
T SHOULD have
been a simple proce
dure – only minutes in
the operating theatre,
a little antiseptic and
it would all be over.
Then the woman in

the waiting room heard her
son’s hysterical cries and her
blood ran cold.

That day something went
terribly wrong in the state hospi
tal in Vryheid and four months
later Hester and Spekkies van
Vuuren are still reeling from
shock and dismay. What was to
have been a circumcision ended
up with Marco, their fiveyear
old son, losing part of his
penis.

Only a stub remains of what
previously was a normal penis.
And after months of painful
procedures and doctors’ exami
nations the toughest part still
lies ahead: telling the little boy
he’s permanently scarred and
unlikely to be like other boys
and young men.

The Cuban doctor who did
the circumcision was supposed
to make just a small incision,
Hester says at her parents’ home
in Coronation, Vryheid, Kwa
ZuluNatal, where the family
live. Instead he used nitrogen
which burnt the boy’s penis so
badly its head was destroyed
and five weeks later fell off.

“Some nights I couldn’t
sleep,” a heartbroken Hester
says. “When I closed my eyes I
could hear Marco screaming as

Hester, who has three other
children, took him to a GP last
October because his foreskin
wasn’t retracting like that of her
eightyearold son, JP.

“It wasn’t causing problems
but the doctor said it would
be more hygienic to have him
circumcised.”

On 27 October Hester took
the apprehensive little boy to a
state hospital. She held his hand
and walked with him to the
door of the operating theatre.
She promised him it wouldn’t
hurt.

About 20 minutes later she
heard Marco’s panicstricken
screams and knew something
was wrong. “He shouted that it
burnt and hurt.”

She took him in her arms and
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he came out of the theatre. And
I will never be able to forget
that raw wound.”

The 29yearold mom is brac
ing herself for the reaction of
Marco’s schoolmates when he
starts Grade 1 next year. Then
she’ll have to explain why he is
different.

She speaks openly about her
son’s mutilation. But Spekkies
(32), a driver at the anthracite
mine in Coronation, is less
forthcoming.

“It’s a sensitive issue for a
man,” is all Spekkies says before
he looks away and quickly
leaves the room.

“It’s difficult for him,” Hester
says.

The boy, named after her fa
vourite character in 7de Laan,
sits quietly at her side as she
talks. Occasionally their hands
touch. She wants Marco to
know she’s doing everything in
her power to help him.

Even though it means scrimp
ing and saving she’ll do what
ever is needed to raise R50 000
to R60 000 for a reconstructive
operation to repair her son’s
urethra, which now protrudes
between his testicles and penis.

More surgery might be nec
essary and Marco also needs
psychological help but the
damage to his sex organ can’t
be undone.

MARCO looks at his mother
with asmuch trust as fivemonths
ago, before their ordeal began.

I
tried to soothe him but it took
20 minutes to calm him. “He
kept wanting to open his legs,”
she says.

The wound was covered with
Betadine ointment and gauze.
When Marco wanted to go to
the toilet the nurse said he
should urinate through the
dressing. “He tried hard but
nothing came out.”

Hester didn’t know where to
look when the sister cleaned the
wound. “It looked revolting. It
was red and swollen and a blis
ter had formed.”

Marco kept crying and com
plaining of a burning pain and
could manage only a few drops
when he urinated. When the
surgeon didn’t check on him
during ward rounds Hester
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insisted he examine him. The
blister was enormous.
“He said, ‘It’s normal. Just

put ice on it’.”
Marco was sent home with

antibiotics, a pain syrup and
instructions to keep thewound
clean.
On the third day he was

struggling even more to uri-
nate soHester took him to the
clinic. By then the wound had
turned blue.
Thirteen days after the op-

eration Marco was unable to
urinate at all. Hester scraped
the cash together and took
him to a private doctor in
Vryheid. He took one look at
Marco and told her this wasn’t
a circumcision; the delicate
tissue had been burnt and
destroyed.
Marco needed to be seen

urgently by a urologist but the
family doesn’t have medical
cover so Hester took him to a
state hospital at Madadeni,
near Newcastle.
“When the doctor exam-

ined Marco he clapped his
hands together and said, ‘Your
child has been mutilated’.”
The wound was black and had
turned septic.
Marco had become so afraid

of doctors he started scream-
ing the minute he saw one.
His mother and grandmother
had to hold him down so the

doctor could give him an in-
jection.
“I held his hand and told

him, “You’re Mommy’s big
boy. You’re strong. Look
Mommy in the eyes’.”
Marco looked directly at

her. “But Mommy, it hurts,”
he answered. Her heart was
breaking, Hester says, and she
would have done anything to
help her son.
The doctor wanted to send

them back to the Vryheid hos-
pital but Hester decided no
state doctor would ever touch
her son again.
She hired a lawyer to sue

the surgeon and the hospital.
The lawyer has since found a
top urologist and paid for a
consultation because by then
the family was broke.
Hester had braced herself

