital
By Herbert K. Lau (%] #=c2) (Rotary China Historian)

1 December 2016
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Dr. George Wu, M.D., Shanghai West Rotarian

Dr. George Wu (£ {5.2), M.D., (1912-1986), oncologist, was a founder of the first China’s
oncology hospital in 1958 --- Cancer Hospital, The Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences (¥ &
%5 E S B B %5 I%). He joined the Shanghai West Rotary Club (75 & #* #4+) when he was the
superintendent of the Sino-Belgian Radium Institute (¥ ‘* 4§ 4z 5% Fef2 & ) (the forerunner of
Fudan University Shanghai Cancer Center & £ + ¥ 't/ R F IR, and professor of Tong De
Medical College (F 1t 51‘35 # f2) in Shanghai.

Shanghai West Rotary Club enjoyed very short life. It was organized and admitted to Rotary
International on 16 November 1948. However, the Club was terminated on 24 January 1952.
Wu was one of the last 22 active members of the Club when disbanded. It was believed the
proximate cause was the outbreak of the Korean War (June 1950-July 1953) which made the
United States the hostility of the People’s Republic of China (* # 4 % % 4- /). The political and
social environment would certainly be not favourable for Rotary clubs in China to carry on its
membership with Rotary International.
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The Oncologist and Radiologist in Shanghai

Dr. George Wu was the pioneer and major founder of oncology and radiotherapy in China.
A Guangdong native, he was born in Mauritius (The British Dependent Territory), an island
nation in the Indian Ocean, in 1912, the son of an overseas Chinese family in Port Louis where
the Wu family has been thriving for more than 100 years. In 1929, Wu was graduated from the
Royal College of Port Louis with a second place in the high school. He then passed the overseas
examination in entering the Cambridge University, United Kingdom. However, his father
encouraged him to go to China for higher education. Therefore, after finishing the Cambridge
University matriculation in 1931 with tuition scholarship, Wu went to Shanghai of the Republic
of China (* &= H]).

In 1936, Wu was graduated with a doctoral degree in medicine (M.D.) from the Medical
Faculty of Aurora University (& £ + 4 ), Shanghai. During those years, medical conditions in
China were very poor. In order to achieve his ambition to be an oncologist, he decided to advance
his study abroad. In 1937, he went to Europe and studied in Belgium, England and France. He
gained qualifications in oncology and radiology, and was accepted by The Royal College of
Radiologists, England, for medical research in oncology. In 1942-1946, Wu worked as assistant
radiologist in charge of radiotherapy at Hammersmith, the teaching hospital attached to the
British Postgraduate Medical School of London University.

One day in 1946, Wu saw a recruitment advertisement on the hospital notice board that
China was urgently looking for all walks of talent to support the country rehabilitation after the
World War II. He soon made up his mind in giving up the premium working condition in
England but return to China. So at the end of the year, he was appointed in Shanghai the
superintendent at the Sino-Belgian Radium Institute (® +* 4§ 4z % I+). The Institute was one
of China’s first radiological hospitals, found in 1931 and was funded by a minor remittance of
Boxer Indemnity (& + p&4%) paid by the Ch’ing Empire (= # &) to the Kingdom of Belgium.
The Institute sited in the Sacred Heart Hospital (% < 7 ). It became an independent Institute
in 1936, and was renamed Shanghai Radium Institute (_} /% 45 42> % I+) after the Communists
captured Shanghai in 1949. Wu carried on to serve as its superintendent until 1952. The
Institute was affiliated to the Shanghai First Medical College (+ /% % - %5 £ 12) from 1954. Later
in 2000, the Institute was affiliated to and was renamed as The Fudan University Shanghai
Cancer Center (1£ & * & ' /4 "6 %; %5 Fx).

Establishment of Socialist China’s First Oncology Hospital in Beijing

On 25 June 1950, the Korean War broke out. In early 1952, Wu was called for the
“Resistance to the United States and aid the DPRK” to go to North Korea and be a military doctor
in the field medical team. He returned to China in the winter and was assigned to the Academy
of Military Medical Sciences, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (¥ & % X f#3c & -3

A %5 g # % x). In the Academy, Wu was instrumental in establishing the first radiobiology

department in China to carry out research on mechanisms, radiation damage and repair
processes, providing the extensive use of atomic energy for medical support. From 1952 to 1958,
he served as Director of the Second Academy of Military Medical Sciences of the PLA,



concurrently Director of the Radiobiology Department, and special advisor to East China
Hospital (# 4 %5 ).

