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Written by Zina Tosku
“… thirsty for a “rescuing” hand to come”
TIRANA, Nov 29 /ATA/ – – A baby boy, only two months old, wearing blue clothes, all ripped and wet, was found floating face down on the Aegean Sea.

His mother was begging for help in a language that sounded unfamiliar to me, she was making a desperate attempt in the chubby waters to save her baby from drowning.

Battling with the frigid waves to save her baby also aided by other men, women and children sharing in her plight, striving to challenge the death and its bitter taste hanging over her, she sensed no tiny glimmer of hope but wrenching and tingling sounds of the waves crashing against their bodies wet to the marrow.

Land was out of sight.

All of a sudden, for them there was some light at the end of the tunnel. The Albanian-flagged vessel “Oriku” commanded by third –rank captain Silvan Boni was on patrol at open sea.

Having spotted the inflatable dinghy drifting without an engine and sinking into the sea and the crying pleas of refugees for help on the Aegean Sea, the Albania crew alerted the Greek and Turkish troops which rushed to the spot.That Sunday it was 14:35 hrs.

The date meant nothing to us, but that day was to be engraved in the memory of those Syrian refugees, thirsty for a rescuing hand to come. That day would seal their fate, separate the victims from winners, the sea hungry for people from the immense power of human heart. Aboard were 51 refugees, of whom 29 men, 10 women and 12 children.

The greatest paradox of Albanian history, between the 1990 – 91 exodus and Kosovo exodus in 1999 when Albanians were driven out of their home by Serbs, played itself out after several decades with an Albanian-flagged vessel coming to the rescue of those refugees in distress.

Recollecting the harrowing scenes and desperate screams of women and children at sea, tears started streaming down the face of Albanian lieutenant, Aurela Bala, who became “the protagonist” in the script of a real- life film, never written before.
The whole experience was dramatic. That two-month infant won my heart in those quickest attempts to pull him out of water. It was a matter of seconds to save the baby from death. The plight of those people triggered the images of overcrowded “Tirana” and “Iliria” vessels back in 1991. I am short of words to describe all this,” the Albanian lieutenant , one of the first women, engaged in an international mission of such proportions, says.The reasons forcing the Syrians and Afghans to flee their countries could be too many. Apart from its operational scope, NATO’s mission to rescue the refugees making their way from Turkey to Greek coast is of humane and noble proportions. The crisis of refugees is not the issue of Middle East or Africa, it is a European, American and Albanian issue, the lieutenant says.

I wish I could see that baby again after many years. I wish I could know more about his life and of his family hoping for a happy ending. It is a dream of mine….” Aurela says.
After nearly one year on mission in the Aegean Sea, the vessel of Albanian Battle Fleet “Oriku” saved 1 000 lives overall.

This rescue effort was a defining moment for this crew serving with the “Sea Guardian” mission. /sm/
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