
Calais – a moving journey 

By The Revd Aidan Coleman, Vicar of Holywell 

 

We arrived at the aid distribution 

centre for the charity Care4Calais at 

about 1.30pm European Time on 

December 17th with three vans 

loaded with blankets, sleeping bags, 

warm winter clothing and food. All 

had been donated by the Diocese of 

St. Asaph, by a Flintshire based 

organization supporting refugees called Share and by the Muslim charity Serving 

Humanity. I was in the van containing aid from the Diocese together with Ged Hall a 

member of the congregation at St. Peter’s Church, Holywell. The van from Share was 

driven by that charities founder Louise Edwards and accompanied by Sam. Louise is a 

Mother from Treuddyn who four months ago stood up at a rehearsal of the 

community choir to which she belongs and announced that she was going to start 

collecting for refugees and proposed storing the aid in her home. Within months she 

had persuaded Flintshire County Council to donate the former re-cycling centre in 

Flint where up to 20 volunteers now sort through donations of clothing from the 

public. Louise herself has made at least three trips to Leros in Greece with aid from 

North Wales. The van from Serving Humanity was driven by Razi and Azmat, two of 

the three founders of the charity. We had stayed overnight at Azmat’s home in 

Maidenhead on December 16th and enjoyed the most wonderful hospitality. For all 6 

of us this was our first visit to The Jungle at Calais 

The first of my personal misconceptions to be exploded was on discovering that the 

French town of Calais was not under siege by refugees but is as busy and as peaceful 

a community as it has been these last 70 years. Tourists with skis bolted to the tops 

of their 4x4’s and heading for the Alps still happily exited the port without 

interference. Christmas decorations were up and Calais bustled with activity and 

commerce, the allotments as pretty as a picture in the mid December sunshine. And 

yet it was immediately clear that all was not normal here. As our vans drove up the 



ramps out of the Tunnel’s train terminal we drove past an electrified fence of such 

stature that it looked as though it might formally have served as the T-Rex enclosure 

for the set of Jurassic Park. In the near distance what looked like armed soldiers 

patrolled along another perimeter wall. As we returned that night to catch our train 

the police had blocked off lanes on the motorway and in full body armour were 

positioned on bridges overlooking the ground below, ground which accessed the 

train terminal, the blue lights of their vehicles flashing way off into the distance. 

At the Care4Calais depot we unloaded 

our boxes and met some of the 

incredible young volunteers who are 

working here, Sophia from Portugal, 

Morris from Dublin, Jorgen from 

Sweden, a young woman from Brazil, a 

French woman and half a dozen from 

the UK and many more. Their 

commitment was amongst the most inspiring things I witnessed on this trip. 

We were then invited to join the volunteers on a distribution trip to the Jungle which 

was about 15 minutes drive away. Two vans were loaded one with sleeping bags and 

the other with blankets and we new comers were given a quick drill on how the 

distribution would take place.  

Because the van I travelled in had no windows I 

sat in pitch black for the journey with 5 other 

volunteers and the first I knew that we were in 

the Jungle was when the van started rocking 

with an obvious change in the road surface and 

the blare of Arabic music played loud. The van 

stopped, the doors flung open and I stepped 

out into another world having been transported from the glamour of Calais to a 

place of none in the space of 15 minutes. It looked how a world on the brink of 

collapse might look. We had stopped outside a hovel, a structure of wood, plastic 

sheeting and rope, like all the structures on this strip of land on which the French 

Government tolerates and allows as home to some 6,000 men, women and children 



seeking refuge and sanctuary. It is growing daily with new arrivals and six children 

were born stateless in the camp this year. A similar camp at Dunkirk we were told is 

home to 2,000 souls. The particular hovel outside which we had stopped was a 

shelter and a shop with seven or eight bottles of shampoo and moisturiser on display 

behind a clear plastic sheet that served as a window.  

 

The French Government don’t want this camp to have the status of a refugee camp 

so the Red Cross and the United Nations have no presence here. As we distributed 

the sleeping bags to an orderly and good humoured queue that had quickly formed 

and that stretched far back down the dirt track other people walked past carrying 

trays of food in plastic bags as though they had just been for a carry out. These were 

amongst the 2,000 meals prepared each day and brought to the Jungle for 

distribution from a large charity kitchen in Calais. There is much ill health in the 

Jungle and people aren’t really getting the treatment they need. The international 

medical charity Medicins sans Frontieres is currently building a facility in the camp 

and next to it the French Government is building secure accommodation for 1,500 of 

the most vulnerable refugees. 



As we walked around the Jungle following the distribution it is clear just what a 

community has developed here, there is a church, mosques, at least two schools, a 

workshop, children’s secure play area, small shops and art work. And the people 

gathered together here are from all walks of life including entrepreneurs, teachers, 

doctors and businessmen. According to the estimation of one source I spoke to 

between one hundred and one hundred and fifty of these people make it through to 

the UK each week in the back of lorries having paid around 5,000 Euros each. 

    

Ged and I arrived back in Holywell at 2am on Friday morning. Later that day I 

watched the programme Question Time recorded from the previous evening and the 

Conservative politician Jacob Rees- Mogg responding to a question about economic 

migrants and the capping of benefits spoke of how “it’s a dreadful way to think of 

brave people who move half way across a continent to come and work here that 

they are simply coming to grub for benefits, they are not, they are coming to change 

their lives fundamentally, they are taking a risk, they are leaving their families and 

friends and doing something of great sacrifice to improve their lives and the lives of 

their families and to say they are doing it because they are little better than benefit 

cheats is a really awful view of those trying to come here”. Whilst Rees-Mogg was 

speaking of a context very different from the Calais Jungle where the vast majority of 

people are seeking international protection from war and persecution and would 

qualify as refugees if anyone bothered to assess their status, yet his words seemed 

to encapsulate much of what I had witnessed during the previous day, the courage, 

the hope, the loss, the resilience of these human beings in the face of great 

misfortune. 

    

I am left feeling that as a Christian and as part of the worldwide Church that I should 

be, that we should be, campaigning for a Jubilee for those in the Calais Jungle and at 



Dunkirk, that those who wish to come to France should be allowed to do so, that 

those who want to come to the United Kingdom should be allowed to do so, that 

those who want to return to their homeland should be helped so that this chaos on 

our border can be brought to an end, that this stain on Europe can be removed, that 

this squalor can be ended, that this risk to life and limb from attempts to cross 

illegally can be avoided, that this waste of human potential can be further 

prevented, that this profiteering from human misery can be denied, that compassion 

and our common humanity can triumph.  


