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Our cover picture shows just two of the 2,000+ women who took part in the 
inaugural Women V Cancer Ride the Night event. Huge congratulations to 
everyone who took part and raised an extraordinary amount of money to fight 
breast, cervical and ovarian cancer.

Like so many of our supporters, Kelly Donovan believes fundraising has to be 
fun. On page 13 she tells us how she’s raised more than £30,000 for Ovarian 
Cancer Action over the last four years. Our thanks to Kelly and all our wonderful 
fundraisers.

We encourage every woman to know their family history, and campaign for 
women to be tested for the BRCA 1/2 gene mutation. Sisters Angela and 
Caroline found out about their family history, got tested and discovered they 
were both carriers. They share their story on page 14.

We’re also fighting to make survivorship support mandatory for every woman 
finishing treatment for ovarian cancer. OvQuest is a new international study that 
will provide evidence to help us, so please complete the online survey at  
www.ovarian.org.uk/ovquest.

Finally, I’m letting you know that earlier this year I was diagnosed with bowel 
cancer and am currently going through my own cancer journey. This means that 
there will be times when I will be away from work but the team here is working 
hard in my absence to make sure it is ‘business as usual’. 

With best wishes,

Gilda Witte 
Chief Executive
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entered into a prize draw to win a spa break for two. Best of Luck!
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Follow-up 
project on 
carboplatin 
chemotherapy  

Through funding from 
Cancer Research UK and 
the Department of Health, 
the Imperial Experimental 
Cancer Medicine Centre is 
working with the Ovarian 
Cancer Action Research 
Centre to clinically 
evaluate markers of 
patient outcome and drug 
resistance emerging from 
CRUK and OCA funded 
discovery research.

This new collaboration is a 
follow up to the SCOTROC4 
clinical trial, which tested 
whether the dose of 
carboplatin for treating 
ovarian cancer could be 
maximised based on how 
well it was tolerated by 
patients. Unfortunately, 
this attempt to personalise 
treatment did not show 
any advantage over 
conventional therapies. 

Researchers will now use 
tumour samples (from 
patients who gave consent 

for their tumour biopsies to 
be used for research) to look 
for new biological markers 
which might help in the 
future to identify patients 
who will respond well, or not, 
to carboplatin chemotherapy. 
Patients could then be 
potentially spared unhelpful 
chemotherapy and given 
therapies which might 
work best for them.

This funding has enabled the 
tumour tissues to be arrayed 
in a manner that allows 
quick evaluation of a large 
number of new biological 
markers. The hope is that 
in the future these markers 
can be used to stratify 
patients to receive the 
most appropriate treatment 
for their ovarian cancer.

Grant awarded 
for novel therapy   

Professor Hani Gabra 
has been awarded a new 
research grant worth 
£190,000 in collaboration 
with the pharmaceutical 
company Morphtek, to 
investigate the effects 
of a new therapeutic 
drug, Farletuzumab.

Previous clinical data has 
shown that this treatment 
might benefit a small amount 
of patients, although it is not 
known why these patients 
respond positively to the 
therapy. The aim of the 
research is to understand 
the reasons for the response 
using advanced ovarian 
cancer cell based systems 
and to investigate the 
effects and mechanisms 
of this novel therapy. 

If successful, these results 
will enable the development 
of a future clinical trial to 
determine if the treatment 
can be approved for use in 
treating ovarian cancer.

New study 
into platinum 
resistance

A major area of interest 
at the Ovarian Cancer 
Research Centre is in 
understanding how 
ovarian cancer cells can 
develop chemotherapy 
resistance. And they have 
discovered that a protein 
called AKT, present in an 
active form in these cells, 

prevents chemotherapy 
from working effectively.

When resistant cancer cells 
are given an AKT blocking 
drug called afuresertib, 
they regain the ability to 
respond to chemotherapy.

As a result of this discovery, 
GlaxoSmithKline designed a 
clinical study which has been 
launched worldwide. In this 
study (called PKB116611) 
women with ovarian cancer 
are given chemotherapy 
in combination with daily 
afuresertib tablets.

