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Hello and

welcome
to the July edition of our 
monthly staff, members and 
governors’ magazine.
This is a special edition of Freepress, dedicated to all 
of our RFL heroes in recognition of your incredible 
response to COVID-19. We have added four extra 
pages to capture images that tell the story of the last 
four months – you can view these from page 5. 

This month we also had the opportunity to celebrate 
together as we marked Pride (page 14) and the 72nd 
birthday of our extraordinary National Health Service 
(page 12). It was a welcome opportunity to remind 
ourselves of all that we have achieved during the first 
half of this year, and to recognise the diversity and 
inclusivity that makes our team what it is. 

Elsewhere, you can read about the impact that 
COVID-19 has had on individuals such as A&E 
receptionist Iye Kargbo, whose incredible story is on 
page 14, as well as entire teams – such as the trainee 
doctors whose mammoth redeployment effort is 
featured on page 13. 

Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to share 
the exciting news that the BBC Two documentary 
Hospital will be returning to the Royal Free London. 
This follows an overwhelmingly positive response 
from viewers and staff to the Hospital Special: 
Fighting Covid-19. I look forward to seeing how they 
share the next part of our story with the public. 

Take care of yourselves and each other.

Caroline Clarke
Group chief  
executive 

Key to abbreviations:
Barnet Hospital: BH
Chase Farm Hospital: CFH
Royal Free Hospital: RFH
Royal Free London: RFL2

Follow our Twitter account @RoyalFreeNHS  
to see what our patients and staff  
are saying about us
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The Royal Free London has teamed up with a photographer to the stars to celebrate the heroism of our 
staff in a series of images released to mark the 72nd birthday of the NHS.

Award-winning 
photographer Frederic 
Aranda was so inspired 
by the events of recent 
months that he was 
determined to capture 
some of the true stars of 
2020: healthcare workers 
who have responded to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The stunning photographs 
include nurses, midwives, 
porters, cleaners, 
pharmacists, security staff, 
surgeons, intensive care 
doctors, anaesthetists, 
operations managers, 
therapists, catering staff 
and more.

Speaking about the shoot, 
Frederic said: “These 
are the people we are 
indebted to, and this 
pandemic has brought 
that sharply into focus.  
Group photographs are 
the perfect medium to 
demonstrate how many 
people are involved in 
the delivery of care – that 
it’s not just doctors and 
nurses. To be able to bring 
them together like this is 
an event in itself.

“I really wanted to make 
these pictures upbeat 
– everyone has been 
through so much over 
the past few months but 
I wanted the shots to be 
optimistic and positive.”

More images of RFL teams 
photographed by Frederic 
will be released over the 
coming weeks and shared 
on social media and 
Freenet.

Team Royal Free London 
captured on camera 

Photos credited to Frederic Aranda.
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Meet our new  
group chief nurse
We are delighted to announce the appointment of Julie Hamilton as our new 
group chief nurse. Julie replaces Deborah Sanders, who was appointed chief 
executive of Barnet Hospital in March 2020. Julie will be responsible for leading 
our 4,300 nurses and midwives, and starts in her new role on 10 August. 

Julie said: “I am absolutely thrilled to have been appointed to this role and 
cannot wait to get started. We are in unprecedented times and I have seen 
the nurses, midwives and allied health professionals at the Royal Free London 
continue to show incredible commitment and dedication to our patients, 
responding to the biggest challenge any of us will face in our careers.

“It is that courage, kindness and determination to deliver the very best care every time they walk through 
our doors, which makes me incredibly proud to have been chosen to lead them into the future.”

Caroline Clarke, Royal Free London group chief executive, said: “We are delighted to have appointed 
Julie as our group chief nurse. She is an outstanding and hugely talented leader and ambassador for this 
organisation and I have no doubt that she will be a success.”

Julie, a nurse of 23 years, began her career in general surgery at St Mary’s Hospital, London, before moving 
to intensive care at Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust. Following a number of years there in 
various clinical and professional leadership roles including director of nursing, Julie joined the Royal Free 
London in January 2019 as director of nursing for Barnet Hospital.

‘On the road’ COVID-19 testing 
scheme launched
Vulnerable and isolated patients waiting to go 
into hospital are being tested for COVID-19 at 
home by St John Ambulance volunteers, in a 
partnership with Chase Farm Hospital that is 
the first of its kind in this country.

The collaboration is aimed at people who 
cannot access a drive-through testing centre by 
private car or may be too unwell or infirm to 
leave their home.

Natalie Forrest, chief executive of CFH, said: 
“This has come about as part of St John 
Ambulance’s incredible response and support 
for the NHS during COVID-19. Chase Farm 
Hospital is piloting this new service and I 
think it is absolutely brilliant. It allows us to 
offer additional support to those who may otherwise struggle with a 
self-test at home and enables those who are self-isolating to maintain their isolation. Potentially this could 
lead to the initiative being rolled out elsewhere.”

