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POLAND

When elephants fight



Nastia, aged 35, fled with her dog, Leja. In addition to food for the refugees, volunteers have also 
brought large bowls of pet food so the travelling animals can recover after an exhausting journey.



“When elephants fight,” according to the 
African proverb, “it is the grass that gets 
trampled”. More than three million people 
have now fled the war in Ukraine to seek 
refuge in neighbouring countries. The 
majority of them have travelled to nearby 
Poland, passing through the border towns 
of Dorohusk, Hrbenne and Medyka.

The latter town, Medyka, has seen the largest 
flows of refugees. From there, they try to 
reach other corners of Europe by bus. Those 
arriving from the Donbass have experienced 
war on two occasions, those from Kyiv 
have left behind their husbands to fight in 
the resistance, while those from the west 
have left pre-emptively, before it’s too late. 
Most have stopped off in nearby Lviv before 
crossing the border into Europe by train, car 
or on foot. Some carry with them just a trolley 
bag with a few items of underwear; others 
have even less so need to rummage through 
the piles of clothes and basic necessities 
brought by volunteers from all over Europe. 
No one has plans for the future: their worlds 
have collapsed around them. Some still 
believe they will return home soon, others 
are resigned to beginning a new life. 

ESCAPING FROM UKRAINE ACROSS THE POLISH BORDER

All the pictures were taken when the refugees arrived in Medyka (Poland) on March 7, 2022.



Jana, aged 42, arrived at the border after spending the entire night in the queue. She 
doesn’t have any fixed plans as yet and doesn’t know where she will go or what she will do. 



Diana, aged 11, fled with her mother and, after a long and tiring journey, managed to arrive in Poland, where she will go to school 
once she reaches the family that will house them temporarily. She hopes to return to Ukraine soon and see her friends again.



Dima, aged 16, arrived at the border with his aging grandparents and his cat. He speaks fluent Russian and tells us that he is a 
very principled young man. As a mark of respect, when he shakes hands with us he takes off his glove, in spite of the icy cold.



Oksana, aged 40, came to the border by car with her husband. Then they were forced to say goodbye. The journey was very tiring for her.



The family of Jena (aged 8), Vera (14) and Dasha (12) belong to a dance company that performs all over Ukraine. Their mother, 
who is accompanying them, smiles as she tells how her children help each other to get through this terrible experience.



 Natali, aged 30, says she has never wished harm on anyone as much as she wishes harm on Putin, whom she holds responsible for this bloody invasion.



Sveta, aged 32, fled Ukraine with her dog Ela, without whom she could not have left. 
She says she is relieved – relatively speaking – to have managed to finally reach Poland. 



Alina, aged 26, arrived by coach from a town near Kyiv. She uses a scarf to protect her head from the icy wind before taking another coach to nearby Przemyśl.



Vitali, aged 16, fled together with his mum and younger sister.  He doesn’t really want to answer  
our questions and after the photo is taken he disappears into the queue for the bus into town.



Sarka, aged 23. We meet her in front of a fire, trying to warm herself together with his brother and mum. 
They crossed the border on foot after spending a few days in Lviv before finally deciding to leave Ukraine. 



Olga, aged 45. Like many others she is travelling with her faithful friend, her dog Bax, along with a trolley bag and 
a backpack. She is alone and after the photo is taken she enters the refugee welcome tent in order to warm up.



Dasha, aged 20, arrived in Poland with her cousins. In a bag she is carrying her computer that holds her entire 
life. In her other hand she holds a telephone and a few hryvna, the Ukrainian currency that is now worth little.



 Nastia, aged 13, is travelling with her mum and her sister Sasha. She misses her dad, who has stayed in Ukraine to fight.



Eugeny, aged 34, is angry. Like most men that managed to leave the country he holds dual nationality.



Sasha, aged 11. The journey has really scared her. When she first heard the planes over Kyiv she understood that 
something was wrong. She still doesn’t know where they will go but she is relieved that part of their journey is over.



Sergiej, aged 45. As a dual national Sergiej managed to cross the border without problem, in difference to many Ukrainian men 
who are unable to leave. He is travelling alone with his dog Nancy, who is very agitated to be surrounded by so many people..



 Ina, aged 25, is travelling alone. In her bag are the savings she managed to set aside from her job, which she had to leave because of the war.



Anastazja, aged 18, would never have left without her cat. She holds him close inside her jacket to protect him from 
the cold. She is carrying just a backpack that is filled with spare clothes and some food for her feline companion.
.



Lukas, aged 23, wears a balaclava to protect him from the cold. It also makes him almost unrecognisable. He is very tired and looks 
for a chair to sit on but can’t find one. He joins the queue along with all the other refugees to wait for a coach away from the border.



Anastasia, aged 35, left Kyiv and continued to Lviv before crossing the border. She still does not know her final 
destination. She is optimistic: she thinks that Ukraine will resist and that she will soon return home to her former life.



Palina, aged 18, is travelling alone. Next year she is due to start university but now she thinks her plans will 
unfortunately have to change. In her hands she is holding a hot cup of tea donated by the nearby McDonald’s.



Katja, aged 27, prefers not to take off her mask, partly as a precaution against Covid and partly out of shyness. She has 
just arrived and is still holding her passport in her hand, having not had time to put it away since the border controls.



Palina, aged 15, feels disorientated. Her journey to Lviv was interminable, even though most of it was by car. She 
fled with her sister Ania and their mum. They are headed for Przemyśl, where they will take the train to Warsaw.



Ania, aged 15, is travelling with her sister Palina and their mum. After the photo they seek shelter in one of the tents set up to welcome the refugees.



Nadia, aged 57. She says that at her age, after experiencing the end of the USSR, she 
would have never thought she would find herself fleeing her home because of a war.



Lukas, aged 35, is shivering, cold and angry. He asks us for directions to the town centre. In his opinion the people fleeing need 
backpacks and not just clothes, so they can take with them the necessities donated by the various associations helping the refugees.



 Sonia, aged 17, arrived alone in Medyka. She is trying to reach Warsaw where she has some distant relatives she hopes to stay with temporarily.



Tatiana, aged 19, is travelling with her friend Maria. She is angry and disheartened: her life has changed forever.



Alona, aged 19, is travelling with her sisters and an aunt. Most people escaping are women: martial law prohibits working-age men from leaving the country.



Ksenia, aged 26, has left her family and fiancé behind. She comes from the countryside near Lutsk and travelled to Lviv before crossing the border.



Natali (aged 32), and Kirill (8), emerge from the welcome tent to have their photos taken – like all the other pictures in this reportage, using a makeshift 
photo set. The mother and son both fled from Ukraine with Kirill’s younger sisters to seek refuge in Poland, where they have relatives. Before departing for 
Przemyśl, they have picked up some snacks from the World Central Kitchen stand. Travelling with them are also their dogs, well protected from the cold.
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