In 1958, Wu accepted the new appointment by The Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences
to establish its Cancer Institute and Hospital (CIH) (¥ %5 o Y %5 f%), based on the
existing fabric of The Ritan Hospital ( p iﬁ:‘_%ﬁ %) which was located at the southeastern part of
Beijing. Wu then served as its first superintendent. The CIH is currently a national center of
advanced cancer research and treatment, which is also rated as the first place of cancer
prevention and treatment in Asia in terms of scale. It is one of the World Health Organization
collaborative centers for Cancer Research in China and one of bases for drug clinical Trial of
Food and Drug Administration of State (K 32 5% E‘? 32 & ). The Hospital offers advanced
cancer treatment, engages in cancer research, comprehensive education and research-based
prevention of both common and rare cancers. CIH is considered a “state-level hospital” with
comprehensive oncology departments, strong technical force and advanced medical equipment.
The major treatments include surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, biological therapy,
intervenient therapy, and laser therapy. In 1963, Wu was appointed, concurrently, President of
the newly established Cancer Research Institute, Academy of Medical Sciences.

During the era of The Cultural Revolution in 1966-1976, Wu was prohibited to exit the
country because he was classified as “Bourgeois reactionary academic authority” by the state
political authorities. However, Wu still carried on his medical services as usual, including the
health consultant for State Prime Minister Zhou Enlai (% 2 %).

In May 1978, being the Presudent of the Cancer Institute as well as Superintendent of the
Cancer Hospital of the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences, Wu had written an article and was
published on ( China Reconstructs ) Magazine. He gave the story on how to becoming a

returned overseas Chinese to serve the newly established socialist China. Excerpted below is the
full text of {Back to the Homeland) :

ONE of my patients, an old cadre who had fought through the long years of the Revolution,
suddenly asked me one day, “Why did you leave Europe after World War II and come back to
settle down in China?”

He knew I am a Chinese born overseas and had studied and worked for long years as a doctor
in England and that coming back to China, though the land of my ancestors, meant a great deal
of readjustment. I thought for a moment and explained that, after World War II, China was
considered a victor nation and to many doctors, engineers, technicians and other intellectuals
like me, she seemed to have all the favorable opportunities to heal the war wounds and launch
into a modernization program to make her strong.

For generations we overseas Chinese living mostly under colonial rule had experienced all
sorts of injustices and discriminations, and we thought it was because our mother country was
weak. But looking back on it today, our wish to see the motherland strong and modern was
guided by a muddled concept. We did not realize the importance of the social and political
system governing the country. A fascist state, for instance, which can only thrive by oppressing



its own people and bullying other countries can never really be strong because it would not have
the support of the people either in the country or in the world.

Then my friend asked me another question. “Tell me, doctor,” he said, “in these last few
years, have you ever entertained the idea of leaving China?” He asked this at a time when the
“Gang of Four” were scheming to seize power and thousands of intellectuals were being
persecuted by their followers. We overseas Chinese were branded with a special stigma —
politically unreliable because we had friends and relatives abroad.

“Well,” I said, “at times when I was called a bourgeoisie, denounced as unreliable and not
given the necessary conditions to work properly, I did think of leaving and starting life over again
in another land. But I know those who denounce me don’t represent the real picture.”

“You're right,” my friend said thoughtfully. “Such views violate the principles of the
Communist Party. The Central Committee and Chairman Mao have always held that the vast
majority of the overseas Chinese are patriotic and are a force to be united with. China’s Party
and people warmly welcome overseas Chinese who are willing to serve the people of the
motherland with their knowledge and ability.”

That talk moved me deeply. The questions he asked me brought back many memories.

In 1947 I was working in a London hospital when I learned that China was in great need for
doctors. After much consideration I resigned and came back to China. In Shanghai I joined the
only tumor hospital in China then — the Shanghai Radium Institute. Very soon I became
disillusioned. Kuomintang corruption and ineptness, and the plight of the entire country, made
work and research only empty talk.

The war of liberation was gradually increasing in momentum and the People’s Liberation
Army was approaching Shanghai. To tell the truth, like many intellectuals I regarded myself as
“above politics” and it was only a sense of responsibility toward my patients that made me stay.
I thought that though Kuomintang propaganda described the Communists as fiends, they
couldn’t be worse than the Kuomintang,.

