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Wednesday, June 14, 2017 should have been just 
another day for the people of north Kensington. 
But as we all now know, the fire that engulfed 

Grenfell tower left 71 people dead, scores injured, and 
countless bereaved and traumatised. as a nation, we 
sympathised, put our hands in our pockets for some change, 
and hung our heads in shame that such a disaster could 
happen in 21st century Britain.

In truro, 300 miles away, Esmé Page shared a sense of 
inadequacy felt by millions up and down the land. But Esmé 

decided to do something. as she watched the catalogue 
of human misery revealed on tV news reports, she 

experienced a light-bulb moment that would result in 
Cornwall Hugs Grenfell (CHG) – a voluntary organisation 
offering those affected a chance to escape the constant 

physical reminder of the charred tower. It would galvanise 
accommodation and activity providers in the county to offer 

time, space and respite to bereaved relatives, survivors, friends 
of victims and members of the emergency services. 

By the end of 2017, 175 people had benefited from their 

generosity. last november, 45 people (including 29 children), 
bereaved survivors and neighbours of Grenfell tower, visited 
Porthtowan. the trip included accommodation, activities and 
therapeutic support worth around £35,000 – all donated by 
local and national businesses such as food retailers, transport 
providers, clothing stores, choirs and counsellors. 

Esmé grew up and went to school in newlyn and Penzance. 
while her expertise is in counselling, it was perhaps as a 
mother that she felt a deep empathy for those who had been 
in the tower, lived nearby, or fought to save trapped families. I 
met Esmé, who is married with two sons, in the kitchen of her 
truro home. It was there that she watched the disaster unfold. 

“we get up at about 6.30am,” she said. “I turned on the 
radio and heard the terrible news about Grenfell, though at 
that stage no one knew how terrible. a little later, I saw dany 
Cotton, the london Fire Brigade commissioner, speaking about 
the emotional wellbeing of firefighters. and it really struck me 
this must be of a magnitude that went way beyond anything 
she or her crews had experienced before. at that point they 
weren’t talking numbers of casualties, but from the tV pictures 

we could see it was enormous.”
In that moment, she came up with the idea of CHG. “I didn’t 

really think it through,” she said. “It arrived – plop! – like a 
divine download, and that was that. However, before I told 
anyone else, I had to think it through – I suppose I was resisting 
the huge implications of taking on something like this.”

a couple of days after the fire, Esmé was on Porthcurno 
beach with her family. It was a warm June day and the water 
beckoned. “I went in for a swim,” she said. “It was a stonking 
day. the sea was an amazing turquoise colour and the sun was 
shining on the logan rock. I looked around at all the natural 
beauty and knew it could help those who suffered as a result of 
Grenfell. I realised Cornwall could act as a sensory antidote. 

“these people had breathed in the smoke, it stuck in the 
backs of their throats, they fought their way out, they’d seen 
the most appalling horrors, every one of their senses had been 
involved in that trauma. and it was in that moment I knew I had 
to do this. So I drafted some words, chose a name summing 
up the response so many of us had – to hug people who had 
suffered so much – and posted it. It all happened very quickly.”
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CHG’s mission is easy to grasp, and within 24 hours of that 
online post, Esmé had received more than 100 offers of help 
from local businesses and individuals. “I wanted it to be simple 
to access, respectful, not patronising, and easy to donate to,” 
said Esmé, who is helped by aisling algeo, liz Scambler, Katie 
Macdonald, ruth Putnam and a small team of volunteers. 

More than 80 Grenfell families and 30 firefighter families 
have been registered for holidays, to be matched with those 
offering services. By liaising with 250-plus accommodation 
providers, and 140-plus business sponsors, CHG – which is 
apolitical and not faith-aligned, although Esmé is Christian – is 
able to offer two types of holiday (accommodation in individual 
holiday lets and group holidays) and cater for different 
recipients (firefighters and Grenfell survivors, people from 
evacuated blocks, the bereaved, displaced and traumatised).

Group holidays have taken place at the university of Exeter’s 
Penryn campus and at towan Valley 
resort in Porthtowan. Gwr donated 
train tickets, First Kernow gave free 
bus passes, and Megabus provided a 
luxury coach and driver for a week to 
take the families on outings. 

