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8 MARCH
BUCHAREST
Our trip begins at
Otopeni Airport in
Bucharest at 8:30 pm

As soon as we land, we don’t feel like we
arrived in a country that is experiencing a
full-scale refugee emergency. So far, out of
a total of over 2 million refugees scattered
throughout
neighboring
European
countries, more than 150,000 people have
been in transit through just Romania.
Getting on the first train to Bucharest
was all we needed to be reminded of the
historical importance of this moment.
During the trip, we catch fragments of
a conversation in English and Russian
involving three women. The conversation
is interrupted by the arrival of the train
conductor who asks them for their tickets.
Two of the women show their Ukrainian
passports, which in Romania, are presently
considered valid passes for all public
transportation. These two young Ukrainian
women were born and raised in Odessa
which, according to Kristina, is probably
Putin’s next target.

This is the reason she, her sister,
and their four children fled their
city. The rest of their family, as
well as their parents, is still there.

The sisters are with Gabriela, a young woman
from Bucharest who helped them find housing
when they went to an improvised information
desk at the Romanian capital’s central station
ten days ago. They had traveled through
Giurgiulești, the village on the Danube where
the borders of Moldova, Ukraine, and Romania
meet, before reaching Galati and then, finally
arriving in Bucharest. Their final destination is
Treviso, Italy, where they have family members
waiting for them.
They are coming back from the airport where
they went for information regarding the need
for any further travel documents.

Gabriela tells us about the
mobilization of thousands of
people to help the refugees
and host them in their homes,
especially in northeastern
Romania, where entire hotels
have been made available.
The two young Ukranian women confirm
Gabriela’s account. People welcomed them
in the best possible way and they consider
themselves lucky to have met Gabriela who
has accompanied them to the airport at such
an hour at night. The two of them and their
children are now safe, but what about the
rest of the family? What if Russia succeeds in
occupying Odessa? Before we are able to even
contemplate the possibility of such a scenario,
a voice over the train’s speaker system tells us
that we are about to arrive in Bucharest.

We get off the train and wish
each other all the luck in the
world when we say goodbye.
As we walk toward the station’s exit, the stories
we were told start to materialize around us.
The colors of the Ukrainian flags that adorn
the signs and information posters around
Bucharest’s central station’s volunteer tent
stand out to us perceptibly.
We stop someone wearing a yellow vest and
ask him for information. His name is Cosmin
and he has been coming to the station for
three days to offer his time and assistance.
The tent is covered with signs written in
Ukrainian and with ticket price lists for trains
traveling to larger Romanian cities and for
trains destined for Istanbul, Budapest, and
for Bratislava via those larger Romanian
destinations. Cosmin tells us that help is
needed day and night.

Volunteers who speak Ukrainian are needed.
Or, because there are so few volunteers who
speak Ukrainian, volunteers who speak, at
least, Russian are also needed. In fact, the
volunteers wearing orange vests, the color for
the translators, can be counted on one hand.

Another young woman,
also a volunteer, tells us
that she will go to Isaccea
in the next few days,
because following the
news that Odessa will
be bombed, many people
will enter Romania from
there, across the Danube.

It’s almost midnight. The six
remaining volunteers invite
us to take a peek at the
waiting room, “That way,
you’ll understand better.”
There are two waiting rooms set up for refugees
a few meters ahead of us. We are told that a
third has been set up only for mothers with
small children.
Here, volunteers, police and city representatives
help families find housing. A few days after
the conflict, in fact, the reception centers in
Bucharest are already full.
For this purpose, several websites are set up
for people offering food and accommodation
to register (for instance, refugee.ro).

However, there are many people who spend
many hours, not to mention days, in those
waiting rooms. The police officer at the door
says he’s never seen a situation like this.

Romania, he adds, so far has
been more of a country
people emigrate from rather
than immigrate to. But, he is
proud of the response his
fellow citizens are showing
the world and of the way
they are facing the most
rapid mass exodus since
World War II.

9 MARCH
IAȘI
TRAIN STATION
The journey continues
to Iași, the
¸ largest
Romanian city in
the northeast of the
country, and the one
closest to the border
with Moldova.

