
COLD, WET & DESPERATE 
An extended article by Iain O'Donaghue about his experience helping refugess on the Greek 
island of Lesbos (Lesvos) 
 
I have flown many times to many places around the world; for holidays, for business 
travel and for family events. But never for humanitarian reasons.  
 
The catalyst for travelling to Lesvos to help out with the refugee crisis was Hiraeth Hope - a 
community group based in Newport, Pembs and specifically Steve Wilson and his wife Cara 
who have been closely involved in the group's fundraising initiatives. Steve and I grew up 
together in Goodwick and we set aside 10 days to make the trip in late January 2016.  
 
En route to Lesvos via a Ryanair flight from Stansted to Athens and an overnight ferry from 
Piraeus to the port of Mytiline, we passed the journey contemplating the challenges ahead 
and wondering whether we would be up to the task - and also learning a few basic Greek 
phrases, as I'm afraid Arabic and Farsi proved to be beyond the limited abilities of these two 
particular West Walians. 
  
Mytiline was quiet as we docked at 8am on Wednesday 27th January. The local Greek 
population was going about its daily business as small groups of refugees sit on the pavement 
or stroll around the port and harbour walls; single men, small family groups. Afghans, Syrians, 
Iraqis? I don't have the experience to tell. They look tired but determined, but sadly all too 
unaware of the harrowing journey and risks still ahead.  
  
We were keen to find our digs, drop off our gear and head to Pikpa Camp, taking with us the 
approx. 60Kg of clothes, thermal wear, walking boots and rucksacks that had been our burden 
since stepping off the flight in Athens. The items had been kindly donated by friends and 
family or purchased with some of the circa €4,200 which has been fundraised locally prior 
to our trip. We read up on Pikpa before we left the UK (the camp provides food, shelter 
and safety for vulnerable families) so we decided to start out here, but the place was 
surprisingly quiet and underwhelming when we arrived mid-morning.  
 
We met some fellow volunteers, attended the daily camp meeting, then spent a few hours 
inspecting the sheltered accommodation for wear and tear and helping to improve some of 
the pathways that lead to the toilet block. But it felt rather odd, like a guilty token gesture. 
Although it was very early days, we felt we should be contributing more, expending greater 
levels of energy in the hope that we could somehow make a difference, so the next day we 
hired a car and headed for Moria. 
  

 
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We soon found out that there are two camps in Moria. The official registration camp is a 
former military base which processes refugees from certain countries: Iraq, Syria, Palestine, 
Yemen, Sudan, Somalia and Eritrea. It is the largest registration point and transit camp for 
refugees arriving on the island of Lesvos. After arriving at Moria, refugees get a dated ticket 
from Greek police and must register when their ticket date is called, typically a wait of a 
few days.  
 
Once registered, they are then permitted to go to Athens and continue their journey up the 
Balkan route to their final destination. Due to weather conditions at sea, migration patterns 
and the registration process itself, Moria’s population can fluctuate dramatically from one 
day to the next. Registration in the official camp is generally carried out by Greek police units. 
The UNHCR (the UN Refugee Agency) coordinates the protection of the refugees.  
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Food is delivered in the daytime and Médecins Sans Frontières provide doctors on duty, but 
all too often the medical huts are closed.  All other nationalities are sent to the unofficial 
camp just next to it. Volunteers from far and wide are not allowed in the official camp, good 
people who have travelled to Lesvos on their own dime, full of skills but with no permission to 
apply them, so they simply started their own camp and called it Better Days for Moria, or 
Afghan Hill as it became known because that’s where the Afghanis began to pitch their 
multi-coloured tents, the larger white ones being provided by various charity organizations. 
 

The BDFM camp sits in a few acres of uneven and 
unspectacular olive grove, a parcel of land rented from a 
local farmer and supported by voluntary donations from a 
network of charities from around the world. There is no 
proper entrance, it’s muddy and dirty.  
 
The camp has set up its own services; a place to make 
people feel welcome and to give out aid such as dry clothes, 
food and hot tea. BDFM also has a children's play area to 

keep the little ones pre-occupied and provides a 24-hour medical tent. The infrastructure at 
BDFM is far from ideal but the common goal among the volunteers is to bring a sense of 
humanity and care, however brief, to the difficult journey these people are experiencing. The 
camp is a hive of activity when we arrive and after a site orientation walk provided by a nurse 
from Penzance, it is here we decide to commit the rest of our time on the Island.   
  
We soon hook up with Hans and his Dutch Group Because We Carry 
who help with food preparation and handing out meals from the 
Bristol Skipchen tent. They also raise funds back in Holland to provide 
Baby Carriers to parents with babies which proved to be a simple but 
ingenious and extremely beneficial piece of kit when you consider 
most families have to carry both their young children and 
personal belongings.   
 
