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On the way to
Odessa

Our trip’s initial objective was
to get to know the refugees,
their stories, and to become
acquainted with the volunteers
who live and work along
Europe’s borders.
We wanted to help as much as we could.
We wanted to understand which difficulties
and obstacles a person is forced to endure
in these places. And, we intended to come
back, in the near future, to help. To do it
again and to do it better.
We heard the stories of dozens of Ukrainian
women, and of very few men, who had
fled their homes. In both Romania and
Moldova, we saw how suffering and relief
could coexist in the same place and in the
same person’s eyes.

However, there is still something missing
which hinders our ability to fully comprehend
what is happening. An account of the war
cannot replace experiencing it or witnessing
it firsthand, even if it is from a distance. To
understand the nature of this war, we have to
go in the opposite direction from which the
refugees are arriving. We have to cross the
Ukrainian border.

We came up with the idea a few days ago
while we were in Palanca, at the MoldovaUkraine border. When we arrived, there was a
long line of cars with Ukrainian license plates
waiting to return home. Most were headed to
Mikolayev and Odessa. A border guard told us
that this negative trend in migration started
around March 24th. That is when it became
clear that the missile attacks would be aimed
at Ukraine’s eastern front, especially at Karhiv
and Mariupol. Putin, himself, announced the
end of the war’s “Phase 1” and that the focus

of the war would shift to the Donbas region.
Moreover, as we had already been told, there
were more than enough reasons to return
home: reception centers in Moldova were
overcrowded, difficulty in finding work right
away coupled with the constant need for
financial support, the desire to help one’s
own family and the soldiers back home in the
resistance.
As we decided to enter Ukraine, Mikolayev,
once again, became the target of Russian
attacks. Odessa is most certainly closer, and
even though the Russian fleet positioned in the
Black Sea attacked it two weeks ago, it is, in a
sense, safer.
It is imperative I renew my passport at the
Romanian Consulate in Chisinau before I leave.
After explaining the purpose of our work, the
Consul rewards us for our initiative by issuing
a temporary passport to me in just two hours
and which I use less than 24 hours later.

We leave in a van owned by Franz. He is a
young man from Cologne who arrived in
Moldova under the Cap Anamur Association’s
direction. He is accompanied by his dog, Otto.
Franz needs to deliver hundreds of pounds of
pet food to some people he knows in Odessa.

He decides to enter Ukraine from the border
crossing near Tudora rather than entering from
Palanca, a place where he has previously seen
endless queues. However, this choice entails
taking the longer route. It turns out, he made
the right choice.

We don’t encounter any vehicles in queue.
Unfortunately, our driver has “forgotten” the
documents necessary to bring humanitarian
aid into Ukraine at home. The advantage we
had in taking a different route has been wasted.

However, none of this matters
once we cross the border. We are
in Ukraine. We are in a war zone.
Were there even the remotest
possibility of forgetting where
we were, the checkpoints located
every 10 to 15 km would remind
us of it. The first one is visible just
1,000 meters from the border.

This burdensome presence
accompanies us along
the way and makes us
constantly, but subtly,
aware of the danger
around us.
The rules of engagement become very quickly
clear: we must justify our presence, turn the
camera off at the right time, show the press
credentials before sharing any additional
details.
Few soldiers speak anything other than Russian
or Ukrainian. The smallest gesture can decide
whether we get a quick “Good luck” wish or a
meticulous inspection.

The desolate landscape foreshadows what
awaits us upon our arrival in Odessa. As we
get closer to our destination, what we see
makes us gradually more aware that we are
traveling through a country that has been
evacuated and is waiting to be attacked.
There are vast abandoned areas, small villages
filled with unoccupied homes, closed shops,
concrete blocks barricading roads, and metal
“hedgehogs” preventing access to coastal
areas.
As our eyes behold the portrait of gloom
and sadness that is emerging before us, we
notice that the only signs of “hope” that we
see are the numerous signs placed along the
road: “God, give us strength in our war,” “God,
be with us. Protect us and give us strength,”
“Russian warship, go to Hell!”