In the middle of the train station chaos, several
Ukrainian flags stand out. The last one is glued
to the station’s exit door which has an arrow
on it pointing to a crowded waiting room. The
doors are covered with Ukrainian and Russian
writing: “Help for Ukrainian women.” At the
entrance, a volunteer, also wearing a yellow
vest, welcomes us saying “Dobri vecer” (“Good
evening” in Russian).
Grigore, who is fifty years old, has been at the
station for two weeks now - since the arrival of
the refugees. Where do the food and hygiene
products stored in the room come from? Does
the city government help in any way?
Grigore struggles to hide his bitter expression.
He admits that the mayor made an appearance
which lasted only a few minutes. Everything we
see in the room is there thanks to donations
from citizens who “just want to help people
who are fleeing the war, regardless of whether
they are Ukrainians or Russians.”

A WhatsApp channel has been created for
self-organizing. There are lists of things that
are needed and what people have that they
can provide.
Grigore has a recent story about this that
still makes him grin. Just two days ago, a hot
meal was needed. Three people responded
immediately to the request. And, after a few
hours, there was enough soup for all the
children who had just arrived from the Republic
of Moldova.

Most of the refugees are
only transiting Iași.
A large majority wants to
continue to Bucharest or
to continue traveling to
other Western countries.

If they leave Romania, the travelers pay only
the price of the seat (about 3 euros) and
they can reach any country of their choice:
Germany, Italy, France, or they can go as far
as Portugal. But, many exceptions have been
made for those who do not have even a penny
in their pocket.

The average stay at Iași’s
train station is between
10 to 12 hours.

This also means there is a
constant flow of people and,
consequently, a constant need
for supplies.

He himself works at a thermal power plant
outside Iași and had just finished the night
shift.

When he got home, his wife told him there
weren’t enough volunteers at the train station
and he, without giving it a second thought,
immediately rushed to the station.

The arrival of refugees,
as mentioned, is constant
and the numbers are
unpredictable. Many come
from northern Romania.
Many come directly across
the border, from Moldova,
whose closest crossings are
at Ungheni and Sculeni.

Grigore has a young son and says he has
actually come to the station to help other
children, because adults can handle any
situation.
Actually, it’s hard for everyone. Volunteers who
speak both Russian and Ukrainian are needed.
He hoped that English would be sufficient to
communicate, but that has not been the case.
However, he adds, that in the end, language is
less important than the desire to be there and
help. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.

Half an hour before we arrived, four hundred
people were put on a train to Bucharest. This
is how we discovered that there are separate
train cars for Ukrainians.
Not even a kilometer away, in the center of Iași,
we see the city government’s tent. According
to the huge sign attached to one of the four
sides, only non-perishable food, blankets and
sheets, and children’s toys are accepted.

No clothing. Inside the tent, which is unheated
despite the frigid cold, there are two women
who tell us that the donations are delivered
to Siret’s customs post on the UkrainianMoldovan border every Saturday.

Elena, the more knowledgeable of the two,
tells us the administration isn’t sufficiently
committed to managing the reception system
and has entrusted it mainly to private centersthe largest of which is Egros, a shopping center
located in the industrial area.

10 MARCH
EGROS
SHOPPING
CENTER / IAȘI

Putin’s attack does not end.
Neither does the flow of
refugees which has been
steadily increasing
since the beginning of the war.
According to TVR1, Romania’s main state
channel, just yesterday, 21,000 people crossed
the Romanian border in a single day.
Of these, very few decide to apply for asylum.
Most of them, however, stop just long enough
to rest and plan the next stages of their journey.
In the initial days of the war, many Romanians
immediately offered their own homes. This
outpouring of generosity, however, has not
been able to absorb the influx of refugees.
For this reason, some local entrepreneurs
have decided to contribute by making various
locations available. The largest of these is
located at the shopping center in Egros.

We decide to go directly there. At the entrance,
we are greeted by three volunteers who put us
in contact with the coordinator.

Silvia Iftimoaie became
responsible for the reception
center on March 3rd.
She heard they were looking for volunteers,
so she went to offer her own time. The
disarray she found was such that, from the
beginning, she felt obligated to make herself
fully available. She started tidying up by
sorting the donated supplies. By the next
day, she had already become the volunteer
activity coordinator. Today, there are about a
dozen volunteers on each floor. We learn that
three floors have been made available to the
refugees by the mall owner. The last one is a
warehouse with all kinds of food and supplies.
The other two floors serve as actual lodging
with almost five hundred beds, a kitchen with a
mini-dining room, and bathrooms.