The vibe with our Dutch friends is good and we feel part of the team. Our daily activities at 
BDFM include serving pre-made meals, helping with crowd control, washing dishes and 
helping out in the Tea Tent. When we had spare time, we were able to report for the 6pm 
tent cleaning service whereby tents vacated by large families and single sex groups are 
cleaned and prepared for the next arrivals (usually late at night). Head torches become vital 
for this activity as the sun sets shortly after 6pm.  
 
Sanitation at the camp is very basic and the Portaloo's provided for the refugees were 
nothing short of a disgrace. But it’s the best that can be done where the priority is to feed and 
shelter these desperate people, many arriving shoeless, soaking wet and in a state of shock 
and despondency. But alive. Many of the refugees I met at BDFM acknowledged the 
hand-outs with a smile or an appreciative nod, others were simply too exhausted or 
traumatised.  

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
With only eight days on the Island, we were keen to roll up our sleeves and seek out some 
honest graft wherever help was needed. One day we helped prepare and distribute 600 
meals, which Hiraeth Hope funded, at the ferry port (a four-day ferry strike causing a large 
backlog of humanity waiting to depart on the evening ferry to Piraeus) and the next day 
returned to issue sandwiches to the remaining refugees.  
 



We also did a short stint in the warehouse organising large boxes of clothes which had 
been building up over recent days which was tough and thankless work. During my time on 
the Island, I met many volunteers who had been there many months. These unsung 
heroes turned up for work at the camps week in, week out, usually working quietly in the 
background and often on a seven-days-a-week shift pattern - the unseen but vital cogs in the 
camp's operations.  
 
It was humbling to know that so many people were making such an enormous effort and 
were determined not to let go of what makes us human: our capacity to show empathy, 
care and compassion. During our time at Moria, the money raised through Hiraeth Hope was 
predominantly used to buy fresh fruit and basic food essentials from wholesalers to cook and 
distribute directly to the refugees.  
  
Several times during our stay we went sea watching with other volunteers. The sea watch 
teams usually meet up around 11pm, as the boats from Turkey come mostly at night. 
Apparently that’s the best way to avoid the Turkish and Greek coast guards and Frontex, the 
European Border Agency. These 3 border control authorities play out different roles in the 
small patch of sea which separates the Turkish coastline from the Greek Islands and I was 
never quite able to get my head around how this nautical game of chess worked.  
 
As far as I could tell, if the refugees were intercepted in Turkish waters by the Turkish 
coastguards, the occupants are taken back to Turkey and imprisoned, usually for a few 
days. But if a migrant boat is intercepted by the Greek coastguards in Greek waters, they 
are taken ashore where they are transferred to Moria by bus for registration. As for Frontex, 
if their main role is to stop migrants from illegally entering Europe as many suggest, then 
following this logic they presumably make sure that the migrant boats remain in Turkish 
waters? 
 
What remains sobering is the thought of desperate people, sometimes up to 50 or 60 at a 
time crammed into frail inflatable dinghies carrying all they own in small backpacks making a 
perilous voyage in the hope that other parts of Europe will welcome them. The night 
temperature while we were on Lesvos was about 7 Deg C but with the wind whipping off the 
Aegean it felt far colder.  
 
It has been estimated that over half a million people had entered Lesvos in the previous six 
months using this route to escape war, violence, persecution and poverty. Many have died 
during the crossing and I heard of one man who arrived in Lesvos in early January whose wife, 
wife’s mother and all six of his children drowned when the unfit boat they were travelling in 
took on water and capsized.  
 
For the privilege of making this treacherous journey, the Turkish people smugglers charge the 
occupants about €1,000 each. Want to bring your wheelchair? That will be another €1,000 
because it takes up the space of another person. Separately, the refugees are also sold 
counterfeit life jackets for around €40, unaware that these are filled with low grade packing 
foam which bulks up the life jackets but is unable to provide the necessary buoyancy should 
its unfortunate wearer enter the water. 
 
Migration and refugee movements in the Mediterranean countries have gained 
unprecedented momentum over the last year and the situation in Greece and Turkey 
remained fluid during our stay on the Island with the political landscape changing almost 
daily. What was acceptable for volunteers one day became a criminal offence the next, 
as three Spanish Lifeguards found out to their cost the week before we arrived. The lifeguards 
were arrested for towing in a stranded dinghy with 51 refugees aboard after its engine had 
failed. They were initially charged with people trafficking, which carries a prison sentence of 
up to 10 years in jail, but were eventually released on bail.  
  