As we arrive at the bridge that connects
Zatoka to Karolino-Bugaz, the image of the
war comes even more into focus. As we cross
a narrow and uneven road, the rough, ashencolored Black Sea seems menacing to us and
to the soldiers gazing at it. The Russian enemy
will arrive exactly from that direction.
Once we are across the bridge, we realize that
it is getting dark. We must hurry. Curfew starts
at 9 p.m. and we still have 50 km to go. We
rush anxiously. The only reassuring signs of life
that we see are the lights of the gas stations
which are still open.
We finally arrive on the outskirts of Odessa.
Even though the lights are out, we seem
to have returned to a rudimentary form of
normalcy. We receive a message from Yuri. He
owns the hotel where we have a reservation.
He tells us that the address of the hotel has
changed and that we can no longer reach him
on our own. As a matter of fact, the city center
is completely closed to traffic and pedestrians.

It has been closed off by soldiers who fenced
in the city center using all kinds of defensive
gear: sandbags, reinforced tires, iron spikes,
concrete blocks, camouflage nets.
We arrive at the place where we agreed to
meet at 8:30 p.m. We don’t see the owner, but
we do see the six soldiers standing guard at the
checkpoint. They ask us, in Russian, the reason
for our visit and how long we plan to stay. We
show our documents for the umpteenth time
and we mention the reason we are on this trip.

The expression on the
soldier’s face doesn’t
seem to bode well for us.
Finally, the hotel owner
comes to the rescue with
all the documentation
necessary for us to pass
the checkpoint and enter
Odessa’s city center.

As we walk towards the hotel, we are captivated
by the National Theater’s beauty. In an instant,
its majesty makes us forget every second of
uneasiness that we have experienced up to
that moment. We don’t have enough time
to get used to this new feeling because it is
interrupted by Yuri’s explanation for the hotel’s
change in location. The one we booked, as a
matter of fact, is located much too close to the
coast. Thus, it is vulnerable to being attacked
by missiles from the sea.
As we walk towards the hotel’s new location,
along the last few deserted and dark meters
(any lighting would unnecessarily attract the
enemy’s attention), he warns us, in a serious
tone, of the current restrictions:
1. Beginning with the first offense, any violation
of the curfew imposed from 9 p.m. to 6 a.m.
will be severely punished. After the discovery
of Russian saboteurs in the previous weeks,

this has become a necessary measure.
2. No photographs may be taken in
the city center without first obtaining
permission from the Army Press Office.
In both instances, being charged with
espionage is a very real possibility and this
can bring about being arrested and receiving a
sentence of 3 years in prison.
“If you follow the rules, nothing will happen to
you. And, don’t worry, this hotel is very safe,”
Yuri tells us before turning the corner and
taking the stairs down into the basement.
Shortly after checking in, a siren goes off. Yes,
Odessa can be attacked at any time. This,
however, is just a warning to keep people off
the streets. “Tomorrow morning, it will seem
like a more normal city,” Yuri reassures us while
giving us the documents and permits that we
need to move about the city center.

Welcome to Odessa.
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It is early morning. There is a heavy silence. The
street is empty. There are only some soldiers at the
checkpoint near the theater. Sandbags protect the
town hall. The columns at the entrance are painted
in vertical stripes with the nation’s colors. We head
towards the staircase made famous in the film,
“Battleship Potemkin.”
It’s not the same as it once was. Access to the coast is
cut off by barbed wire blocks. The well-known Duke
of Richelieu monument is unrecognizable, as well. It is
completely covered with sandbags. The motionless
carousel next to it completes the picture.
It doesn’t take much to imagine the same scene
during peacetime- just add a queue of children
and parents waiting for the ride to end. Instead, a
deafening silence dominates the park as it stretches
to the left and overlooks the harbor. As we turn
the corner, we are surprised by the sight of a tank
attempting to blend in with the city’s architecture.

We leave the city center. After we pass another
row of anti-tank weapons and yet another
checkpoint, we come upon the rest of the
city. It finally comes alive and there seems to
be a semi-normal atmosphere. Some stores
are open. There’s also a cafe’ and a currency
exchange.
The Odessa Food Market, which has apparently
been converted into a military structure,
is just a few steps away. There are soldiers
and volunteers at the door along with lists
of products and the ever-present Ukrainian
flag. It is now the Odessa Volunteer Center,
an association of volunteers which accepts
donations and supplies for the Ukrainian army
and the local community
A new list of products is posted every day
at the entrance so that anyone who doesn’t
belong to the association can find out how to
contribute by buying or donating what is really
needed at that point in time.

