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In 2013 UNHCR commissioned renowned photographer 
Brian Sokol for a unique project called The Most Important 
Thing. The photo project reveals – through words and 
pictures- the heart-wrenching decisions refugee families 
are forced to make when they have to flee their home.  
The photos take us on a harrowing journey by focusing  
on what families took, and recounting how they survived. 

The project began with Sudanese refugees, continued  
with Syrians, Malians and Central Africans. For the 
Sudanese, the most important things were primarily 
objects to keep them alive during their long, difficult 
journey:  
a pot, an axe, a water jug, or a basket. For Syrians, the 
objects were largely sentimental: an old ring, a torn 
photograph, the key to a door that may no longer exist. 
Among Malians, the objects largely had to do with their 
cultural identity and they spoke of how these objects 

helped them to still feel part of their people, despite 
having been forced to flee. The Central Africans brought 
practical objects: a sewing machine, crutches. 

Frontex, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, 
and the UNHCR Liaison Office to Frontex are glad to 
host the exhibition at Frontex Headquarters and invite 
you to recognise the strength and resilience of refugees 
and persons in need of international protection by 
contemplating, if only for a moment, what you would 
take if forced to flee.

Although Frontex does not decide on the granting  
of international protection, officers deployed by the 
Agency at EU’s external borders play a key role in 
identifying, informing and referring persons in need  
of protection to the competent authorities, rescuing lives  
at sea and responding to specific vulnerabilities.



Several months before this picture was taken, repeated bombing raids forced Dowla, 22, and her six children 
to flee their village in Sudan’s Blue Nile state. The most important object she was able to bring with her is the 
wooden pole balanced over her shoulder, with which she carried her six children during the 10-day journey 
from Gabanit to South Sudan. At times, the children were too tired to walk, forcing her to carry two on either 
side. Doro refugee camp, Maban County, South Sudan.



Malian refugee Mamma Wallet Bona, 40, center, and her children, pose for a portrait inside their shelter at 
Damba refugee camp in Burkina Faso on March 11, 2013. Agade’s wife Mamma brought the family tea set. 
“The life of the Tuareg is tea,” she says. “It gives us energy, even when there is no food.” During the journey,  
she kept it next to her in a small sack, slung over the back of the donkey she and three of her children rode  
to escape. Drinking tea is the first thing that Mamma does each morning, a ritual that is repeated throughout 
the day. “Tea is the tradition of our ancestors. If we don’t follow that tradition, we are no longer Tuareg.”



Omar, 37, holds a buzuq, or long-necked lute – the most important thing that he was able to bring with him to 
Domiz refugee camp in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Omar decided it was time to flee his home in the Syrian 
capital of Damascus the night that his neighbours were killed. “The killers came into their home, whoever they 
were, and savagely cut my neighbour and his two sons,” he recalls. Omar says that playing the buzuq “fills me 
with a sense of nostalgia and reminds me of my homeland. For a short time, it gives me some relief from my 
sorrows.



Thirteen–year-old Fideline holds one of the school notebooks that she was able to salvage when she and her 
family fled for their lives and boarded a boat to Batanga. The final straw was when the teenager and her 
friends saw a businessman being summarily executed. Fideline remembers screaming as she sprinted home.  
Her father immediately decided that they had to leave. “I couldn’t take my school bag, my shoes, or the 
colored ribbons for my hair, but I did bring my notebooks and my pen,” says the top student. “We have 
suffered so much,” she says, adding: “I want to study so that I can become someone.”



Maria, 57, sites the cross she holds in this photograph as the most important thing she brought with her into exile. 
It was given to her by the nuns in the hospital where she delivered her son before fleeing to DRC in 1962. Just 
nine days after the birth, soldiers came and killed her husband in front of her. Her eyes fill with tears describing 
the scene 50 years later. She and her children, one of which was only nine days old, immediately fled into the 
forrest where they lived off the land and drank rain water for seven and a half months before crossing into DRC. 
She says that if she had to flee again, she would grab the cross first. “With it I am at peace. If I didn’t have this 
cross, I wouldn’t be here today. It saved my life and the lives of my children.”



Malian refugee Abdou Ag Moussa, 34, poses for a portrait with his family outside of their shelter in Mentao 
refugee camp, Burkina Faso, on the 15th of March, 2013. Abdou’s family fled after his mother and four other 
women were kidnapped, taken to the desert and shot. When Abdou learned what had happened,  
he waited until dark and escaped with his wife and two children into the desert. He returned to bury his mother 
a few days later. The most important object that Abdou brought was this motorcycle. After burying his mother, 
Abdou put his wife and children into a car and he and his father followed on the motorcycle,  
which he says saved their lives.



Iman, 25, with her son Ahmed and daughter Aishia, in Nizip refugee camp, Turkey. They fled their home 
in Aleppo after months of conflict. Iman decided it was time to flee when she heard accounts of sexual 
harassment against women in Aleppo. The journey to Turkey was full of danger – Iman lost five relatives.  
The most important thing she was able to bring with her is the Koran she holds in this photograph.  
She says the Koran inspires a sense of protection. “As long as I have it with me, I’m connected to God.”