Liberation came to Shanghai in 1949 and I was swept into the tide of a new life. I saw with
my own eyes that cadres of the people’s government and the commanders and soldiers of the
People’s Liberation Army were so entirely different from those of the Kuomintang. I saw that
this government was really dedicated to the people, that this army kept strict discipline and was
one with the masses. I could no longer remain an onlooker. I began to cooperate closely with
the cadres assigned to the hospital by the new government.

Nearly 30 years have gone by since then. Looking back over those years, I can say I have
not lived them in vain. In new China I have seen a tremendous development in the prevention
and treatment of cancer. It is true I've done my share but that’s only a minute part of it. I've
been very fortunate in my work to have met persons who had led the Chinese revolution for half
a century, including my friend the old cadre. In them I have seen a new man and a new world.
This is what I have gained most. Although they have come through unbelievable hardships, they
have always kept their spirit of dedication to the people. Their modesty cannot but move all who
come into contact with them.



Among these leaders I can never forget Premier Chou En-lai. Much has been written about
what he did for China and the world. What I want to say is that as head of the government of a
country with the largest population in the world, busy to a degree unimaginable to an ordinary
person, he always found time to be concerned with the health of his colleagues. Time and again
he would ask our doctors to come and see him late at night to report on the condition of old
comrades-in-arms who were ill and about the progress of their medical treatment.

He was also deeply concerned with my field of work, always encouraging us in our research
to find more effective ways of treating cancer. He was always confident that mankind would
eventually find a way to conquer it.

Once he asked me to explain what a cancer cell is. I said that a living cell repairs injuries by
normal division and proliferation. When tissues suffer repeated injuries through abnormal
stimulation by agents known as carcinogenic substances, the cellular division and proliferation
could get out of hand and go on proliferating, initiating the formation of a tumor. Such tumor
cells may even “escape” to other parts of the body to create another focus of tumor. These cells
which have gotten out of hand were once dubbed “anarchic cells” by a French biologist. Premier
Chou was amused by the use of such a political term because this conversation took place at one
stage of the Cultural Revolution when the “Gang of Four” were inciting anarchy all over the
country.

Today Chiang Ching and her gang have been overthrown and I again recall that talk with
the Premier. “Gang-of-Four” types are “anarchic cells” and they must be and can be eradicated.
My only regret is that those “anarchic cells” disrupted scientific research, wasted many years of
our precious time and delayed China’s modernization. But when 1 see the new generation
growing up around me I am filled with confidence. Some of these young people are truly first-
rate scientists doing wonderful work. I have seen a group of young technical people, overcoming
tremendous difficulties, lacking sufficient equipment, succeed in designing and building a
betatron, a high-energy medical accelerator and one of the most sophisticated pieces of
equipment in a cancer treatment center.

Don’t forget that this was achieved when the “anarchic cells” of the “Gang of Four” were
doing their best to sabotage research. Today the situation is completely different. The
government has set up a State Science and Technology Commission and the Party Central
Committee has convened a National Science Conference and obstacles in the way of research are
being eliminated. I am getting older but, together with our admirable young people, I am helping
to bring our own field of research into the front ranks of world science.

I often ask myself why scientists and engineers of the motherland have such inexhaustible
drive. The most important reason, I think, is the selfless dedication they have inherited from
revolutionaries of the older generation. This year I plan to go on a lecture tour abroad. I shall
tell the world about this attitude of the Chinese people toward their work and the motherland
because I believe this to be the greatest contribution of the old generation of revolutionaries to
the world.

In June 1978 Wu visited France and The Great Britain, and was conferred honorary
fellowship by the Royal College of Radiologists of The Great Britain. Later in October, Wu was
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the Head of China’s delegation to the 12th International Cancer Congress (today known as World
Cancer Congress), held in Buenos Aires, Argentina, during which he was elected a member of
the Executive Committee, International Union Against Cancer (forerunner of Union for
International Cancer Control) (UICC). UICC, a non-governmental organization, was founded in
1933 and based in Geneva, Switzerland, with a membership of over 800 organizations across 155
countries, and features the world’s major cancer societies, ministries of health, research
institutes and patient groups. UICC partners with its members, key partners, the World Health
Organization, World Economic Forum and others, to tackle cancer on a global scale.

In 1982, Wu was appointed an honorary professor of The College of France (College de
France) to conduct lectures in medical institutions in Paris, Lyon, etc. Wu was the first Chinese
scholar who held such position after the Second World War. In 1985, President Francois
Mitterrand of the French Republic decorated Wu with the “Chevalier dans ’Ordre National du
Mérite” (Knight of the National Order of Merit). Wu was elected, in December 1982, an honorary
fellow by the American College of Radiology, United States.