Silvia emphasizes the importance of hygiene
and cleanliness. The sheets are changed
frequently. The bathrooms and the kitchen
must always be in order. She is happy to
personally monitor all these details on a daily
basis.

In addition to the order and
care, what immediately catches
the eye is the enthusiasm of the
volunteers.
Translators are available almost twenty four
hours a day. The center is a transit place.
However, there are people who stay there
for more than three to four days. Many have
already left for Germany, Italy, and Portugal.
But, many decide to stay and postpone their
departure. Silvia introduces us to a Ukrainian
family made up of a mother, father, and three
children. They are not guests of the facility,
but volunteers who want to help their fellow
countrymen.

The father tells us that only
men between eighteen and
sixty years of age with less
than three children are
forced to stay in Ukraine;
the others are free to
leave the country
together with their families.
Valentin tells us he has been lucky. He and his
family escaped from Kiev with little difficulty
and are now guests of a friend of theirs from
Iași. So, every day, he spends all his time inside
Egros helping other less fortunate refugees.

Once the facility visit is over, two Romanian
volunteers invite us to dine with them. Cristi
and Christina tell us how this experience is
changing their daily lives, their perception of
life.
They can no longer stay at home while the
refugees at the center need them. They tell us
happily how this commitment is making them
better people.
They have even had to learn a little bit of
Russian, not to mention improve their English.
The next wave of refugees is likely to come
from families with fewer economic means, with
fewer opportunities to go to other countries.
They risk getting stuck in the host country
without having a home where they can return
to in Ukraine.

11 MARCH
VAMA SCULENI
Sculeni is a town in
Moldova’s Ungheni
area. It is also a
checkpoint on the
border with Romania
which is just an hour
away from Iași.

A few meters from the official crossing, two
small tents appear next to a service station on
a narrow road jammed by trucks too wide to
travel on it. Women and men of all ages are
working around two large wooden tables.
They are all wearing the same yellow vests we
already saw in the preceding days. A 20 year
old man tells us that the group came about in a
spontaneous and informal way two weeks ago.
Today, between ten and fifteen people, almost
all of whom come from neighboring counties
and are not necessarily from the city of Iași,
take turns. A small village, Flãmânzi, provided
the containers being used as rooms, but
nothing more.

The food and hygiene products
were donated exclusively by
private individuals, people
sensitive to the emergency
situation.

Most of the refugees arrive
by car. Those who do not
have one are taken by
volunteers to Iași,
to a reception center,
or to the railway station.
Although numerous requests have been made,
municipalities in the area have not provided
any transportation for this purpose. However,
the volunteers have managed to organize
themselves anyway.

Why do they do it? Why do they
help the Ukrainians? “Because we
are all human. We have to help
each other.”

While we are talking with local volunteers, we
see a family of Ukrainians getting out of a car.

There are six of them from Sumya city in northeast Ukraine that
was almost destroyed by Russian
bombs. They are exhausted, but
relieved.
They consider themselves lucky. After two
failed attempts, they managed to use the
humanitarian corridor agreed upon with Russia
and cross Ukraine into Moldova without any
difficulty.

Their destination is Brașov, a city in central
Romania where they have some friends waiting
for them.

STUDENT HALL T8

In the meantime, Silvia,
Egros reception center’s
coordinator, sends us
a list of facilities in Iași
where refugees are welcomed.
The list also includes bars, hotels, and student
halls. Iași is a university town. Here, leaders of
various universities have followed the previously
mentioned example set by entrepreneurs. For
instance, two dormitories with an occupancy of
over a hundred beds have been made available
by GH Asachi Technical University at its central
The main reception center is located at Student
Hall T8. It’s almost evening, but the volunteers
are still working. Supplies are located in a room
on the ground floor where we meet Tudor, one
of the coordinators. He offers to give us a short
interview. Here, all the volunteers are Technical
University students who live in neighboring

dormitories. They receive supplies from people
living nearby or from larger reception centers,
such as Egros. They also found classmates who
speak Russian and Ukrainian.