Dierdre Barr, St John Ambulance regional clinical manager, said: “Our volunteers offer care, compassion and 
reassurance to patients. They talk the patient through the procedure, and thanks to the volunteers’ additional 
training are able to ensure it’s done correctly; we hope this will provide the hospital with timely and accurate 
results as they reintroduce routine surgery and procedures.”

This scheme may prove to be essential for those who are housebound living in high-rise buildings or who feel 
unable to leave their home because of mobility issues.
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The challenge of COVID-19 called for a huge response from all staff across all areas of the RFL. Teams developed 
new ways of working, colleagues were retrained and redeployed, and every aspect of how we interact with 
our patients was reconsidered. There was also an enormous response from the Royal Free Charity, who found 
countless ways to support us through the crisis.

All of this was pictured by photographers such as Jack Hill from The Times, award-winning photographer Hannah 
Maule-ffinch and David Bishop, photography services manager for UCL Health Creatives. We’ve added four extra 
pages to this edition of Freepress to try to capture the incredible response, covering dozens of different teams 
and departments at work across every area of our hospitals. 

RFL Heroes:  
Your response in pictures

Photo credited to David Bishop
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Photos credited to David Bishop
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Photos credited to Hannah Maule-ffinch
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Photos credited to Hannah Maule-ffinch
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Photos credited to Hannah Maule-ffinch
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Photos credited to Jack Hill
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Photos credited to Jack Hill
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72 years of our NHS
This year’s NHS anniversary celebrations were the perfect opportunity to say ‘thank you’ to everybody at the Royal 
Free London for their incredible work, and to our local community for all of the support that they have given.  

Staff came out in force at our hospitals to join a final clap celebrating both the NHS and all key workers. This was 
also a chance to look back on everything that has been achieved at our hospitals over the past six months. 

Thanks to the Royal Free Charity, Big Drop Brewing Company and Gino’s Ice Creams staff enjoyed free  
alcohol-free beer and ice creams. 



Governor 
elections 
2020
Could you become a Royal Free 
London NHS Foundation Trust 
governor?

Becoming a governor gives you 
the opportunity to have your 
voice heard, represent the views 
of others and play a pivotal role 
in influencing how decisions 
are made and how services are 
developed.

From October 2020 vacancies will 
become available in the public, 
patient and staff constituencies. 
The election process is due to start 
on 29 July, with the nomination 
period closing on 14 August. If 
you’re interested in standing as 
a governor for your constituency 
then keep an eye out for the email 
that will be sent to members when 
the nomination period opens.

We will also be sharing short 
films to provide you with a better 
understanding of the roles and 
responsibilities of a governor.

If you have any further questions 
about the election process, please 
contact the membership office at 
rf.membership@nhs.net. 

Trainee doctors 
celebrated for rapid 
redeployment

Trainee doctors across the trust 
are being celebrated for their 
remarkable transformation in 
response to COVID-19 after 
more than 400 trainee doctors 
were redeployed at very 
short notice. Throughout the 
redeployment they maintained 
their emphasis on balancing 
clinical skill sets and ensuring 
that different groups of doctors 
were given the opportunity to 
work regularly together. 

Professor Aine Burns, director of 
postgraduate medical education 
at the Royal Free Hospital, 
said: “Sadly, this crisis will be 
remembered by many people 
as the worst of times.  For me, 
however, a silver lining was the 

enormous pride I felt as I watched our trainee doctors step up to the 
plate, finding and solving problems with brilliance, hard work, ingenuity 
and good humour. I am sure their contributions saved many lives.”

Spearheading these efforts was the postgraduate medical education 
COVID-19 task force, pictured, who came together to manage their 
COVID-19 response and ensure that they could quickly redeploy  medical 
staff and adjust shift patterns. 

The task force also helped daily in the operations room, and with many 
other vital activities: mortuary and bereavement services; oxygen 
supplies, scrubs and PPE availability; supporting the physical and mental 
wellbeing of all staff and even recycling of Oxygen masks. Professor Aine 
Burns added: “no task was too small or too big to tackle.” 

BBC Two documentary 
Hospital returns
Our hospitals will become the focus of a new series of the award-winning  
BBC Two documentary Hospital.

It follows the success of the special two-part documentary Hospital Special: Fighting Covid-19, which showcased 
the response of our amazing staff from day one of lockdown.

The two-parter was hailed by the Radio Times as the ‘most important documentary you will see this year’ and 
received widespread critical acclaim. It was viewed by three million people.