The study has recruited over 
35 women to date and is 
expected to close in autumn 
2014. It is currently recruiting 
women whose ovarian 
cancer has recurred within 
weeks of finishing previous 
chemotherapy treatment. 
Although it is too early to tell, 
the indicators are positive.

In parallel, the study 
team at Imperial are 
analysing blood tests and 
tumour biopsies on study 
participants to understand 
what makes these cancers 
so difficult to treat.

Bench to 
bedside
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Link to the film
Visit www.ovarian.org.uk to watch the film. 

If you would like to add your loved one’s name to our Tribute Wall 
please contact Amelia Meldau on 020 7380 1733 or email  
amelia@ovarian.org.uk

Keep in touch! 

Follow ovariancanceruk 
on Twitter or search 
for Ovarian Cancer 
Action on Facebook

   ‘We have to be 
keepers of our own family 
medical history. Could 
GPs/nurses do more to 
encourage us to discover 
that history?’  
@CSRaphael1 via Twitter

   ‘Keep on hammering 
home the message. If 
you don't feel you have a 
satisfying diagnosis be a 
bloody nuisance!’  
David Mitchell via Facebook 

   ‘I lost my mum two 
years ago and to hear of 
someone so young going 
through it, broke my heart.’ 
Keren Duncan via Facebook 

   ‘I had both ovaries 
removed due to suspicious 
growths and it was only 
due to my persistence  
in knowing something 
wasn’t right.’  
Laura Watson via Facebook 

   ‘I am an eight-year 
survivor. I tell people every 
day and will continue to do 
so for the rest of my life!’ 
Daviel Jablon via Facebook

The Ovarian Cancer Action 
Tribute Wall stands at the heart 
of our Research Centre. Not 
just a place to remember, but 
as a focal point for our battle 
against the disease and a symbol 
of what can be achieved.

Now we have a 
powerful new film 
about the wall, thanks 
to Christian Banfield 
and Schmick.TV.

‘My mother’s name 
is on the wall, so I 
feel a very personal 
connection to 
it,’ he says. ‘She 
was treated for ovarian cancer 
by Professor Hani Gabra at 
Hammersmith Hospital. When she 
died last year we asked people to 
make a donation to Ovarian Cancer 
Action instead of sending flowers 
and we raised more than £1,500.’

Christian wanted to do more to 
help and offered his film making 
talents to Ovarian Cancer Action. 
‘When a film about the wall was 
suggested I knew instantly it was 
something I wanted to do,’ he says.

‘Everyone who gave their time to 
help with the project 
was wonderful,’ 
adds Christian. ‘We 
needed to convey 
the right balance of 
emotion and fact. I 
don’t think anyone 
found it hard to 
talk about the wall 
or their feelings, 

but it was sometimes difficult to 
deliver the lines. For all of us it 
was a very emotional day.’

Now Christian and his family are 
using the film to help their fundraising 
and, so far, have raised more than 
£4,000 for Ovarian Cancer Action.

Making the film

Behind the scenes  
with Christian Banfield 

My mother’s 
name is on the 
wall, so I feel a 
very personal 

connection to it
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Ovarian Cancer Action is working 
with three other ovarian cancer 
charities on an awareness campaign 
specifically targeted at younger 
women.

‘This is a really exciting and valuable 
project,’ says Abi Begho, Ovarian 
Cancer Action’s Healthcare Projects 
Manager. ‘We’ve already held some 
focus group sessions to get a 
better understanding of the issues 
younger women with ovarian cancer 

face, such as fertility, relationships 
and body image. They’ve been 
enormously helpful but we’d love 
more women to get involved.’

She adds: ‘This is the first time 
we’ve pooled our resources with 
other charities to produce awareness 
and support materials and we’re 
delighted to be working with Target 
Ovarian Cancer, the Eve Appeal and 
Ovacome on this piece of work.’

The campaign will include a printed 
leaflet as well as a social media 
campaign and networking event. It 
will launch in autumn.   

Get involved 
If you’re under the age of 45 and 
have been diagnosed with ovarian 
cancer, and you would like to get 
involved with this project, please 
contact Abi Begho for more details. 
Call 020 7380 1730 or email  
abi@ovarian.org.uk

Could we be 
your Charity of 
the Year? 