Everyone wants to help
the Ukrainian refugees
and is aware of the
imminent danger their
region is in, even if this area
is considered NATO’s last
“bastion.”
They think about what will happen to the
refugees who will arrive in the coming weeks.
The war will not end soon and many of them
will remain stuck in northeast Romania. This is
an area that offers little in terms of jobs and it
is the place from which people migrate to the
southern and western parts of the country or
go abroad.

12 MARCH
ALBITA
¸
We head to Albița, an
important crossing
point between
Moldova and Romania.
It is located 70 km
southeast of Iași.

The gas station facing the border is crowded
with cars. Among them, we see an SUV with a
German license plate number. The drivers are
Ukrainian and come from Göttingen, Lower
Saxony, where they have been living since the
1990s.

They are resting after traveling
nearly 2000 km in 22 hours.
They came to meet their relatives fleeing from
eastern Ukraine and to lead the caravan of cars
and travel together from Romania to Germany.
Their relatives should arrive here within a few
hours.

The
Orthodox
Church’s
Philanthropy
Association’s volunteer tent is just a few meters
away. They’ve been there 20 hours a day since
the beginning of the war.
Here, the Church plays a primary role and
helps in a very noticeable manner by offering
accommodation, money, and spiritual support.
“Losing faith is understandable in situations
such as this.”
The Church also operates in the nearby cities
of Huși and Bârlad which are also mobilizing to
host refugees in hotels and in stadiums.

There are police and firefighters
on site as are about ten
volunteers who are also wearing
yellow vests. Many of them
have worked abroad for years,
mostly in England and Italy.

They frankly admit that they have not always
been welcomed in their host countries.
This, however, doesn’t make them change
their minds about their work, “We know what
it means to flee, even if we have never been
under a bomb attack.”
Asked if they are afraid the conflict will spread
to Moldova and Romania, they prefer not to
answer in front of the camera. However, their
eyes express sadness and the fear of having
to be the next to flee. A volunteer tells us that
many people here at the border, as well as in
Moldova, have their bags packed. They must
be prepared to leave their home at all times.

In the meantime, the family the travelers from
Göttingen were waiting for has arrived. They
are reunited- hugging each other in the midst
of shouts, crying, and tears of joy. After a quick
hot tea, the caravan of cars sets off towards
Germany, towards the West. We, however, head
north, towards our Romanian home in Iași.

13 MARCH
VAMA SIRET
Since our arrival in
northeast Romania,
our goal has been to
reach Siret where, in
the last two weeks,
incredible waves of
people have crossed
the Ukrainian border
just 200 km away.

On the most intense days, more
than ten thousand refugees were
registered.
In Vama Siret (literally “customs of Siret”), the
first thing that surprises us is the endless line
of caravans and stalls on the side of the road.
On the left, we immediately notice a bus flying
the Bulgarian flag. It is surrounded by soldiers.
One of them explains that the Bulgarian
government has made transportation and
some shelter available to Ukrainians in transit.
A little further on, a large group of Turkish flags
announces the presence of the Turkish Interior
Ministry’s Emergency Department’s (AFAD’s)
caravan.
It seems very well organized. Soup, kebabs
and tea are available and they are very much
appreciated by the Ukrainian refugees as there
is a long queue waiting for a hot meal. However,
it is mid-March and winter is not quite over yet.

We interview AFAD’s head of mission, Mr.
Tasdelen. The caravan arrived here in Siret on
February 25th, but AFAD is also operating
in Chernivtsi, Ukraine as well as in Chișinău,
Moldova. According to Tasdelen, Ankara is the
largest contributor in terms of humanitarian
aid, “more than the United States and Europe.”
To date, Turkey has sent as many as forty-three
trucks of food and hygiene products as well as
set up field hospitals.
Unfortunately, this efficiency is also the result
of the numerous natural disasters that have
repeatedly hit Turkey.
We stop to speak with the spokesperson for
the Argentine White Helmets, the Argentine
Ministry of Foreign Affairs agency responsible
for administering humanitarian aid.
They arrived in Siret two days earlier after
bringing supplies to the reception centers in
Poland.

The fact that a country 12,000 km away,
on the other side of the ocean, has sent a
humanitarian convoy emphasizes to us the
worrisome magnitude of this ongoing conflict.