BBC Two has commissioned a sixth series of the documentary, produced by Label1, which will be filmed across the 
Royal Free London – a six part series to chart the next stage of the story, as services across the NHS are reinstated 
following the impact of COVID-19.
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‘I kept working in A&E while 
my partner lay on a ventilator’
An A&E receptionist at the Royal Free Hospital was 
determined to keep coming to work, despite the 
knowledge that her partner of more than 20 years was 
fighting for his life with COVID-19 five floors above.

Iye Kargbo says that after the obligatory two week 
isolation period she was back at work on her regular 
night shifts, wanting to support her hospital at the peak 
of the pandemic. Despite being so close she was unable 
to visit her partner because of strict visiting restrictions.

Iye, who has worked at the Royal Free Hospital for 23 
years and met partner Ibrahim Kamara when he also 
worked at the trust, said: “Colleagues said to me, ‘Iye 
you’re so strong’. What they didn’t know was I was 
going home and crying. I was just so worried but equally 
I was determined to keep doing my job to the best of 
my ability. I knew Ibrahim was in the best possible hands 
because the nurses and doctors at this hospital are 
incredible. But we truly did not know whether he would 
make it home to us.”

For four weeks Ibrahim lay in an induced coma, cared for 
by doctors and nurses. Thankfully Iye had the support 
of their daughter, Mamusu. When Iye began suffering 
from panic attacks and palpitations due to the stress of 
the situation, Mamusu phoned the intensive care unit 
and forged a bond with Dr Karnika Raja, a paediatric 
consultant who had been redeployed to ICU and taken 
up a post as a family liaison officer.

Mamusu said: “My experience with Dr Raja has inspired 
me to go into medicine. I now want to be a doctor. 
She was able to clearly explain what was going on and 
reassure me when I couldn’t see for myself. 

“I turned 
19 on a day 
when dad’s 
condition 
was actually 
deteriorating 
and I was 
incredibly 
upset but 
she managed 
to make me 
understand 
the situation 
and how 
there were 
always going 
to be setbacks 
along the 
way and that 
I must try 
and remain 
positive.”

After four 
weeks Ibrahim was slowly brought out of the coma. He 
faced an additional two weeks on the intensive care unit 
alternating between periods on and off the ventilator so 
he could practice breathing with less intervention. Finally 
he was able to go onto the ward where he spent more 
than two weeks continuing his recovery.

Ibrahim lost over three stone since he fell ill and will 
also need to recover from the tracheotomy. But the 
words on the baseball cap he wore leaving hospital say 
it all - Just Peachy.

Pride of the  
Royal Free London
The Royal Free London is committed to championing equality, 
diversity and inclusion, and we were proud to celebrate with our 
LGBT+ community throughout Pride month. This year the occasion 
was marked virtually, with a national NHS Virtual Pride event that 
included contributions from Indigo Raphael, a chaplain in the Royal 

Free Hospital chaplaincy and spiritual care team. Our LGBT+ & Friends Staff Network held their own virtual 
celebration at the start of July. 

Writing in a personal blog for Freenet, group chief executive Caroline Clarke said: “Pride 2020 has reminded me of 
how diverse the NHS workforce is. The last few months have made it so clear that we are nothing without our staff 
– and yet we are all so different. I’m sure that’s one of the reasons why the NHS is still here and has celebrated its 
72nd birthday. Our diversity has given us flexibility, curiosity, resilience, the ability to be better decision makers and 
will help us reinvent ourselves as we rise to the challenges ahead.”

You can read Caroline’s full blog on Freenet. 
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Happy first birthday to  
Chalkmill Drive

Your 
voice 
matters
Every year we take part in the 
NHS staff survey to find out 
exactly how you feel about 
working at the Royal Free 
London. This feedback is used 
to try and make improvements 
in the areas that matter to 
you, and to ensure that every 
member of staff is given a voice. 

One area of particular focus is bullying and harassment. Caroline Clarke, group chief executive, said: “I want to 
make one thing absolutely clear: we do not tolerate bullying and harassment at the Royal Free London and we 
are doing all we can to stamp it out. If you experience, or witness, bullying and harassment in our trust please 
speak out. You have my absolute guarantee that we will support you and investigate thoroughly.”

Some of the measures that we’re taking to improve in this area include sharing our bullying and harassment 
videos to raise awareness, empowering our staff to challenge unacceptable behaviour and working towards 
doubling our number of ‘speaking up champions’ to encourage staff to speak out. There are now almost 70 
champions, and the aim is to have 100 in place in the next few months.  

Other areas in which we are making changes in line with your feedback include expanding and promoting our new 
mental health first aiders hub for staff, promoting and supporting staff networks that encourage equality and 
inclusion, and building leadership skills through the implementation of a leadership development framework. 

If you have any thoughts or suggestions on how we can make our trust an even better place to work then we 
would love to hear them. Please share any comments with you manager, or look under the ‘People’ section of 
Freenet to find other channels for feedback. 