Younger women 
campaign

Do you work for a company that 
nominates a Charity of the Year? 
When companies choose to partner 
with us our funds significantly 
increase, enabling us to invest in 
even more life-saving research and 
awareness work. 

We are delighted to announce 
that our 2014 Charity of the Year 
partners, PRP Architects (Surrey 
office), Canopius and Sainsbury’s 
Camden Town have so far raised in 
excess of £30,000 – with the funds 
still rolling in!  

Canopius’ employees have already 
taken on the JP Morgan Challenge 
to raise over £3,000; PRP’s ‘Team 

Extreme’ are hoping to raise a 
further £4,000 from their PRP 
Skydive Day in September; and 
Sainsbury’s Camden Town have 
numerous symptoms awareness and 
fundraising events planned in-store 
throughout the year. 

Andrew Robson, Associate at PRP 
Architects says: ‘It's 10 years since I 
lost my mum to ovarian cancer and 
by some small twist of fate Ovarian 
Cancer Action was voted by PRP 
staff to be their chosen charity for 
2014. So, when my colleague (who 
also lost her mum to this awful 
disease) asked me to help her with 
some fundraising, the answer was, 
of course, YES.’

Nominate Ovarian Cancer Action 
as your employer’s 2015 Charity 
of the Year and you and your 
colleagues could be volunteering at 
the glamorous First Women Awards 
held at London Marriot Grosvenor 
Square, raising symptoms 
awareness in your local community 
or taking on the challenge of a 
lifetime: climb Mount Kilimanjaro, 
trek the Great Wall of China or take 
part in a skydive! 

Nominate us  
To find out more about how you 
can nominate Ovarian Cancer 
Action to be your company’s 
Charity of the Year call Emily 
Legg on 020 7380 1472. 

 
Kristen Larsen

 
First Women Awards
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It’s our 
chance 

to 
change 

things

Florence Wilks has been living 
with ovarian cancer for four 
years. Recently she completed 
an online questionnaire as part of 
an international survey – known 
as OvQuest – which is looking 
at survivorship and quality 
of life issues for women who 
have been treated for ovarian 
cancer. Now she is urging other 
women to get involved too.

‘Living with ovarian cancer isn’t easy 
and this survey was the first time 
I’ve felt there might be someone 
out there who really understands 
the issues I face every day,’ says 
Florence. ‘My cancer is not curable 
and the treatment has touched 
every aspect of my life. Completing 
the questionnaire was so helpful. It 
was like talking to a friend who really 
understood what it’s been like.’ 

OvQuest is the first international survey 
of its kind and is running in Australia, 
New Zealand, Canada and in the 
United States – as well as the UK, 
where Ovarian Cancer Action is driving 
the project. We need 
as many women as 
possible to participate 
because the results will 
guide future research 
and treatment.

As Florence knows only 
too well, the treatment 
for ovarian cancer can 
cause lasting and life-
changing symptoms. 
‘There’s so much to 
deal with,’ she says. 
‘In no particular order 
the biggest problems 
for me are pain, depression, fatigue, 
poor sleep and concentration, high 
blood pressure, poor pelvic floor, bowel 

issues and weight gain. And there’s 
the anxiety, because of course I worry 
about my children and the future. 
Despite all this I’m a joyful, happy 
person. I live life to the full and feel 

privileged and blessed.’

It’s the scale of OvQuest 
that makes it different 
from other studies. 

Professor Michael 
Friedlander, Conjoint 
Professor of Medicine 
at the University of 
New South Wales, 
Australia, who is 
leading the project 
explains: ‘Ovarian 
cancer is a complex 

disease which is difficult to treat, and to 
understand all the different challenges 
our patients face – emotional and 
physical – we need more information. 

 
Florence Wilks

We need as 
many women 

as possible 
to participate 
because the 

results will guide 
future research 
and treatment



‘This is a really important opportunity for 
women to talk about their experiences 
and for the scientific community to 
listen. We need thousands of women to 
participate because we want OvQuest 
to bring us to a turning point where we 
can identify the issues, improve our 
treatment and manage the problems.’

