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PROFESSOR JOHN SMYTH
BY Mr CONSTANTINOS LORDOS
It is not often that one gets the chance to introduce a man so towering in his chosen field of endeavour as Professor John Smyth.

Professor Smyth heads medical oncology at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, heads the Cancer Research Centre of the same University, is President of the Federation of European Cancer Societies (FECS), serves on the scientific advisory committee at the European Medicines Agency, is the oncologist on the Committee on Safety of Medicines of the UK and, if all that was not enough, Professor Smyth is also the Editor-In-Chief of the European Journal of Cancer!!!

But please wait: Professor Smyth has also in the same time, with his wife Ann Cull, a clinical psychologist, raised a family of four daughters, thankfully all now grown up, educated and busy with their own careers, has been an international singer with the Monteverdi choir under Conductor John Eliot Gardiner, did sing on La Scala and the Lincoln Centre, is a past president of ESMO and remains still an avid skier and flyer! Truly, a man for all seasons!...

Professor Smyth started his sparkling career at Cambridge, an obvious first platform for a early high achiever where he read natural sciences and then went on to St. Bart’s, London, to do medicine and to gravitate into medical oncology under the magical spell of Hamilton Fairley, the “prophet” of medical oncology in Britain. From there he went to research and laboratory work at the Royal Marsden which led to the introduction of pentostatin in the treatment of rare forms of leukaemia and lymphoma, thereon to his PhD, and to a fellowship to the U.S National Cancer Institutes, another stint at the Royal Marsden and, at just 33!, to his professorship at Edinburgh!
Last night, Professor Smyth and I with a handful of other friends shared a nice dinner and some very warm conversations. Driving back home later, I concluded that I want this man to be my friend….. Now, friendship as you know is a mostly youthful feeling……. it doesn’t come so easily in your later years … and, …. here comes the philosophical twist: Is it his youthful energy, his commitment and drive for what he is doing that makes you wish to be his friend, or his enthusiasm for life – what the french, more precisely than others, call “joie de vivre” - or, is it his way of doing things and doing them right, or his vision for the future and how he communicate that vision and turns dreams into reality that make someone his friend?

Of course, it is all these things, and more!

John’s current agenda, includes shaping the FECS into a harmonious, democratic and unified institution, speaking to the authorities, the public and other bodies with a singular, crystal-clear (and, not necessarily bass!) voice, get academia and industry closer together to develop more new wonderful drugs at lower cost, merging all cancer services into a unified streamlined process, strengthening prevention, and teaching people that cancer is a condition of the body (just like getting older) and showing the way to closer, really close, cooperation among all cancer specialists! In his own words “Cancer Medicine is a very difficult and subtle art form – you add science to the art. It’ s so easy to do something that is useless, harmful or just misleading”…….. “If people are serious about multidisciplinary working, there should be no room for big egos and professional jealousies!”

With these fine, soul-enriching thoughts, I give you Professor John Smyth, my Man for All Seasons!...

