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nce upon a time, there was a family of four. They lived happily together in their
little house in the city. The father, mother, their older son and their little girl lived =

in perfect harmony. They knew they could always count on each other and they -

always had each other’s back.

Every morning, the parents went to work. The boy, 10 years old, and his younger sister,
7 years old, rode the bus to school together. The children loved their school and loved
playing with their friends. When they came back from school and their parents from work
in the afternoon, they all sat together and ate lunch. The kids then went to their rooms and
studied. The boy had always dreamt of becoming a lawyer, and the girl a journalist, so they
studied hard and worked even harder to make their dreams come true. The siblings were big

sport fans too; the boy played football and the girl was a long-jumper. They loved playing

together, and sometimes, they went outside to have fun in the sun.




One day, when the boy and his sister were playing hide and seek, they saw a blinding flashing
light and heard a thunder-like blast in the distance. Everywhere around them, people were
running in despair. No matter how hard they clenched their fists and how tightly they
squ_eezed their eyes, the crippling fear they were feeling would not fade away. They rushed
to their house, but to their dismay, it was crumbling apart. The little boy and his sister could
not stop crying. How could it be that their house had no more walls? Their parents held them
tight and promis.ed to protect them. “Don’t worry kids;” said the father, “We have raised you
to be strong, body and mind.” The girl wanted to get her favorite training shoes and the boy

wanted his football. But it was too dangerous to stay, so they had to run and hide.

Suddenly, big, armed men came and took the father. He had no choice but to go
~ with them. Not only did the family lose everything that had taken them so long to
build, but now they had also lost their backbone, their guiding light in the dark, their
F;rotec;tor.\'/vhe-nl times gbt hard_. They sepa;rated the family members that were living
s..c.)"V\.)ell;tog]-q_t;h.er. They took away a father'and a husband. They didn’t just destroy a house,

they destroyed a home; a family; and

; ¥ il 25 i . the dreams and hopes of a bright future.




The kids had no one left except their mother. She held their hands and walked a long way
with them. They were very scared as they wandered about the blood-covered streets. They
trudged in the wilderness in the extreme heat, and sometimes even walked through storms.
They walked and walked until they reached the sea. In there, they set sail on an inflatable
boat and left what had been their home for their entire lives. They left everything behind in

search of safety.

When nighttime came and the little girl closed her eyes to sleep, she would have nightmares
about the frightening scenes she had to live, and she’d wake up in the middle of the night,
crying in distress. The little girl and her brother would think to themselves, “why is life so
hard? Why is it so unfair?” For the longest time, they thought they were going to die. They
couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. But after leaving their loved-ones behind;

after leaving their lives behind, they reached the land, safe and sound.

A new country, a new beginning. But it wasn’t that easy at first. They didn’t understand the
language, let alone speak it. The children missed their friends very much every day. It was
hard for them to meet new people and make new friends. They had to turn the page and
start over. They had to rebuild piece by piece what life had stripped them of. They had to

find a new home, away from home...

This is the not so “fairy” tale of 65.5 million living souls across the globe, who fled their war-

torn countries because of persecution, conflict, and violence, in search of a better life.
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Northern Afghanistan — 1997

In a small city in the suburbs of North Afghanistan, Farid Walizadeh was born. He lived in
very dreadful conditions. In the city of Baghlan, very few are those who can make it, and

even fewer are those who can afford leisure and activities.

Afghanistan was a war-torn country, and people lived in constant fear of attacks. Ever since
the seventies, wars had been continuously raging, taking the lives of millions and millions
of people. It was not a safe home for families, much less for kids. Very few people had
electricity. The living conditions were meager in the bitter cold winter, and even worse in the

dry hot summer. Oppression, abuse and poverty defined the commonplace life for Afghans.

Farid did not choose to be born in North Afghanistan, nor did he choose to live there.







At only seven years

of age, he decided to take his

future into his own hands. He wasn’t

going to let the poor conditions define

him, nor was he going to let them dictate his
future. Despite everything around him, Farid had a

dream. He dreamt of a better life than the one he was given;

he dreamt of a brighter future than the one he was promised.



*

And so, his death-defying journey began.

The youngest of two-hundred people fleeing the country,

Farid began walking through the dry cold mountains of Afghanistan.

Most nights, he would sleep without any food or water. Throughout

the days, his body would wear out and he’d be too weak to even stand up, but
something kept him going. He wasn’t going to give up so easily. As he went by foot to
Pakistan, the people he was escaping with slowly passed, one by one. Only a few of them

made it to their destination after three months of walking.

When in Pakistan, things got even more dangerous. Stateless and without any legal
documents, Farid could not be caught. He hid in the mountains and in the forest. He lived
in constant fear of being attacked not only by terrorists, but also by wolves and other wild
creatures of the forest. There, he was mostly by himself. When he wasn’t hiding, Farid was

mostly working very small jobs in return for food. He was hardly able to get by.