Dr Sarah Blagden from 
the Ovarian Cancer 
Action Research Centre 
echoes this hope. In 
2010 she conducted 
a survey into ovarian 
cancer survivorship, 
interviewing 
100 patients at 
Hammersmith Hospital. 
She was shocked to 
find that almost all 
her respondents had 
lasting symptoms of 
some sort – sometimes 
many years after their 
treatment had finished. 

‘A big part of the 
problem is that 
there’s no published 
information to guide 
us when we’re talking 
to patients about what to expect,’ 
says Dr Blagden. ‘We have to rely on 
anecdotal experience, which can be 
hit and miss. And even though more 
women are surviving ovarian cancer 

than ever before, the post-treatment 
support lags behind other cancers.

‘At Hammersmith we now have 
a dedicated survivorship clinic. I 
hope information from OvQuest will 
enable us to lobby the NHS in the 
UK to make survivorship support 
mandatory for every woman finishing 

treatment for ovarian 
cancer,’ she adds.

Dr. Tracie Miles, 
president of the 
National Forum of 
Gynaecological 
Oncology Nurses 
agrees. ‘We know 
patients experience 
problems after 
treatment for ovarian 
cancer but we need 
data to improve the 
way we help,’ she 
says. ‘OvQuest gives 
us a chance to change 
things and we must 
grab the opportunity 
with both hands.’

Women can participate 
in OvQuest if they 
have ever received 

treatment for ovarian cancer and 
are in remission, or have had/ are 
having treatment for recurrence. The 
survey covers emotional, physical 

and social issues… in fact, everything 
to do with how women function on 
a day-to-day basis. And although 
the questionnaire takes about 30-45 
minutes to complete online, it saves 
as it goes along so you can answer 
the questions over a few days. It is, 
of course, completely confidential but 
respondents will be sent a copy of the 
study’s results when they are published.

‘OvQuest will help us on lots of levels,’ 
says Professor Friedlander. ‘First 
and foremost, we’ll have more and 
better information about the effects 
of treatment for ovarian cancer. And 
the results should help direct future 
research to overcome or prevent 
symptoms from occurring. Then, at a 
national level we’ll have information to 
allow us to lobby for better services. 
And, of course, if we repeat OvQuest 
every few years we’ll be able to 
monitor how things are changing.’

For Florence, OvQuest represents hope 
for the future. ‘The outcome can only 
be good, but we need as many women 
as possible to participate if we’re ever 
going to get the survivorship support 
we need,’ she says. ‘I would encourage 
all women who have had treatment 
for ovarian cancer to complete this 
survey. We have a responsibility to 
change things and this is our chance.’

Please help!
If you’ve ever received treatment for ovarian cancer and are in remission, or have had/
are having treatment for recurrence, we’d really like to hear from you. OvQuest is the first 
international study of its kind and gives us a chance to understand the quality of life issues 
facing women like you – and to improve things. To take part in the online survey, or to find 
out more, please visit www.ovarian.org.uk/ovquest.

 
Florence and her father meet with 
Professor Hani Gabra at the Ovarian 
Cancer Action Research Centre
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Professor 
Michael Friedlander

I hope 
information from 

OvQuest will 
enable us to 

lobby the NHS in 
the UK to make 

survivorship 
support 

mandatory for 
every woman 

finishing 
treatment for 

ovarian cancer
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“If we’re going 
to find a cure for 
ovarian cancer 

we need money. 
That’s why we’re 

here." - Ruth

There was lycra and lipstick… 
frills… feathers… and even fairy 
wings. But amidst all the laughter 
and fun more than 2,000 women 
completed the UK’s very first 
Women V Cancer Ride the Night 
cycle challenge on 31 May – and 
they raised nearly £1million pounds!

There was a party atmosphere from 
start to finish. As Royal Windsor 
Racecourse rocked to the sound of 
Annie Lennox and Aretha Franklin 
singing ‘Sisters Are Doin' It For 

Themselves’ the riders left to cycle 
100km into, and around London. And 
when everyone returned to cross the 
finishing line there were balloons and 
cheers to greet them, as well as a 
medal and celebration breakfast.