Eighty-five-year-old Torjam Alamin in Jamam refugee camp, Maban County, South Sudan. When war came 
to Sudan’s Blue Nile state, Torjam first fled his village of Ahmar, hoping to find safety in neighbouring Kukur. 
However, the conflict followed him there, so he and his family left during the night. The most important things 
that Torjam was able to bring with him were the plastic bottles he holds here. One carried drinking water, the 
other cooking oil. “All I could carry was this, and an axe. We couldn’t bring much, and even had to leave some 
other old people behind.”



Benjamin poses behind his sewing machine, which he says “is my life, it is my blood. I use it to be able to buy 
food for my family.” In Batanga, he makes money from refugees and locals by mending clothes.” Benjamin 
decided to flee after seeing a Seleka fighter shoot dead a merchant after an argument in Bangui’s port area. 
He ran to his home village, Mongo, to collect his wife and children. But the place was empty. He grabbed the 
sewing machine and went to search for his loved ones, finding them on the plot of family land. The next day 
they crossed to Batanga.



Eight-year-old May in Domiz camp in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. The girl and her family made their way by 
foot and bus hundreds of kilometres from Damascus to the border, where they followed a rough trail in the 
cold while her mother carried her baby brother. Since arriving in Domiz, she has had recurring nightmares. The 
most important thing she was able to bring with her when she left home is the set of bracelets she wears in this 
photograph. “The bracelets aren’t my favourite things,” she says, “My doll Nancy is.” She adds that the toy was 
left behind in the rush to leave.



Malian refugee Aboubacar Ag Ahmadou, 45, right, with his family near their shelter in Goudebou refugee 
camp, Burkina Faso. Aboubacar fled Mali with his wife and two children on a donkey cart, taking with them  
a single goat. He says that apart from the clothes he was wearing and a little money, the goat was the one 
thing he could not leave behind. He said it reminded him of all the things he had worked hard to acquire  
back home. “The goat brings me hope, joy and a sense that things can change for the better” he said.
Aboubacar also says owning a goat shows others that he was a man of some means back in Mali.



Sherihan Ahmad Hasan poses for a portrait in Domiz refugee 
camp. Sherihan was living with her family in Daraa, Syria when 
fighting forced them to flee from their home four months before 
this photograph was taken. She doesn’t know if their home is still 
standing. She says of her time during the fighting, “It was terrifying 
because I’m not able to help myself. I had no decision.” Confined 
to a wheelchair and blind in both eyes, Sherihan says she was 
terrified by what was happening around her. “At the beginning 
of the fighting, my family decided to stay because we thought it 
would be over soon. But as it went on, I was scared that they might 
run away and leave me at home alone.” Before the conflict began, 
Sherihan didn’t care for television, but as the fighting drew on and 

became more intense, she began to follow the news closely, as it 
was her only way of understanding what she heard, but couldn’t 
see, going on around her. “Men in uniforms came and killed our 
cow. They fought outside our house and there were many dead 
soldiers. I cried and cried, scared because I had to call my family 
even to know what was happening.” 
Sherihan says that the only important thing that she brought with 
her, “is my soul, nothing more -- nothing material.” When asked 
about her wheelchair, she seemed surprised, saying that she 
considers it an extension of her body, not an object. “I am happy.  
I am happy to be safe, to be here with my family,” she says. 



Magboola, 20, and her family weathered air raids for several months, but decided it was time to leave their 
village of Bofe the night that soldiers arrived and opened fire. With her three children, she travelled for 12 days 
from Bofe to the town of El Fudj, on the South Sudanese border. The most important thing she was able to 
bring with her is the cooking pot she holds in this photograph. It was small enough she could travel with it, yet 
big enough to cook sorghum for herself and her three daughters during their journey. Jamam refugee camp, 
Maban County, South Sudan.



A doctor, Waleed, 37, poses for a portrait in the Médecins Sans Frontières clinic where he works in Domiz 
refugee camp in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. He is carrying his most valuable possession, a photograph  
of his wife. Although they are together, he says, “This is important because she gave me this photo back  
home before we were married, during the time when we were dating. It always brings me great memories  
and reminds me of my happiest time back home in Syria.” He fled Syria 20 days after his wife gave birth.  
“I left the country for the sake of my family. I don’t want to see my children grow up as orphans.” 



Malian refugee Hadeisha, 19, poses for a portrait with her niece (name unknown) near their shelter in 
Goudebou refugee camp, Burkina Faso, on 9 March, 2013. Hadeisha fled with her extended family when  
a strict version of Sharia law was imposed. Her husband stayed behind to tend their livestock. She still worries 
about him, as “he is in a very dangerous zone.” The most important object Hadeisha brought was a Tuareg 
necklace that belonged to her grandmother. She sometimes holds it, hoping it will bring a sort of spiritual 
protection to her husband. It also brings back memories of her childhood and happier times.


