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that the money wasn’t going into a big pot and that we 
knew exactly how it was being spent.”

However, when a merger of cancer departments 
resulted in the closure of the research laboratory, the 
fundraising took a new direction.

“I read an article in the Times about the work of 
the paediatric department of the Royal Marsden, so I 
wrote and asked how we could help,” said Val who was 
immediately invited to meet Professor Kathy Pritchard-
Jones and Dr Chris Jones. “They explained that what 
they did was very similar to the Institute of Child Health,” 
she said. “It seemed right that we should support them.”

The fundraising continued and, in 2006, Edward King, 
Chairman of Mid Sussex District Council chose the Gillian 
Fabb Memorial Fund as his charity for the year. “He had 
lost a son to cancer so the charity meant a lot to him,” 
said Val. During the year Edward raised £9,000 with 
events including a civic dinner and a golf tournament

Over the years the charity has received thousands 
of pounds from the Independent State of Cuckfield, 
following the Mayor’s election campaigns and Val has 
rarely missed taking part in the procession. She has also 
been a regular stallholder at the Cuckoo Fair and earlier 
this year could be found selling cakes made by family and 
friends, and bird boxes made by local Duke of Edinburgh 
student Joshua Walker.  And, of course, there’s always a 
Gillian Fabb Christmas tree in the annual Church festival.

As they grew older, Gilly sister’s embarked on their 
own fund raising challenges. Philippa, who is now a 
Consultant Anaesthetist, completed the Three Peaks 
Challenge with thee university friends, scaling Ben Nevis, 
Scafell peak and Mount Snowdon and raising £2,600. 
Earlier this year, Helen’s father in law Steve Harrington 
ran the Brighton Marathon, and his employer HSBC bank 
doubled some of his sponsor money. In September 
Helen’s husband Rob Harrington will undertake the 
South Downs Bike Ride.

As her daughters grew up, Val went back to studying, 
taking an Open University Degree in Natural Sciences 
with Biology in 1999 gaining a 2:1. She also joined the 
Sussex Chorus (formerly Ditching Choral Society) and 
was a member for 23 years.

Val now splits her time between homes in Cuckfield and 
Dorset, with her partner Keith - after romance blossomed 
following a 55 year friendship! “We’ve known each other 
forever, and Keith is Judy’s godfather,” said Val.

As she approaches the anniversary of Gilly’s death, 
Val has one wish - to raise the £3,283.09 needed to reach 
£200,000 mark. “It would be fantastic is we could achieve 
this in Gilly’s 40th anniversary year,” she said.

http://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/RobHarrington

said Val, who had worked at St Paul’s School in Haywards 
Heath before Gilly was born. “I don’t remember much 
about the funeral apart from Peter standing there 
clutching a bunch of violets.”

 Keen to start fund raising in Gilly’s memory, Val 
asked friends for donations rather than flowers. “Gilly’s 
godfather, Gordon Steptoe, manager of Barclays Bank 
in Brighton, set up an account and the Gillian Fabb 
Memorial Fund was born.”

Events were organised and donations started to 
flood in. One of the first was £200 from Harlands School 
Christmas Carol Concert.

By June 1977 Val had raised £1,100. “I thought to 
myself – if we can do this in eight months, let’s carry on!

“Gordon suggested we become a registered charity 
which he set up with the help of lawyer friend.”

Val soon found herself picking up cheques from fund 
raising events, from sponsored walks, concerts, dances, 
swims and slims, to a bar billiards contest and even brass 
rubbing, as support for the charity grew. “Two of the local 
masonic lodges adopted us and raised a great deal of 
money for us,” said Val.

At the same time, Val’s family was also growing as two 
more daughters arrived - Philippa, in 1978 and Helen in 
1981. “When I’m asked I never say I have three daughters 
– I always say I have four, but one has died,” said Val.

For the Fabb girls, fund raising became a way of life. 
“There was always something happening,” said Val. “I 
remember Helen taking part in a sponsored walk when 
she was just a toddler!” 