Our thanks to every single Night 
Rider – and their supporters! – for 
making this such a fantastic inaugural 
event.  All the money that’s been 
raised will be shared equally by 
Ovarian Cancer Action, Breast Cancer 
Care and Jo’s Cervical Trust.

Women V Cancer 
Ride the Night 
- it was bonkers!

Why not sign up for a cycling challenge? 
Visit our website to find out more: 
www.ovarian.org.uk

Ride the Night 2015 
- Saturday, 30 May

Next year’s Ride the Night is sure to be 
amazing. At the time of going to press 
the first 790 places have already been 
taken so don’t delay… put the date in 
your diary and sign up now!

Cycle Africa 
- October 2016

A 350km ride across Tanzania, starting 
in the shadow of Mount Kilimanjaro.This 
challenge is so popular that next year’s 
dates have already been sold out. Take 
the leap and sign up for the 2016 trip!
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“Words can’t explain 
how brilliant these 

challenges are. I’ve 
made so many new 
friends. You just have 

to get out there 
and do it!" - Kate

“We’ve got to 
raise awareness of 
cancers that affect 

women and this 
is a brilliant way 
to do it." - Paula
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New-look
Tribute Funds 

‘This latest software upgrade brings 
lots of improvements. But you can 
choose which features you want to 
use because everything is optional.’

Jan Harris has had a Tribute Fund 
since 2011 in memory of her sister, 
Julia O’Sullivan, who died in January 
that year. ‘I light a candle for Julia on 
the 18th of every month as my little 
tribute to her, and we raise funds for 
Ovarian Cancer Action throughout 
the year,’ says Jan. ‘I’m really proud 
we’ve been able to donate more than 
£8,000 in Julia’s name so far. As well 
as doing things like the London to 
Brighton bike ride this year, which 
raised £700, we hold a lunch in her 
memory every year. It’s a way for all 
of us who loved Julia to get together 
and raise money for a good cause. 

‘And I’m a great believer that ‘every 
little helps’’, adds Jan. ‘Our Tribute 
Fund makes it easy for people 
to give something. This year, just 
by asking friends and family for 
donations instead of birthday 
presents, I raised another £90.’ 

As well as being a focal point for 
fundraising, for many families a Tribute 
Fund is an expression of their energy 
and determination. ‘We created the 
Diane Booth Tribute Fund after we 
lost my younger sister to ovarian 
cancer in October 2011,’ says Linda 
Goodhew. ‘Diane’s wish was that 
any money donated in her memory 
should go directly to an ovarian 
cancer charity, and every penny we 
raise goes into her Tribute Fund. 

We launched our Tribute Funds 
just five years ago, and although 
we’ve updated things from time to 
time, supporters have been telling 
us more improvements could 
be made. Now, from September, 
they will be transformed! 

This latest upgrade brings all sorts 
of improved features – from better 
picture galleries and more design 
options, to extra functionality. And you 
don’t have to be a computer-whizz 
to manage your fund. Everything is 
very easy and straightforward with 
clear and simple instructions.

‘There are nearly 300 Tribute Funds, and 
they make a huge contribution to the 
work we do,’ says Nina Gopal, Ovarian 
Cancer Action’s Head of Fundraising. 

Jan Harris (left) with Julia’s 
daughter-in-law, Shaylea

Linda Goodhew (far right) 
fundraising with friends
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Find 
out more!
It couldn’t be easier to set up a 
new Tribute Fund, or to add new 
features to your existing Fund. 
To find out more, visit www.
tributefunds.ovarian.org.uk

Leaving a gift in your will to 
Ovarian Cancer Action is a 
fantastic way to support our work. 
For more information call Amelia 
Meldau on 020 7380 1733.

Where your money goes
Our charitable spend

46%
Our
research
centre

2%
Research
administration

22%
Other
research

30%
Raising
awareness

Tribute Funds - what’s new?
Personalisation

• Create your own, unique URL for your fund
• Design your site using a wide selection of themes and 

background colours

Controls

• Update logins and passwords using a secure ‘My Details’ panel 
which also has a ‘remember me’ control

Display and multi-media support

• Enjoy better links to all the key social networks – Facebook, 
Twitter etc.