In 1984, Wu was invested a member of The Communist Party of China (¥ ®+ # #%). He
has served as a member (Medical & Health Sector) of the 5th National Committee of the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference (¥ B * % gtin 27 § 3&%); Deputy of the 3rd, 4th and
oth National People’s Congresses (2 & * % # % < ¢ ); a member of the Standing Committee of

the 6th National People’s Congress; and Vice Chairman of National Federation of Returned
Overseas Chinese (* # > K Eﬁ’? W =i 7 & ¢ ) for the 2nd and the 3rd sessions.

On 28 April 1984, Wu was one of the founders of China Anti-Cancer Association (* R4
= € ) (CACA), and was elected to serve as its first Chairman. The CACA has a mission to unite
people involved in all branches of oncology and others with a similar interest in fighting cancer.
The CACA aims its utmost efforts at organizing scientific cooperation and conferences,
promoting international non-governmental exchanges, conducting various training courses and
seminars, fostering scientific, technological and medical personnel in the field of oncology,
compiling and publishing academic periodicals, and mobilizing social forces to take part in
popularization and dissemination of the knowledge of tumor prevention. Globally, the
Association is interested in organizing academic meetings with international colleagues in order
to cultivate friendly ties with overseas oncology organizations and individuals. The Chinese
Anti-Cancer Association has been a full member of Union for International Cancer Control
(UICC) since January 1997, and is also a Standing Committee Member of Asian and Pacific
Federation of Organizations for Cancer Research and Control (APFOCC).

In October 1984, Wu was a founder of Cancer Foundation of China (¥ &~ 7 & £ ¢)
(renamed ¥ ®&Jx & £ € in 2005) (CFC), and became its first chairman. The purpose of the

CFC is to raise funds, and to carry out public welfare activities, promote cancer prevention and
treatment in China.

In the spring of 1985, Wu suffered from macroglobulinemia. He laid down his will, in the
autumn 1986, to dedicate his body to the hospital as a “Silent Teacher.” He died in Beijing on
30 October 1986. To commemorate the contribution as an eminent oncologist and radiologist,
in March 1988, the Cancer Foundation of China and the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences
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Cancer Hospital jointly established, and named after Wu, the Beijing Huanxing Cancer Hospital
(# » a2 %5 F+) in the Chao Yang District (#* % # §F [% % ) of the capital city.

w1 RREFFERL (1936)
George Wu, Doctor of Medicine, Aurora University, Shanghai (1936)

1969 # » % Zdn-60 /5 B — ¢ BFH A 3 - 2R A E
Installation of radioisotope Cobalt-60 machine in 1969, the first Made in China.



CRFEPEREFRLaE (2) c HEF A BIRE A (F) TP R GRS SR REF
Dr. George Wu (left), Superintendent, and Dr. Li Bing (right), Deputy & Communist Party Secretary, Chinese
Academy of Medical Sciences Cancer Hospital, visited esophageal cancer patient in the commune village.

CRFEPE R F R BRI
Dr. George Wu healing patient in the Cancer Hospital of Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences



ARAFHEFE (£) ML s

Beijing Mayor Peng Zhen (right) warmly greeted Dr. George Wu

BERBE () foi DREFL S fa E
Premier Zhou Enlai (right) toasted with his health consultant Dr. George Wu.



1952 # 9 7 10 p — X fa &g L (7i2 1) LR FwmFaRpEL g g (ISCBN) #54 & f frr #4 4 L foff gt §54
P EFF Y Bl A F

10 September 1952 — Dr. George Wu (front left 1) in a group photograph of some members of the International

Scientific Commission on Bacteriological Warfare (ISCBW) and Chinese colleagues at the Vaccine Institute of
the People’s Republic of China.

Fra@pEd L5 (% F34) 1978 & 8 ¢ et < pr
Dr. George Wu being the cover feature of the People’s Pictorial in August 1978 issue.
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1988 %3 + ¥ Pt ffrr BIFEPERBEFRE RS (1R @ FBHFR, £ 5 2 -
In March 1988, the China Cancer Foundation and the Cancer Hospital of the Chinese Academy of Medical

Sciences jointly established the “Beijing Huanxing Cancer Hospital” to commemorate Dr. George Wu.
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Beijing Huanxing Cancer Hospital of Chao Yang District
doctors team offers free consultation to the local residents.
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Dr. George Wu, President, Cancer Institute of the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences (1978)
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