Once we overcome the volunteers’ wariness
towards us and we conquer the internal staircase
which is protected by sandbags, the Food
Market seems like a true anthill populated by
dozens and dozens of people, each one aware
of their role within the organization. Right in
front of us, a picture of Zelensky along with the
motto “The homeland is not for sale” dominates
the center of the room. Hanging from a balcony,
there is a canvas with the image of a ship that
is about to capsize depicted on it along with
the words “Let’s sink the Russian ship!”. We
see work teams everywhere. There’s a group
of young people sorting food products from
hygiene products. There are others working
on large common-use tables, each person with
their own laptop. The volunteer that agreed to
talk with us explains how the center distributes
goods not only to the military, but also to the
civilian population. They are well coordinated
as citizens-level workers and they receive a list
of necessary supplies for each area on a daily
basis.

We meet Yulia who worked as a fashion
photographer before the war. “Everyone’s life
has been radically changed by the Russian
invasion. Everyone has had to readapt and
contribute to a unique state of normalcy, each
according to their own abilities.”
Yulia has chosen to lend all her time to the
volunteer center which operates day and night
and has become an indispensable source
for supplies in this emergency situation. “I
share my skills and deal with communication,
graphics, and social media so people can see
what we do and motivate them to support us.”
We leave the building in a hurry. We do not
want to be late for the appointment with
Sergei, the Evangelical Bishop of Odessa’s
People’s Church. We obtained this contact
through Chisinau’s Association of Evangelical
Churches’ representative, Evgheni.

After walking through the neighborhoods and
the market of a city that stubbornly wants to
continue living by forgetting the war that is at
its doorstep, we arrive at the address that was
sent to us.
Max is waiting for us. He is the interpreter who
has kindly offered to facilitate communication
for us. He informs us that the bishop is currently
“on duty,” but we are welcome to attend
the celebration of the Mass. The structure’s
interior doesn’t correspond, in any way, to the
Church canon we are used to. It seems we are
inside a house or an office. This doesn’t affect
the attendance of the community’s faithful,
however. The bishop’s mass is well-attended;
the hall is packed.

Once mass is over,
Max invites us to sit
in the bishop’s office
where Marina, the
bishop’s wife and
the church’s secretary,
and Vladimir, an assistant,
are waiting for us.
Vladimir shows us
the equipment
that is mandatory
for all volunteers
who bring aid to
the cities that are
under attack: helmets.
and bulletproof vests.

When the Good Samaritan Foundation
President and Church bishop, Sergei, arrives,
we notice there is a large sea of people behind
him. Obviously, he has a busy schedule. Yet, he
still gives us an interview.

Every day, they distribute aid in southwest
Ukraine. Two deliveries of humanitarian aid are
scheduled for tomorrow. “It’s our duty to risk
our lives to help those who can’t travel or can’t
be evacuated.

The Foundation is present in four areas of
the city of Odessa. Here, the Church is the
main collection hub. He proudly shows us the
Foundation’s work. He tells us, “Among our
various activities, we are present outside the
main railway station every day and we provide
700 meals to those in need.”

Odessa has already lost half of its
population and those who remain
can’t afford to travel or have no
contact with the outside world.

He also proudly points out his Foundation’s
commitment in every recent crisis that Ukraine
has faced so far. “We have been around for
30 years. We are adaptable and ready to
intervene in any difficult situation. We were
active in 2014 during the Crimean War. We
have also been active in the last two years
during the pandemic crisis. And today, we are
also involved with this war.”

Even under such adverse conditions, people
will struggle for survival as the war continues.”

We ask him to comment on Pope Francis’
proposed meeting with Patriarch Kirill. The
expression on Sergei’s face becomes harsh. “I
don’t want to comment on it. Please. Everyone
has to do their part. Let me keep doing mine.”
As we return to the hotel, we notice a directional
road sign covered with black, plastic bags
that are taped together. We remember what
Franz told us the previous day during our trip
to Odessa, “Ukrainians are covering road signs
in order to confuse the Russians should they
manage to get into the city.”
Hopefully, Google Maps won’t be affected by
this.
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There is no need for
an alarm this morning.
The endless messages
and notifications of
attacks are enough
to wake us up. And yet,
we didn’t hear anything
during the night.
Maybe, this is due to
the fact the hotel is
in a very safe location and it
has soundproof windows.
However, the Russian attacks
took place during the night in
the region of Odessa, not in the
city.