• Create your own Tribute Garden display, to include anniversaries, 
recent donations and more

• Create Tribute playlists using the integrated music player

Functionality

• Create both fundraising and awareness-raising Tribute Events
• Set targets and use a range of dynamic Total-o-meter displays to 

illustrate progress

‘We had an inspirational visit to the 
Ovarian Cancer Action Research 
Centre to see Diane’s name on the 
Tribute Wall. Just knowing we’re doing 
something in her name that will help 
other women fight ovarian cancer is 
all the motivation we need. We know 
research is expensive but the work of 
the Research Centre is absolutely vital.’

Ovarian Cancer Action is the only 
ovarian cancer charity in this country 
that funds its own research centre. 
Our goal is to find a cure for the 
disease and every day our scientists, 
clinicians and researchers are doing 
ground breaking work to prevent, 
detect and treat ovarian cancer. As 
well as the excellence of its research 
programme the Research Centre 
enjoys a worldwide reputation for 
innovation and you could support this 
vital work by leaving a gift in your will.

Any size or kind of gift – large or 
small – will help us to continue our 
work. Not just to fund our Research 
Centre, but also to raise awareness 
of the symptoms of ovarian cancer 
so women with the disease can be 
diagnosed and treated earlier. 

In the end, what Ovarian Cancer Action 
can achieve depends on funding. We 
need donations so we can continue 
our work and fight this disease from 
every direction. Our goal is to find 
a cure, but along the way we have 
to improve the odds for women 
with ovarian cancer through early 
diagnosis and better treatments. And 
we can’t do this without your help.
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From 
where I stand

Please help our research
Your donations are vital to help the work at our Research Centre continue. Please send a donation today.  
Visit www.ovarian.org.uk or use the donation form in this newsletter.

Dr Chiara Recchi 
at work

Dr Chiara Recchi 
with her family

I’m Italian by birth and graduated as a molecular 
biologist in Italy before moving to Paris to do my 
PhD. Both my husband and I are biologists and 
we work at Imperial College, although in different 
areas of research and on different campuses. 
We moved from Paris to London 7 years ago, 
when our two children were very small. 

We all love living in London and the UK is a great place 
to work. And although I do sometimes miss the sunshine 
and the food I can’t see us moving back to Italy.

I’ve been a Research Fellow in the Ovarian 
Cancer Action Research Centre for just over a 
year now. I was researching on breast cancer 
when I heard there was a vacancy here, and when 
Professor Hani Gabra showed me round I knew 
immediately this was where I wanted to work. 

As a biologist I’d normally expect to work in a 
laboratory but here things are very different. For the 
first time in my career I work closely with doctors, 
surgeons, oncologists and bio-informaticians. I’ve 
watched operations and seen how ovarian cancer 
develops in a woman; and I’m able to meet patients 
and understand the human side of this disease. It’s 
far beyond the experience I could get just working in 
a lab and it’s had a profound effect on my work. 

I lead a team researching the tumour suppressor gene 
OPCML, and in the last 6 months or so we’ve taken 

some huge steps forward in understanding how the 
gene works and why it’s so important. It's present in 
normal cells and prevents them from spreading and 
moving – but somehow it becomes lost in tumour cells. 

We are now trying to find a 
way to put OPCML back into 
tumour cells to stop them 
growing and we are about to 
start working with the Chemistry 
department at Imperial to 
develop drugs to do this. It's 
really exciting progress.
Career-wise it was quite a step for me to move from 
breast cancer research to ovarian cancer, but I think 
it’s one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. The 
Ovarian Cancer Action Research Centre is different 
from anywhere I’ve ever worked. I love being part 
of this team because everyone is so open-minded 
and happy to share their expertise. And because 
everything is so focused on patients it inevitably 
changes the way you work… and even the way you 
think about work. It’s a really inspiring place to be.
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Super 
fundraiser

Kelly Donovan at their  
second Gala Ball

Kelly’s Tips
Choose to do 
something you can 
put your heart and 
soul into, even if it 
takes you outside 
your comfort zone.

Ovarian Cancer 
Action has great 
ideas and contacts 
– don’t be afraid to 
ask them for help.