As we continue, we notice
an impressive array of tents
belonging to humanitarian
organizations from all over the
world:
Argentina, Israel, Italy, Greece,
Germany, France as well as from
various religious denominations
(Adventist, Orthodox, Federation
of Jewish Communities).

Once the interview ends, a young man wearing
a kippah comes towards us offering hot tea.
He tells us that he arrived here directly from
Israel with other people. He and his companions
are ready to offer help to the refugees, including
many who are of Jewish descent.

This is not surprising given that
Bukovina, located to the northeast
of Romania and partially in what is
now Ukraine, is known for its diverse
ethnic communities: Romanians,
Jews, Ukrainians, Armenians. Here
at the border, we experience an
atmosphere of solidarity that
is enthralling. There is so much
humanity visible in the eyes and
the smiles of those who welcome
families arriving from the border.

A few minutes later, we witness an unusual
scene: the Israeli Foreign Minister, Yair Lapid,
and the Romanian Secretary of State, Raed
Arafat, greet each other and shake hands.
Their visit is a demonstration of the Bennet
government’s diplomatic policy of willingness
to act as an intermediary between Zelensky
and Putin. Unfortunately, this offer has not
achieved the desired result.

Across the street, we see a “Doctors of the
World” mobile medical station from Greece.

They provide essential medical
services to refugees who have
traveled hundreds of miles.
In the next few days, they will be joined by a
team of psychologists “whose work is equally
essential considering that thousands of families
have been forced to separate from their loved
ones, their homes, their cities, their Ukraine.”
A little further on, we find a volunteer monk
at the stand of the Archdiocese of Suceava.
Spiritual support, especially at this juncture
in life, is fundamental for people whose faith
has faltered while facing such injustice and
suffering.

Offerings of donations and supplies have
been received at the monastery. He explains
to us that recently the flow of refugees has
diminished, but that the fear in the eyes of the
Ukrainians who arrive is still the same.
However, the monk warns that fear should
dwell in the heart of those who commit and
persist in doing evil.

We leave the customs town of
Siret and head toward “Refugee
Camp May 9” that has been set
up in a stadium a few hundred
meters away.

We are greeted by two police officers who
announce our visit.
At the entrance, a firefighter explains that the
camp consists of more than thirty tents with a
maximum capacity of 402 people.
The camp was set up in just two hours shortly
after the beginning of the war. Soldiers in
charge of the perimeter witnessed the arrival
of hundreds of refugees in transit.
For a few days, the number of people present
(412) exceeded the maximum occupancy limit.
But, this, of course, was not a problem.
We look inside the tents which are heated.
There are sleeping bags on the beds and in
some there is a TV.
Three tents serve as a dining room. There is
also free wifi and a tent for children.

The immigration officer tells us
that more than 3,500 Ukrainian
refugees have already applied for
asylum. They will be contacted
for an interview and informed of
the decision in the weeks that
follow.

MANDACHI HOTEL
The next stop, and the
last on such a busy
day, is the Mandachi
Hotel which is owned
by a local businessman
who has provided
refugees with a hall
inside his hotel.

There is an improvised office
on the ground floor where
temporary residents can
register and find information
in order to continue on their
journey.
Upstairs, we see hundreds of mattresses and
children running among toys. We are led by a
Ukrainian-Romanian interpreter who tells us
that he rushed to the spot on the second day
of the conflict.
He noticed there was more need for him on
this side of the border, so he decided to stay.
He is from Chernivtsi where he owns a small
wedding dress manufacturing company.
However, in recent weeks, production has had
to be repurposed and, now, employees sew
uniforms for soldiers fighting in the resistance.

Almost everyone interviewed
is asked their opinion about
the war, its origins, and its
possible development.
They are also asked whether anyone in the
country is afraid the conflict will expand into
neighboring regions.
We notice how volunteers active on the
ground and committed to helping refugees
choose to not answer the question and to not
contemplate what is happening outside of
their areas of competency.

They prefer to focus on what
is needed in the present, in
the hope that the nightmare
of war will end sooner or later.

Optimism and determination, together with
the refusal to contemplate such a cruel reality,
seem to be the best deterrent of idle thought
for those who passively experience such
events.
Danger is imminent, but only perceptible when
it is looked at directly.