In december, the Gwel an Mor 
resort in Portreath welcomed more 
than 50 firefighters and ambulance 
workers and their families for a 
week-long festive break arranged 
by redruth rotary in a bid to create 
happy memories in restorative 
Cornish surroundings; Esmé gave a 
speech on their last evening. 

“Cornwall Hugs Grenfell offers 
a channel for everyone’s generosity 
and kindness,” said Esmé. “Cornwall 
isn’t just a lovely, fluffy, sunny holiday 
place; we have strong core skills and 
competence here, along with great business sense that can 
provide kindness with practical legs.”

Hundreds of services have been offered, including therapeutic 
massages, surfing, sculpture classes designed for people 
suffering PtSd, sound meditation, singing workshops, forest 
school, archery, fencing, paddle-boarding, zip wire, swimming 
in the sea ... or simply having some time and space to reboot.

“If you go to the area around the Grenfell tower, it is 
impossible to get away from the tragedy,” said Esmé. “there 
are memorials everywhere. Mums and dads have to walk 
their children to school past pictures of their dead friends. the 
blackened tower is visible from across a wide area.”

nothing can take away the horror of that day, but Esmé and 
her team believe a hassle-free holiday break can be part of the 
long healing process. “they can walk on the beach and feel the 
sand between their toes,” she said. “they can jump into the 
water and feel it fresh on their skin. they can see beautiful sights 
instead of the constant reminder of what they’ve been through. 

“It’s not just a holiday. So many are living in temporary hostel 
or hotel accommodation. It’s very tiring, and the childrten can’t 
concentrate on their school work. this is an opportunity to live in 
a proper home for a week, and eat around a family table.”

while Grenfell has receded from the headlines, the campign 
continues. “what’s really important to realise is that this is a 
lifetime journey for them,” says Esmé. “you don’t go through 
that loss and trauma and get better in six months. Grenfell is 
part of their lives now and they will have to weave that thread 
through their whole lives.” CHG’s immediate needs are for 
individual and group accommodation, particularly in half-
terms and august; patronage of a public figure with a love 
of Cornwall and a knowledge of trauma and bereavement; 
significant benefactors, and an administrator for a year. Esmé 
urges interested parties to visit the website and click the 
appropriate button; pledges will be entered directly onto a 
spreadsheet, cutting down on valuable admin time. 

“this is a fast-paced project,” said Esmé. “to scale it up 
to meet the demand and to continue turning hundreds of 
thousands of pounds worth of pledges into well-crafted 

holidays for Grenfell survivors and 
firefighters, we have specific needs. 
I am enormously grateful to those 
who support the vision – it’s a big ask, 
especially as the times we are asking 
for coincide with peak holiday periods. 
But so many businesses are back on 
board for 2018, and as we are already 
seeing from guests’ testimonials, the 
experiences, natural beauty and bank 
of new memories each holiday offers 
are providing hope and resilience to 
help them face and plan for the future.

“Saying ‘thank you’ isn’t enough 
to acknowledge the generosity 
and the heart of businesses and 
individuals who often don’t have 
much. Cornwall has done something 
really significant for the wellbeing of 
a large number of people and that is 

something everyone in Cornwall can be really proud of.”
In the longer term, Esmé hopes CHG will set up a lasting 

relationship between Cornwall and Kensington, much like regions 
had and still have with Second world war evacuees. “those 
wartime children still come back in their seventies and eighties 
because Cornwall is their place of resilience, the place they came 
to feel better,” said Esmé. “I feel we have again tapped into that 
vein of Cornish kindness and goodwill – but rather than it being 
a burden to Cornwall, it is an outlet. It is blessing Cornwall just as 
much as it is blessing Kensington because CHG offers a channel 
for everyone’s generosity and kindness.

“Every business and individual involved says how enriched 
they feel by having helped others – from the chef who made a 
load of fish pies, and the people giving surfing lessons, to the 
Harbour lights restaurant in Falmouth whose staff delivered 60 
portions of fish and chips to the beach and saw families enjoy 
eating them. when you ask these people, who have suffered 
so much, what they are taking away from Cornwall, they all 
say ‘love’. and at the end of the day, all of us are just simple 
creatures, who simply want to love and be loved.”

Visit www.cornwallhugsgrenfell.org
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