If you don’t know 
where to start, sign up 
for a sports challenge. 
The support and 
encouragement you 
get from fundraising 
as a team is fantastic.  

1 
 
 
 
 

2 
 
 
 

3 
 
 
 
 
 

Until Kelly and Darrell Donovan 
lost their mother to ovarian 
cancer in November 2009, the only 
fundraising Kelly had done was 
to sell cakes for Comic Relief at 
school. Now – in less than 4 years 
– she and Darrell have raised more 
than £30,000 for Ovarian Cancer 
Action. And while she’d deny she’s 
a Superwoman, Kelly’s managed 
it while having two babies, who 
are both now active toddlers.

‘Honestly, it hasn’t been hard. It’s been 
fun!’ she says. ‘I only do what I can, 
when I can. But I’m determined my 
mum won’t be just another statistic. We 
lost her so young – and so quickly – to 
a cancer we’d never really even heard 
of. We won’t let her be forgotten.’

In the days after their mum’s death 
Kelly and Darrell searched for a 
charity tackling ovarian cancer. 
‘We weren’t interested in cancer 
research. We wanted ovarian cancer 
research,’ she says. ‘When we found 
Ovarian Cancer Action we knew 
immediately they were the one.’

A few months later Kelly ran the 
Silverstone Half Marathon and 
raised £1,800. She says: ‘I was 
told the Tribute Wall was being put 
up in the Research Centre and 
was absolutely determined my 
mum’s name would be on it.

‘I’m the sort of girl 
who won’t go into 
Sainsbury’s unless  
I can park outside 
the door, so running 
a half marathon was 
a real challenge. 
'I’d done almost no training, and I 
remember it was Mother’s Day so it 
was very emotional. But I got round!’

In April Kelly and Darrell held their 
second Gala Ball, which raised 
more than £20,000. There was a 
dinner, live music, an auction, raffle, 
DJ, dancing and a light show.

‘When you’ve done something once 
it gets easier,’ says Kelly. ‘I’ve learned 
to ask, ask… and ask again. I explain 
what I’m doing and tell people my 
mum’s story – and they want to 
help.  And if they can’t help they often 
know someone who can. Friends ask 
friends; and they ask their friends. 
Word of mouth is incredibly important.

‘At the ball we give all the ladies a 
goody bag,’ she says. ‘This year I put 
in a teal night light in an organza bag, 
with a card asking people to light it 
and remember my mum, Tricia, and 
all the other women who’ve died from 
ovarian cancer. The next day a woman 

sent me a photograph of the night light 
burning, surrounded by flowers she’d 
picked from her garden. That meant 
so much to me. Just imagine… all 
those night lights being lit for my mum 
and all of those amazing women.’

Kelly and Darrell Donovan
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A personal choice
Women who carry the BRCA 1/2 
gene mutation have an increased 
risk of developing breast or 
ovarian cancer. Sisters Caroline 
Presho and Angela Daggers are 
both carriers; but while Caroline 
opted for risk-reducing surgery, 
Angela has chosen surveillance. 

Caroline and Angela first knew they 
might carry the BRCA mutation 
when their paternal aunt had died 
from ovarian cancer in 2007. A few 
weeks later their father died, and 
shortly afterwards they had a call 
from Great Ormond Street Hospital.

‘Completely out of the blue they told 
us Dad had been tested and offered 
us an appointment 
to hear his results,’ 
says Caroline. ‘I knew 
a bit about BRCA 
because my aunt 
had urged me to get 
tested when she was 
diagnosed with ovarian 
cancer. She’d even 
given me a letter from 
the Royal Marsden 
Hospital to show my GP. But 
he’d told me I was unlikely to be 
affected and had sent me away.’

At Great Ormond Street the sisters 

learned their father had also carried 
the BRCA gene mutation. They were 
offered the test and six weeks later it 
was confirmed they 
were carriers too.

‘We were given so 
much information 
at the hospital that 
nothing really sank in,’ 
says Angela. ‘Later I 
felt helpless and angry 
all at once because, despite the results, 
we were told nothing could be done 
until we turned thirty-five, and then only 
to have yearly mammograms after that.’