for the worst when they fi-
nally saw Dr Mahesh Danjee
in Newcastle on 19 Novem-
ber. “Marco was no longer in
pain.”
It was only when the doc-

tor told her to be strong and
began explaining that she re-
alised the head of the boy’s
penis would eventually fall
off. “There in the surgery I
thought my son would now
be maimed for the rest of his
life.”
She had to putMarco in the

bath and wiggle the tip of his

penis to help the process
along. When on 5 December
the head fell off there was just
a stub left.
The family hopes one day

to have the means for the
operation to have Marco’s
urethra stretched and the re-
construction done.
The good news, Dr Danjee

says, is the boy’s penis will
eventually be only 2 to 3 cm
shorter because the head
makes up such a large part of
a small boy’s penis. Whether
it will function normally will
be known only when he is
older.
Hester would like to set up

a fund for Marco but doesn’t
know how to go about it. All
she knows is she would do
anything to help her son to be
normal again.
Spekkies is also uncertain

about the future. “It’s a man’s
pride. I don’t know how I’m
going to answer his questions
about his masculinity.”
He might be young but

Marco knows something is
wrong, Hester says. “The
other night he bathed with JP
and asked why they had to cut
his penis off. I told him not
to worry, they would make
him another one.”
As Hester knows, you have

to make good on promises
you make.
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‘I don’t
know how
I’m going to
answer his
questions
about his

masculinity’

ABOVE LEFT:
Things went horri-
bly wrong when
Marco van Vuuren
was circumcised.
TOP FAR LEFT:
Marco’s penis (left)
soon after the
botched operation
and (right) as it is
today. FAR LEFT:
With his mom,
Hester, who has
sleepless night
about what has
happened to him.
LEFT: With his dad,
Spekkies, and his
mom.



BUNDLE of
fear in a small
white surgical
gown – that’s
w h a t l i t t l e
M a r c o v a n

Vuuren looks like. Beneath the
blue surgical cap the five-year-
old is very cute but the fear
never leaves his lively little
eyes.

And no wonder. The previous
time he was in hospital he
screamed hysterically in pain
after a doctor, doing a simple
circumcision, burnt his penis so
badly with nitrogen that half of
it eventually fell off, leaving just
a little stump.

Even though Marco is scared,
today is a day of new hope and
fresh beginnings thanks to the
warm hearts and open wallets
of YOU readers and one amaz-
ingly generous benefactor in
particular. An angel, as Marco’s

could no longer stand and uri-
nate. As an adult he would also
not have been able to ejaculate
normally and his ability to fa-
ther children would have been
seriously hampered.

The family does not have
medical aid and the operation
would have cost an unaffordable
R60 000.

They could never have dreamt
that thanks to the generosity of
YOU readers Marco’s fortunes
would change so radically with-
in two weeks. Readers were so
moved by his plight they started
a Facebook group for him and
people are still depositing mon-
ey in YOU’s Ubuntu fund to
cover his medical expenses.

The Van Vuurens were speech-
less when they heard about the
mystery benefactor who had
taken Marco under his wing. He
contacted Hester and Dr Ma-
hesh Dhanjee, who is Marco’s

mother, Hester (29), calls him.
The story of the boy’s ordeal

(YOU, 11 March) touched
readers’ hearts and it’s thanks to
them that Hester and Marco’s
dad, Spekkies (32), are at his
hospital bedside today so the
damage done last October can
be repaired.

And not only will the mys-
tery donor pay the lion’s share
of the medical bills he has also
donated generously to enable
Marco’s parents to travel from
Coronation in KwaZulu-Natal
to Newcastle to support their
son at Newcastle Private Hos-
pital.

An operation to reconstruct
Marco’s urinal tract was the
only way to give him a chance
of a normal life. After his penis
was maimed his urinal tract,
which should run through the
organ, emerged just above his
scrotum. As a result Marco

A urologist, and before the boy
had put a foot in hospital he’d
donated about R37 000 to Mar-
co’s hospital bill.

“We don’t have the words to
thank this man,” an over-
whelmed Hester says. “I can just
say ‘thank you’ a million times
and ask the Lord to bless him.
It really is a miracle. He must
be an angel of God.”

And, in keeping with the
spirit of incredible generosity to
people in need, Dr Dhanjee and
the anaesthetist, Dr Rajesh
Lutchman, also offered their
services free of charge.

