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AS A CENTRE of excellence for 
cancer, The Royal Marsden sees 
patients referred to us from 
hospitals across the UK for highly 
complex surgical procedures using 
state-of-the-art technologies, such 
as The Royal Marsden Cancer 
Charity-funded da Vinci Xi robot.

But our patients can only 
benefit from these hi-tech devices 
and pioneering techniques thanks 
to the skills of our surgeons. Our 
surgical team has been under 
the spotlight for almost a year, 
with a documentary crew filming 
a three-part series – titled Super 
Surgeons – at the hospital.  

Coming soon to Channel 4, 
the primetime series follows 
eight Royal Marsden patients 
with advanced or relapsed 
cancers who are preparing for 
innovative surgery. 

Building relationships
The production team at 
Wonderhood Studios started 
filming last September. Patients 
were approached via their clinical 
teams to ask if they were willing 
to share their experience and 
appear on camera. 

Embedded with the clinical 
teams, the crew adhered to the 
hospital’s strict infection control 
procedures while researching 
and filming. They also built close 
relationships with the patients, 
whose consent was sought right 
up until the series was complete. 

Our skilled surgeons are among the best 
in the world – and a new documentary is 
shedding light on their lifesaving roles

SUPE R 
SURGE ONS 
IN  T HE 
SPO T L IGH T

S U P E R  S U R G E O N S

AS SEEN ON 
SCREEN

Professor Vinidh 
Paleri operates 

on a patient



RM  magazine 17

S U P E R  S U R G E O N S

LEADING THE 
WAY Professor 
Nicholas Turner

16 RM  magazine

and language therapists, dietitians, 
junior doctors and anaesthetists, 
among countless other professionals 
who all play a valued part and have 
been pivotal in the process of this 
documentary being filmed. Yet for 
me, the biggest stars are all the 
patients who allowed themselves 
to be filmed – an incredible act of 
bravery and kindness.”

Mr David Nicol, Chief of Surgery, 
says: “This was a fantastic 
opportunity to showcase the 
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innovative work of our surgical 
teams. We gave the crew 
unprecedented access to our work 
to ensure a true reflection of what 
happens here every day.”

Surgical showcase
Four other surgeons feature across 
the three episodes, with Ms 
Marielle Nobbenhuis, Consultant 
Gynaecological Surgeon, Mr Andrew 
Hayes and Mr Dirk Strauss, both 
Consultant General Surgeons in 
the Sarcoma and Skin units, and 
Mr Ricky Bhogal, Consultant 
Hepatobiliary Surgeon, all appearing.

“I think, to the outside world, 
cancer is different,” says Mr 
Bhogal. “Unless you have 

Will Littleboy, 50, who appears 
in the series, was referred to 
Professor Vinidh Paleri, Consultant 
Head and Neck Surgeon, after his 
local hospital in Norfolk told him 
that he needed a total laryngectomy 
(complete removal of the voice box) 
to remove his laryngeal cancer. 
The operation would have left 
him needing an artificial valve 
to speak and unable to breathe 

through his nose. Fortunately for 
him, there was another option.

“I was so relieved when Professor 
Paleri suggested a procedure that 
could leave me cancer free and with 
the ability to speak using my own 
voice box,” he says. 

“Taking part in a documentary 
that celebrates taking on and 
beating cancer seemed to be the 
best way to highlight the expertise 
and exceptional surgical talent at 
this extraordinary hospital. 

“It has been a pleasure to work 
with compassionate, enthusiastic 
and respectful film-makers who 
have allowed my story to be told. 
Hopefully, it will inspire others to 
have the courage to put their trust 
in these amazing clinicians.”

Professor Paleri says: “The 
filming was a fascinating experience 
and, on a personal level, I enjoyed it 
far more than I expected to. I liked 
the way the film crew followed the 
patients on every aspect of their 
journey at The Royal Marsden. 

“As surgeons, we are a part 
of a multidisciplinary team. Our 
colleagues include nurses, speech 

THEATRE FOCUS 
Mr Dirk Strauss 
mid-surgery 
(top); Ms Marielle 
Nobbenhuis puts 
on surgical PPE 
before operating 
(above)

A STITCH IN TIME
Mr Andrew 
Hayes applies 
a suture at the 
end of surgery

“A year ago, I didn’t think I 
would have a chance to have 
an operation or be ‘cured’. 
The successful operation has 
turned a poor prognosis into 
a much better one for me. 
The work done by The Royal 
Marsden is incredible, and 
being filmed was my way 
to thank all the specialist 
teams that are involved in 
my treatment.”

A PATIENT’S PERSPECTIVE
Janet Littlewood, 56, 
pancreatic cancer patient 
under the care of Mr Bhogal 

On the rota

“I hope my story will inspire 
others to put their trust in 
these amazing clinicians”
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experienced it as a patient or 
through family, friends or work, 
you don’t really have a real picture. 
Hopefully, this documentary will 
give people a glimpse of what it 
is like for cancer patients who are 
making really difficult decisions 
about their lives. 

“I hope the audience will 
recognise how special The Royal 
Marsden is and how all of us 
working here are striving to find 
patients a curative option or a 
treatment that will give them 
extra quality of life.”

Professor Paleri adds: “We all 
know early diagnosis is key, and 
we hope anyone watching with 
any unusual symptoms will go 
and get checked out. 

“But also, we want people to 
watch the documentary and know 
that if cancer comes back, it is 
not time to give up – there are 
treatments available, there are 
trials available. There is hope.” RM

A TEAM EFFORT
Like all our 

surgeons, Mr 
Ricky Bhogal 

(centre) is backed 
by an expert team
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“When I was asked about 
filming for the documentary, 
I thought it would be one good 
thing that I could do to help 
others. I was diagnosed late 
and thought sharing my story 
could help other women. I think 
everyone is busy with work and 
families, and women in particular 
give so much more time to 
others than to themselves.”

A PATIENT’S PERSPECTIVE
Melissa Fernandes e Lemos, 
45, uterine leiomyosarcoma 
patient under the care of 
Ms Nobbenhuis 