“One of our friends, Terry Bohanna, was an air steward 
and started a coin collection on inbound flights.  

“He would turn up on the doorstep with carrier bags 
full of coins and we would spend the evening counting 
them on the kitchen table.  My girls learnt how to count 
pesetas and drachma before they learnt to count sterling!

“Every year we had a big raffle and a Christmas Bazaar, 
held at my friend Val King’s house in Cuckfield for over 
15 years and later in the Old School, before moving to my 
friend Chris Musgraves’ house,” said Val who has fund 
raised annually through the Miller catalogues (now Webb 
Ivory). “One year I was one of their top fund raiser and 
was invited to a celebration event,” she recalled.

In the early days, money was donated to the Institute 
of Child Health Laboratories, attached to Great Ormond 
Street Hospital. “We bought a machine which carried 
out vital tests following biopsies, as the staff had been 
using one at the Royal Marsden and desperately needed 
their own,” said Val, who worked closely with Dr John 
Pritchard, Senior Oncology Consultant. “We were in 
contact with him all the time. It was very important to us 

in Brighton for x-rays. Although the x-rays came back 
clear, Gilly was taken to Great Ormond Street for further 
investigation.

“I went in the ambulance with her and stayed for two 
weeks while tests were carried out,” said Val. During that 
time Gilly was sent to University College Hospital where a 
scan revealed that her liver was greatly enlarged with cancer.

“The doctors said it was extremely rare and that they 
had never come across a tumour of that nature in a child 
before,” said Val.

Gilly died on 4th November 1976 - just six weeks after 
being taken ill. 

“I never believed she was going to die,” said Val. “I 
couldn’t let myself believe it. I would look at her and 
think: ‘she looks better today’, and she very often did.

“While Gilly was ill, I asked myself what I could do to 
help others in similar situations and set myself a target to 
raise £1,000 for when she got better.”

After Gilly died, Val became even more determined to 
raise funds for research into child cancer.

Gilly’s funeral was held at Holy Trinity Church. “The 
service was taken by family friend Peter Louis, curate 
at East Grinstead and Father Keating from Staplefield,” 

By Claire Cooper
Gillian Fabb was born in Cuckfield Hospital in 1968, the 
first child for proud parents Val and Tony. She grew into 
a bright, healthy and happy little girl and was delighted 
when little sister Judy came along in 1971. 

But in September 1976, Val noticed a change in her lively 
little girl. “We felt something wasn’t quite right when Gilly 
went back to Harlands School after the summer holidays,” 
said Val. “She just wasn’t herself, but we put it down to 
being over tired after our camping holiday.”

But when Gilly returned home exhausted from a 
school trip it was clear something was wrong. “Her 
friends said all she wanted to do was to sit down which 
was very unlike her,” Val recalled. 

Bloods tests showed that Gilly had jaundice, possibly 
hepatitis, and she was admitted to Cuckfield Hospital 
as a day patient for observation and more tests. “I 
was teaching full time at Imberhorne School, in East 
Grinstead so would drop her off in the morning and pick 
her up on my way home,” said Val. “One day I was told the 
doctor wanted to talk to me and would phone me in the 
evening. That’s when I knew it was serious.”

The doctor suspected that there was a problem 
with Gilly’s kidneys and referred her to the Royal Alex 

A charity set up in memory of an eight year old Cuckfield girl who died from a rare 
form of cancer reaches a milestone this year.

For the past 40 years The Gillian Fabb Memorial Fund has been close to the hearts 
of Cuckfield residents, as Gilly’s mum Val has worked tirelessly to raise funds for 
research into child cancer and to ensure that some good came from her daughter’s 
tragic death.

With support from her family, friends and generations of Cuckfield residents, Val 
has raised thousands of pounds to provide vital equipment for children’s hospitals.

As the charity marks its 40th anniversary, Val shares Gilly’s story, and tells how 
fund raising helped the family cope with their loss and how she hopes to top the 
magic £200,000 mark by the end of the year. 

Val Fabb
village people
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