The unthinkable has now
happened, defying all logic,
and now we have to deal with
it in the here and now.
We have to help here and
now. It’s not about
choices. It’s a matter of humanity.

16 MARCH
ROMANIA/
SCULEN,
MOLDAVIA
BORDER

Vitali drives a Mercedes E class that has been
polished inside and out to look like new. He
meets us in front of Iulius Mall, the largest
shopping center in Iași.
Despite the physical (and cultural) proximity,
we make contact through Bla Bla Car which is
the best way to reach Chișinău from Romania
because public transportation is lacking
between the two countries.
Vitali is extremely punctual and his price is very
low (almost too low) and, as luck would have
it, both he and his co-driver friend are active in
receiving Ukrainian refugees.
They have helped find housing for more than
ten families since the start of the hostilities.
They tell us that many Moldovan villages are
already full beyond capacity.
Many refugees are forced to stay in Moldova
for a number of reasons: there are those who
do not have cars to leave and those who have
nowhere to go. And so, they are waiting for the
end of the war to go back.

Vitali offers to put us in touch with a priest who
cares for refugees in the Palanca area, on the
border between Moldova and Ukraine. This is
our next destination. Vitali even finds us a ride
there. Between Palanca and Odessa, there is a
neutral area where aid can be sent. Every day
there is a volunteer bus that brings food and
supplies to the border.
We now have all the prerequisites for a
successful trip. Only one thing needs to be
done: get past border control. Once we arrive
at the Romanian border, the two Moldovan
drivers show their Romanian passports.
We show our identity cards: one Romanian,
the other Italian.
After waiting for almost ten minutes, the officer
lets us through; however, he warns us that we
may have problems on the Moldovan side of
the border.
“May” soon becomes a reality.

Despite assurances from the passport office in
Iași the previuos day, the Italian paper ID card
is no longer accepted as a document to enter
Moldova.
We wait in Vitali’s car for twenty minutes for
nothing. The officers won’t let us through and
the Italian Consulate in Bucharest cannot be
reached. However, Vitali literally finds a way
out for us. Considering we cannot continue, he
finds a car that will take us back to Iași where
we will have the time and a chance to figure
out a solution.
We say goodbye and promise to contact him
once we reach Chișinău in the next few days.
And so, we head to the car that takes us back
to Romania.
Sergei, the owner of the vehicle, is a 35 year
old Ukrainian who has lived in Chișinău since
the outbreak of the conflict. His mother is with
him.

He tells us that he goes back and forth between
Romania and Moldova. He has a wife and
young children. They are the reason he had to
leave. However, he contributes to the Ukrainian
resistance’s struggle by providing some useful
equipment to the Ukrainian army of Mykolaïv,
his hometown.
He tells us about the beginning of the conflicthow totally unexpected it was to have Russian
tanks enter Ukrainian territory. However, this
wasn’t the first time Putin positioned military
convoys at the border. He bit off more than he
could chew this time.

“He didn’t expect this kind of response from us.”

The Ukrainians, he says, are 100%
on Zelenski’s side, even those
who did not vote for him in the
previous election.

He hopes for more support from Europe and
the United States: “If we don’t stop his (Putin’s)
planes, we can’t defend ourselves for long.
And, we are defending you, too.” Sergei says
that people can get from Chișinău to Palanca
without any problems, as well as travel from
Palanca to Odessa, and finally arrive from
Odessa to Mykolaïv.
He has friends who can provide safe passage
to Moldova. Sergei knows he is lucky to be
able to be with his family in Chișinău who are
staying with Moldovan acquaintances in their
home.
His mother tells us that it wasn’t easy to leave
their home in Mykolaïv. In fact, her husband is
there defending the house against the arrival
of Russians who could break through their
door looking for food.
Sergei and his mother must return to their new
(and hopefully temporary) home in Chișinău.

After spending many hours together, and
before saying goodbye to each other, we want
to have one last moment of calm. We enter a
cafe’ in Piata Unirii, in the center of Iași. Hearing
the mix of languages we four are speaking, a
server asks us where we are from.

As soon as the word “Ukraine” is
mentioned, he initially smiles at
us and then returns a few minutes
later with four glasses of a hot
drink flavored with sea buckthorn
berries. We say goodbye to each
other with bright, gleaming eyes
hoping to meet again in Chișinău
as soon as possible.
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