We decide to respond to the request for help
we receive in the Whatsapp Support Network
chat group that was created in Chisinau.
Alexei is a small business owner who deals
with transportation and logistics. Since the
beginning of the war, he has made his vehicles
available to evacuate people from cities under
attack. Over the phone, he explains to us that
he is currently in Chisinau. However, he would
appreciate it if we could meet Nikolai, his
assistant, who has been “living” in Odessa’s
bus station’s coffee shop since February 24th.
Every day, Nikolai leaves Odessa’s bus station
for Mikolaiev and Kherson in order to bring
people back to Palanca. He helps evacuate at
least ten people a day. We decide to interview
him. Nikolai immediately asks us to spread
the word that he needs help to continue his
work. “We have enough transportation and
volunteers, but we are running out of money
for fuel.”

The people who are evacuated are brought
to the Ukraine-Moldova border where several
buses belonging to international organizations
take them back to Chisinau. Specific motivation
is not necessary to help others, but for Nikolai
this is also a personal matter. “I was born and
raised in Kherson. But, I have now lived in
Odessa for many years.” What is happening in
his cities is much too painful. By helping women
and children flee Odessa, the strategic position
Russians have always craved and which they
are now cowardly attacking, he has found a
personal way to resist the pain of the situation.
Nikolai asks us to go with him to Mikolayev the
next day. He wants us to see what is happening
with our own eyes so that we can understand
the situation firsthand. We agree to accompany
him. However, he quickly warns us, “Please
make sure you wake up early tomorrow. Let’s
meet at the station at 6:30 a.m. We must leave
Mikolaiev by 3 p.m. They close the city exits
after that time.”

Returning to the northwest side of the city,
located on the cliff closely guarded by soldiers,
the red neon words ‘Art Coffee’ dimly brighten
the sky at sunset. The curfew will start soon.
However, a person on the other side of the
window signals for us to come inside. It’s Iliya,
the cafe’ owner. While he brings us the menu,
he explains to us that the cafe’ is a meeting
place for emerging and established artists.

His parents, who developed an innovative
painting technique, are the latter. Curious, we
ask him to show us some of the art works which
is what he hoped we would do. He proudly
takes us to his gallery upstairs. Rooms full of
paintings appear before our eyes.

Each room has a designated color. “These
paintings were all painted by my parents’ very
own four hands. They adopted this technique
and, right in this very room, they taught it to

students from all over the world for years…
until 2 months ago. They were in Germany for
an exhibition when the conflict started. And,
they have been there ever since.”
Iliya tells us he wants to put his parents’
teachings into practice. He says it’s his duty
to continue working, to fight for a normal life.
This is a right that can’t be taken away from
him by this unjust war. His cafe’, which is an
actual art gallery, must remain as a reference
point for Odessa. Holding a gun isn’t the only
way to fight. Fighting is also offering people
instances of normalcy. There are many people
who disagree with him, however.
“This is my way of contributing to the Resistance.
We sell paintings all over the world so we can
make donations to support our soldiers and
the civilian population.” Ultimately, the cafe’ is
not only a meeting place but also a refuge. The
underground bunker, where Iliya lives with his
wife and two children, is proof of this.
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6:13 am. We are awakened by a text from
Nikolai. “Sorry, but it’s not a good idea
to leave for Mikolaiev, today.” Franz’s
message, which arrives immediately after
Nikolai’s, completes the picture of what is
happening. “Stay inside. Move away from
the windows. If you do not understand
what I’m talking about, watch the news.”

Odessa was just hit. We try to
find out where the strike took
place. We get more messages
from Franz. He sends us videos
and pictures of the explosion
that took place less than a
kilometer from his home.
“I saw everything from my
window,” he says.

An oil refinery near the port is
mentioned. It’s located just a little more
than four kilometers from our hotel.
The adrenaline rush forces us out into
the street. The only thing we can see
in the sky are columns of black smoke
coming from the harbor. We follow the
smoke towards the Potemkin Steps.
Soldiers, however, prevent us from
reaching the park and taking pictures. Our
documents are then checked by a soldier
at a checkpoint on the north side of the
city center. He tells us, “There was an
attack. But the oil refinery was deserted.
There were no victims.”

We decide to head for the port. The color of
the smoke grows more intense and the smell
of burnt tires becomes almost unbearable as
we get closer. Even though the oil refinery was
empty, there’s enough residual oil to make the
fire last for several hours.