The Chalkmill Drive decontamination unit in Enfield has 
celebrated its first anniversary.

This state-of-the-art unit is the biggest and most advanced 
of its kind in the UK. It decontaminates equipment safely and 
efficiently, offering a rapid turnaround service meaning our 
hospitals can have essential items of care equipment back in 
circulation quickly.

This year the unit has processed approximately 3.5 million instruments and 38,000 flexible endoscopes. The unit is 
looking to provide similar high quality services to other NHS trusts and private enterprises.

More than 80 staff work in the unit which is open 365 days a year.

Mark Sibbons, general manager, said: “It’s incredible how the past year has flown by and just how much we’ve 
achieved in that time. I look forward to growing the capacity of the unit and continuing to build our amazing team.”

The team have also provided invaluable logistics support to all London trusts by helping distribute over five 
million PPE items per day from Chalkmill Drive.



What was your role during the COVID-19 pandemic?
My experiences with the pandemic started in February, 
when we started our admissions to the infectious disease 
ward. We were managing the initial wave of what was at 
first a very small number of COVID-19 cases from across 
the country, and at that time we were still operating as a 
high consequence infectious diseases unit.

Things started to change dramatically around mid-
March, when the hospital opened up to many more 
patients and we began to divide our hospitals into 
different areas. I began to work on the 12th floor along 
with other infectious disease and general medicine 
colleagues. The aim of the twelfth floor was to provide 
an area for clinically managing patients with suspected 
COVID-19 before they were confirmed as positive or 
negative and moved to other areas of the hospital.

How has your experience with the military helped  
you adapt? 
I drew on my experience of being involved with setting 
up field hospitals in areas such as Iraq and Sierra Leone, 
where I supported the set-up of an Ebola treatment unit. 
I was able to learn a lot from those experiences, not only 
from the processes that were used in that environment, 
but also on the importance of maintaining team 
cohesion. When we moved to Sierra Leone in 2014 there 
were a number of health workers becoming infected 
with Ebola so maintaining staff morale was vital, as with 
the first stage of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

What will be the biggest thing you 
take away from this experience? 
Two things: the vital importance of teamwork, 
and the need for rest and recuperation. Again, 
drawing on previous military experience of being 
deployed, I think that as we enter into phase two 
it is very important that we all rest, gather our 
thoughts and reflect on what we’ve learned from 
this experience. 

Is there anything from the response to COVID-19 
that you hope we’ll keep? 
I was hugely impressed with my colleagues from all 
backgrounds, people quickly adapted to their new 
roles, particularly those members of staff with little 
experience of managing patients with infections.  
It has been immensely rewarding working with 
those individuals. Particular thanks to all those staff 
members working on the 12th floor. 

You can learn more about the experiences of 
serving personnel on Freenet TV.  Lieutenant 
Colonel Lucy Lamb is joined by colleagues Surgeon 
Commander Jon Read, consultant anaesthetist, 
Major Aaron Mason, medical registrar, Squadron 
Leader Will Nevin, infectious disease and general 
medicine registrar, Squadron Leader Fern Adams, 
radiology registrar and Gary Tolometti, learning 
and leadership programme manager, in a video 
produced to mark Armed Forces Week.
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It can be easy to forget to prioritise your own wellbeing while you’re giving 
so much to your colleagues and patients – but finding time to rest and 
recharge is a vital part of taking care of yourself. 

For further support or someone to talk to, consider the following options: 

Taking care of your wellbeing

•  Visit the resilience and emotional support team (REST) hub on Freenet to find information about a range of 
different services and resources 

• Free access to wellbeing apps until the end of December 2020 – full details found on the REST hub

•  The COVID-19 advice line provides advice on topics such as self-isolation, health and wellbeing, training and 
flexible working. Call 020 3966 6625 (ext 31275) Monday to Friday, 8am until 5pm, or email rf.covidadvice@nhs.net.

•  The Mental Health First Aiders and SISOS Listeners service in confidence on 020 7794 0500 extension: 23123 or 
23028 or e-mail us at: rf-tr.mentalhealthfirstaiders@nhs.net from Monday to Friday, 9am – 5pm. 

• Contact the Samaritans (on 116 123), NHS Helpline (111) or your GP  

•  The COVID-19 staff support page on Freenet also has details of the Care First service, options for childcare 
and accommodation, and offers such as staff discounts

60 seconds with…
Lieutenant Colonel Lucy Lamb, consultant in infectious diseases and 
general medicine at the RFH, shares her experience of the impact of 
COVID-19 from her perspective as serving service personnel. She has been 
a member of the army for 22 years, and joined the Royal Free London as 
an infectious diseases consultant in November 2016.