Like all crises, where there is suffering and vulnerability you will also find the diabolical dregs 
of humanity circling in the sky, looking to benefit from other people's misery like the 
wretched profit-making vultures they are. I have already mentioned the people traffickers 
who on rough nights would often force refugees to get in to the flimsy vessels at gunpoint.  
 
It is estimated that some 10,000 minors have gone missing since crossing into the EU, their 
safety and whereabouts still unknown. An entire criminal infrastructure has developed over 



the past couple of years around exploiting the migrant flow and there are many recorded 
cases of sexual abuse, violence, and extortion involving children.  
 
In addition, European security forces believe hundreds of Islamic State terrorists have used 
the opportunity to enter Europe disguised at refugees. Indeed, two of the Paris bombers had 
arrived in France precisely that way.  Eight more terrorists were recently arrested in Turkey, 
again posing as refugees. It’s hardly a wonder why at times Europe views these 
largely innocent masses with fear and suspicion. 
 

During our time on Lesvos we came across many clever 
and inspiring people such as the Dirty Girls of Lesvos 
Island. Before the Dirty Girls, soiled and wet clothes 
were simply being thrown away. This small operation 
collects used clothes and has them washed, dried and 
delivered back to the camps and warehouses to be 
re-used. It is cheaper, faster and so much better for 
the environment than throwing them away and relying 
on new shipments from overseas.  
 

 
We also visited the No Borders Kitchen, a German-based group started this camp to provide 
tent shelters, clean clothes, warm meals and hot tea to 
people not eligible for refugee status in Europe (e.g. 
Moroccans, Algerians, Pakistanis). Because people from 
these countries are considered illegal immigrants and 
not refugees, NBK is one of the few groups providing for 
their basic needs. The volunteers sleep in the tent camp 
with the other inhabitants and share duties together in 
the kitchen and around the camp.   
  
On our last night in Lesvos, we completed our final duty at Moria in the Tea Tent around 
midnight and decided to head to Katia and spend our final hours on sea watch before our 
flight to Athens at 8.15am. It was quiet at Katia, a raised promontory on the coastal road and 
the main point of look-out on the south eastern shore, so we headed further up the coast to a 
small patch of beach next to the airport. This is a popular location for boat arrivals as they use 
the airport's perimeter security lighting as a navigational aid from the sea.  
 

We meet up with a group of Spanish 
firefighters who provide voluntary 
lifeguard duties in Lesvos during 
their time off shift. Tonight, the men I 
speak to are from Malaga and 
Marbella and as I get a fire lit to keep 
the cold out, they put on bright 
orange dry suits and head torches. 
These are the guys who wade out into 
the water and guide and secure the 
boats as they come ashore. When a 

dinghy is in distress or stranded on the Aegean sea - engine failure, no fuel or is at risk 
of sinking - they have their own rescue boat and head out to sea to bring its passengers safely 
to shore.  
 
They are not paid and self-fund their operation through numerous fund-raising initiatives and 
donations via a Facebook page. They are real heroes, responsible for saving hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, of lives and tonight was no exception as Steve and I joined them and 
other small teams to safely bring two boats ashore at around 5am and again at 6am about 
half a mile further up the coast.  
 
It was a poignant experience during our final hours on the Island, helping to bring ashore and 
tend to families with young children. In a nutshell, this was to experience the migrant crisis in 
its rawest form; cold, wet, desperate people, many suffering from hypothermia, crying tears 
of gratitude and relief for their safe passage to Greece, to be met by the kindness 
of strangers offering water, hot drinks, some basic medical attention, blankets and some dry 
clothes for young children. But their wretched plight is far from over. 



  
Just a few hours later as Olympic Airlines flight OA251 to Athens gains altitude over Lesvos, I 
look down on the multitude of bright orange spots that lie up and down the shoreline. Life 
jackets. It is a sad reminder of the poor souls who have drowned in their attempt to find a 
better life for their families and themselves.  I think of the chaos I am leaving behind and my 
thoughts turn to my own family waiting for me back in Fishguard.  
 
But what is chaos for me must be a living hell for the migrants. Through the privilege of my 
place of birth, I was able to step out of the situation and return to normality. I'm one of the 
lucky ones. The Spanish firefighters/lifeguards, our Dutch friends, the Dirty Girls, the Germans 
at NBK and all the other tireless folk we met during our brief stay in Greece - 
there are examples all over the island of how the effort, compassion and initiative of groups 
and individual volunteers have helped to improve the lives of others. This is a very real 
problem and it’s not going away. Now we wait for our world leaders and politicians to act... 
 
Ian O'Donaghue 
Fishguard 
March 2016 