We speak to some gas station attendants
when we got close to the port. They heard the
explosions. “The windows began to shake. We
hid. Fortunately, the windows held.”

From that point onwards, the smoke and sense
of desolation are more noticeable. An elderly
woman sees our camera and understands what
we are doing. She points us in the direction of a
bridge where we will be able to see the river of
smoke more clearly. We follow her instructions.
What we see becomes bleaker and bleaker.

After just a couple of seconds on the bridge,
we notice that at least two television crews are
also there. Everyone’s eyes express the same
sense of bewilderment.

We are concerned about the ramifications of
this attack. All of us know that this could be the
first in a long series of attacks. We get the sense
that maybe it’s time to leave Odessa, at least
for now. We will need to wait to understand
how and when to return. For now, our mission
has ended.

Returning to the city, we pass through yet
another checkpoint on our way back to the
hotel. The soldiers carry out the usual routine
inspection. This time, however, the inspection
is more thorough. They want to check our cell
phones. This is the first time since we arrived
in Odessa that they’ve done this. They find our
photos and videos of the explosion. Our cell
phones are confiscated. They line us up against
the wall and take our headshots. They tell us in
a derisive tone that the police will pick us up.
We are suspected of espionage and sabotage.
The journalist ID document is not helpful, to
the contrary. We attempt to explain who we
are. The words “Mediterranea humanitarian
association” seem to have no effect.
When the armored police vehicle arrives, we
are “invited” to get in. “Together with the
phones?” we ask. “ Yes,” the zealous soldier
curtly replies.
We arrive at the police station five minutes
later. It’s not far from the checkpoint and
is an equal distance from the hotel. We are
escorted by five soldiers. The desk clerk’s

knowledge of English is excellent and he is
disarmingly kind, especially when compared
to his colleagues. He asks us to show him all
our documents and to unlock our cell phones.
We try to explain to him what we think is the
possible misunderstanding. “We are part of
an association that helps migrants at sea. Our
colleagues are in Lviv. We are here to help the
Ukrainian people.” However, the evidence in
our favor is right on those precious cell phones.
He reassures us that he understands, but he
asks us to make the effort to understand the
situation they are in. “These are formalities.
You will be released once we are done.”
Instead, a few minutes later, we are transferred
to another room. All the photos are carefully
scrutinized, whether they are of Odessa or
not. They don’t appreciate the photos’ subject
matter. And, thus, delete them. We are asked
three times whether we possess firearms,
drugs, or knives. Smiling, they ask their
questions. Our looks of amazement seem to
calm them.

Nonetheless, the questions continue. Pointing
to a photo taken of a pro-Ukrainian protest at
the Brandenburg Gate, they ask us, “Where
did this photo come from?” Referencing my
basic language skills, they ask us, “Why do you
speak Russian?” Even though my credentials
say I’m a journalist, they inquire, “How do you
earn a living? How many days have you been
here? Why does the camera only have today’s
photos? We need to inspect the entire hard
drive!” Regarding a screenshot of Google
Maps showing the route from our hotel to the
location where the attack occurred that was
sent to us by a friend that very morning, they
ask “Why did you delete the geolocation?”
After a two hour long interrogation, the
two young policemen’s questions become
progressively more conspiratorial. Considering
the absurdity of the situation, we are managing
to remain relatively calm and collected.

Our state of calm is intentionally disturbed
when a policeman feebly asks us whether a
packet of sugar he noticed is “Drugs?” Instantly,
the more suspicious of the two police officers
is smacked in the face with the packet of sugar
and is given a sneering “Yeah, here fucking
sugar!” as an answer.

The authorities have lost their authority. The
two officers are surprised and impressed as
they witness this scene play out. We collect
our belongings that are scattered across the
table, including the packet of sugar. We leave
the police station concerned about losing all
the material we accumulated up to this point.
Basically, a month’s worth of work is gone.
As soon as we get back, we turn on
the PC. It’s crazy, but true- except for a
few pictures, the rest of the material is
untouched. We are overcome with joy.

The time has come to return home. We
pack our backpacks and luggage and head
to the bus station towards Chisinau. For
now, our mission is over. But, we will be
back. New bombs mean there will be new
refugees. We can’t turn our backs on them.

On the night of April 4th, between Sunday
night and Monday morning, Odessa is, again,
the target of another bombing. Three rockets
destroy another oil refinery. The premonition
we had while on the bridge near the burning
oil refinery wasn’t wrong at all.
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