Caroline's experience

In 2010, when Caroline 
reached thirty-five, 
she went to another 
GP and got referred 
to the Family History 
Clinic at Bart’s Hospital 
where she had a blood 
test, mammograms 
and MRI scans.

‘The MRI showed 
shadows on both breasts and I was 
called back for an ultrasound,’ says 
Caroline. ‘The wait was incredibly 
stressful, and although it proved a 
false alarm, by then I knew I wanted 

a double mastectomy. It was an easy 
decision because I have a young family 
and want to see them grow up.

‘The thing is… BRCA 
really messes with 
your head,’ she 
adds. ‘Scans and 
mammograms are 
only as good as the 
day they’re done 
and – for me – being 

screened once a year wouldn’t stop 
the stress. Back then there was very 
little support available but luckily I 
found BRCA Umbrella, a group where 
everyone totally understood what I 
was going through. The surgery wasn’t 
comfortable but it was manageable.’

Deciding whether to have her 
ovaries removed was harder, 
because Caroline and her husband, 
Conal, wanted another child. 

‘It was really difficult because I felt 
guilty about wanting another baby and 
worried I was being irresponsible,’ she 
says. ‘I cried when I found out I was 
pregnant, even though it felt so right.’

Caroline eventually had surgery to 
remove her ovaries at the beginning 
of this year, when her youngest 
daughter was nine months old. 

Angela with her sister Caroline, 
and Caroline's daughter Kitty

I cried when 
I found out I 

was pregnant, 
even though 
it felt so right

Some days I wish 
I didn’t know, but 

on the whole 
I’m glad I do
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Angela's story 
Now Angela is expecting her first baby 
in September and thinking about her 
future. She says: ‘It’s been 7 years 
since I discovered I carried the BRCA 
2 mutation. Some days I wish I didn’t 
know, but on the whole I’m glad I 
do. I’m extra vigilant about the signs 
and symptoms of cancer, although 
it’s a difficult balance between being 
vigilant and paranoid!
‘Surgery always 
seemed a very final 
step because I wanted 
children,’ says Angela. 
‘I know that my 
partner, James, and 
my family will support 
me whatever I do. 
But I hope medical 
advances will mean 
I won’t ever have 
to choose – or at least, my children 
won’t have to. I’m still only in my 30’s 
and I’m not ready for surgery yet.’ 

A personal decision 
Both Caroline and Angela know 
the decisions they have made are 
very personal. ‘I absolutely respect 
Caroline’s choice and support her 
wholeheartedly. And I’m really happy 

she’s reduced her risk of breast 
and ovarian cancer so significantly,’ 
says Angela. ‘I know I may change 
my mind about surgery as I move 
into the age bracket when I’m a 
bit more at risk. But for now, I’m 
focusing on having a family.’
For Caroline things are less clear-cut. ‘I 
find Angie’s decision really hard, purely 
because I worry for her,’ she says. ‘I 
totally understand why she’s chosen 

surveillance but I 
couldn’t live like that, 
and I find it difficult to 
talk to her about it.’

In other ways the 
sisters feel lucky 
to know they have 
the BRCA mutation 
and believe more 
families should be 
able to access BRCA 

1/2 testing. As Caroline says, ‘My 
consultant said we all carry gene 
mutations and rarely know what we’re 
passing on. At least our children will 
be offered screening because we do 
know. And by the time they’re old 
enough to be screened there may be 
better treatment options available.’ 

She adds: ‘Knowing we’re carriers 
isn’t easy. But not knowing 
could be so much worse.’

AngelaCaroline with 
her daughter Kitty

For a copy of our leaflet 
Hereditary ovarian cancer: what 
you need to know please call Abi 
Begho on 020 7380 1730 or email 
abi@ovarian.org.uk

BRCA 
Umbrella
Caroline runs an online 
support forum for people who 
are BRCA+, their families 
and friends, and healthcare 
professionals. It has more than 
1,400 members worldwide. Visit 
www.brcaumbrella.ning.com 

My consultant 
said we all carry 
gene mutations 
and rarely know 

what we’re 
passing on.

Caroline with 
her son Toby 
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