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This year is the 40th anniversary of the 
first use of a free abdominoplasty DIEP 
flap in breast reconstruction.

It was a landmark operation, but few 
people know that the history of the 
operation has been unjustly 
misrepresented.



The pioneering 1979 microsurgery 
operation paved the way for women 
everywhere to have breast 
reconstruction after radical mastectomy.



Previously the main way for 
breast reconstruction was via 
a pedicle tube raised in the 
abdomen and attached to the 
wrist to enable movement up  
to breast area. 

This procedure took several 
months and was severely 
taxing on the patient. 

Unsurprisingly, it was not 
often performed.



The story of the landmark operation goes back to the 
early 1970s when a centre of excellence in the new 
discipline of microsurgery was set up by Bernard 
O’Brien at St Vincent’s Hospital  in Melbourne, 
Australia.



Two young surgeons met there in 1976
- Ingemar Fogdestam from Sweden
- Richard Hamilton from Australia
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The two men started anatomical research to 
investigate the possibility of raising an 
abdominoplasty flap on its arteries so that it 
would be possible to transfer it to the chest 
area in one procedure. 

This would of course make it a much more 
viable proposition for women considering 
breast reconstruction.



Fogdestam and Hamilton discovered that the superficial 
epigastric arteries of the abdomen, though easy to access, 
were not up to the task.

However, further research showed that the deep inferior 
epigastric arteries were larger and well-suited to the purpose.

Lifting the flap on 
the deep inferior 
epigastric artery



Angiography via one deep inferior 
epigastric artery showed distribution of 
the injected contrast throughout the flap.



In 1978 they moved to 
Sweden to set up a 
Microsurgery Unit at 
Sahlgrenska
University Hospital 
in Gothenburg. 

Here they continued 
their research.



In late 1978 the 
Associate Professor at 
the hospital, 
Dr Hans Holmström, 
arranged for them to 
test 
the new microsurgical 
procedure on two 
patients.

Holmström worked 
as an assistant on 
both  procedures.

Dr Hamilton works on the epigastic artery
assisted by Dr Fogdestam (behind microscope 
at extreme right) while Dr Holmström observes 
through split beam tube. 



In May 1979, Dr Holmström, who assisted at the 
operation, delivered a paper on the technique at 
the 7th International Congress of Plastic Surgery in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

However, when he made his presentation, he 
removed the names of Fogdestam and Hamilton 
from the paper, so that his was the sole name 
there.

He also published an article in the Scandinavian 
Journal of Plastic Surgery, once again under his 
name only.



In this way he misappropriated the operation 
that Fogdestam and Hamilton had developed in 
Australia with the help of Australian resources 
and expertise, and put it under his own name.

As a result, it is his name that has always been 
associated with the breakthrough operation, 
instead of Fodgestam and Hamilton, the true 
pioneers.



This month there is an article appearing in the 
Australian Journal of Plastic Surgery revealing 
the true history of the free abdominoplasty flap 
in breast reconstruction.

And here in San Diego, at the same time, the 
story is at last being told

After 40 years, the truth is finally out.
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