UNTIL recently Hester and
Spekkies, a vehicle driver at the
anthracite mine at Coronation,
were at their wits’ end worrying
about Marco’s future. Never in
their wildest dreams could they
have imagined the overwhelm-
ing reaction they would get to

Mutilated during circumcision:
anonymous benefactor pays for little

Marco’s much-needed surgery

ourangel!
Thankyou,

LEFT: Hester van Vuuren accompanies her son,
Marco, into theatre. ABOVE: Dr Mahesh Dhanjee
shows Marco’s dad, Spekkies, and Hester the
pictures after the operation. BELOW: Marco still
drowsy after surgery – at least he now has a
chance of leading a normal life.
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ABOVE and RIGHT: A brave Marco in his hospital bed just
before the operation.

tion,” the doctor explains.
There is a danger of infec-

tion and leakages when you
build a new urinary tract but
Dr Dhanjee says he’ll keep a
careful eye on the boy’s pro-
gress. “At least Marco will now
be able to stand and urinate,
and aim. This wasn’t possible
before.”
The boy doesn’t have a fore-

skin and even if one were cre-
ated with plastic surgery it
would not have any feeling.
“But he’d still experience sensa-
tions in his penis.”
The money people have do-

nated so generously will now be
used to pay for Marco’s psycho-
logical counselling, Hester says.
“He’s very aggressive. Just

now when he went into the
theatre he screamed that he
hated me. But I know he doesn’t
mean it.”
He will turn six in June and

next year he’ll go to school. “He
can already count to 20 and
draw pictures,” his mom says.
“But when he draws a man he
makes a big red circle where his
sexual organs are supposed to
be. But we’ll get through this as
well.
“We’ve already had the bad

news. All we’re getting now is
good news. Things can only get
better from now on.”

the article in YOU.
From Swakopmund in Na-

mibia and every corner of South
Africa came SMSes and mes-
sages of support, Hester says.
Lettie Robêrt of Kroonstad,
who started the Facebook group,
donated a laptop computer so
Hester could read the messages
on Facebook.
The call from their benefactor

– who insists on remaining
anonymous – came a few days
after the article appeared. He
immediately contacted Dr
Dhanjee and 10 minutes later
Marco’s operation had been
scheduled.
“I couldn’t believe it,” Hester

says with tears in her eyes. “It
felt like a dream. I still feel as if
I’m dreaming.”
Two years ago the family’s car

was stolen and they can’t afford
a new one. Again the donor
came to their rescue.
The day before the operation,

exactly at noon as arranged, a
black 4x4 arrived at their home.
The driver didn’t say much but
did reveal he had just travelled
600 km to collect them. “I don’t
know what kind of car it was
but it had lots of seats and the
windows were black,” Spekkies
recalls.
Their benefactor booked them

into a guesthouse in Newcastle
for the duration ofMarco’s week-
long stay in hospital and made
sure there was a car at their dis-

posal. Hester just shakes her
head in disbelief.
At the guesthouse they found

a bag of clothes – from under-
pants to socks,T-shirts, slippers,
takkies and shorts – for Marco.
“He’d even packed crayons,
puzzles, a toy car and toiletries
for our son,” Hester says. He
thought of everything – and
there was R1 000 to buy food
for the week.
Early this morning, just be-

fore six, the man called again to
wish them strength. “It’s me,”
he said. “We’re all praying for
you and we know the Lord will
bless you. I’ll call again after
two.” AndMarco was barely out
of the theatre when the call
came.
“Everything went well,” Dr

Dhanjee tells them soon after
the operation. “If it goes well in
future Marco shouldn’t have to
undergo a second operation,”
he says, running his fingers
through the sleeping boy’s thick
blond hair.
Dr Dhanjee cut the shrunken

skin around the stump of the
boy’s penis, pulled the penis up,
created a new urinary tract and
reattached the skin around the
penis.
“Without stretching it his

penis is now at least 2 cm long.
His virility most probably has
not been affected. Time
will tell whether he’ll be
able to get a normal erec-
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Our article about youngMarco
van Vuuren generated an over-
whelming response from read-
ers keen to donate money to
help the family. Donations of
any kind must be deposited in a
legally recognised fund but cre-
ating a fund can be complicated
given the legal requirements
and costs.We’ve therefore de-
cided to expand our existing
Ubuntu fund for donations to
help Marco and similar cases.
“We’ve been so touched by

our readers’ incredible generos-
ity we decided we’d use the
fund so more people can be
helped in this way in future,”
YOU editor EsmaréWeideman
says.
So if you ever feel you’d like

to help someone featured in
YOU you can deposit your dona-
tion directly into the Ubuntu
fund bank account.We’ll ensure
the money reaches the relevant
person and is put to the best
use. Just send an e-mail to
ubuntu@media24.com, noting
the amount you’ve donated
and the person it’s intended for.
By the time we went to print

we’d received R2 450 from read-
ers for Marco which will now
be used for psychological
counselling.
The Ubuntu fund will contin-

ue to fulfil its original purpose
– to give readers the opportuni-
ty to reach out to people any-
where in the country. Requests
and suggestions can also be
sent to ubuntu@media24.com.
Deposits can be made to the

Ubuntu fund at Absa Bank.
Account name: Media24 Ltd,
Special name: Huisgenoot/
YOU Ubuntu project. Current
account number: 40 6501 0715.

MARCO ANDTHE
UBUNTU FUND

gress. “At least Marco will now
be able to stand and urinate,
and aim. This wasn’t possible

The boy doesn’t have a fore-

WHAT DOYOUTHINK?
Tell us onYOU’s website,
Facebook, Twitter or mobi.
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