After staying for several months in Pakistan, his next destination was Iran. With his small
frail body of a 7-year-old boy, Farid continued his perilous journey, walking and walking in
the hot desert until he made it to the Persian Land. He only stayed there for a month, but the

scars of his journey and the dehydration were visible on his fragile body.

Once outside of Iran, he was yet to take on the hardest part of his journey. After almost
two years of traveling by foot from one country to another, Farid had made it to Turkey. He
stayed there for two years, trying to escape on several occasions and by several means. But
escaping Turkey wasn’t going to be so easy. For more times than he could count, Farid tried s

fleeing Turkey to find shelter in Greece. On his first few attempts to escape the country by

sea, he fell short every single time. He fell into the deep waters of the Mediterranean Sea

and fought the fear of drowning time and time again.
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L s .F"J rﬁ'fﬁﬁte.-wgs-bhe thing that Farid learned throughout his journey, it was to pick himself up
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At the age of twelve, Farid watched a Jackie
Chan movie. This was the turning point of
his life. It inspired him in more ways than
one. That’'s how he got into martial arts,
especially taekwondo. He used sports to
channel his anger and protect himself, but
above everything else, he used it to give
himself a sense of freedom and hope. Farid
first began taekwondo with a friend of his

from his home country Afghanistan.

He then
went to a
small gym in

the suburbs of the

city. Within merely a year

A

Lot i Iy : _ d of practice, Farid had moved
LA T ] *_J'

! '#:a up the ladder to earn the black belt.

i AR 4 It seemed as though he was destined to

become an elite taekwondo fighter. He

had a fighter’s physical capacity, but most

of all, he had a fighter’s mentality.

/




Sports gave Farid strength, both physical and
mental. Because as a refugee always on the
move, it took courage to dream, and Farid was
the embodiment of courage. For Farid, life
always managed to get in the way. On a day
like any other, he was going to school. He did
not have the privilege to ride the bus or go by
car, instead, he was walking. He was minding
his own business, when a drunk driver came
out of the blue and hit him. In the blink of an
eye, Farid saw all his dreams shatter. He could
barely stand up, let alone walk. He was severely
injured, and his leg was highly damaged.
Taekwondo was no longer an option

for him. Life had unfairly stripped him

of the only thing that had saved him.

S .,
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A few months later, the decision came and Farid was going to be relocated to a refugee

center in Lisbon, Portugal. Most night‘s ‘he could barely sleep. He was having terrible

nightmares of his past expenences He needed a way out, and he needed it fast. Farid had

hit rock bottom. He d|d not know \ hat 1:0 do He went to the refugee center dlrector and







He had his heart set on maklng it to the Olymplcs an achlevement no one c,quldﬁgdltﬁfkr};?
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throughout the day;

v

"Yusra is aIready thinking
about her favorite place to be — the
swimming pool All her thoughts seem-,-to S i 41 §
lead her, ;6 tha‘t. place This is whe.fe ;he puts "'
everythmd aSIde and becomes the 4b‘§§t» versf‘ont I
of herself; th‘is is where she knows shé wg.ljﬂmake her :
" dreams come true; once in the water everythrng around her
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Her'dad then decided to coach her and her sister Sarah, and although she didn’t always
like it, Yusra was a gifted swimmer. Not only-did she start competing, but she also started
winning competitions left and right. Her fear of the water was nothing more but a.distant

memory.

Yusra, thirteen years old already, worked with her coach, day in and day out, in the gym
and the'swimm_ing pool with only one goal in mind: the Olympics. Her coach had very high
hopes for her. After all, she was dedicated, passionate, and hardworking —all the qualities

you need in an athlete who wants to thrive.

To her, there was no problem big enough that the water couldn’t drown. Unfortunately,
life is not a wish grént_ing factory. Sometimes, it gets in the way. Yusra found herself facing
a setback that not even the swimming pool could solve — war broke out in her beloved

_country, and destroyed her hometown of Damascus. It raged on and on for years. Day after

déy, people died; not soldiers, not rebels, but regular people: men, women and children.

Yusra and her family heard nothing but horrifying news that only went from bad to worse,
with each passing day. . : : '

‘passed, the more dangerous it gc:»t for them, .until'w_al: e‘_Veniyaﬁy‘ V\-Ieil']t beyond’ch}ba‘féﬁé
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Despite everything, nothing was going to get in the way of Yusra. She kept going to the pool

every day to swim.

On a day just like any other, Yusra and her Dad went to the swimming pool to train. Once
they got there, they were surprise.d to see that the “safest place in the world” was not so
safe anymore; the roof of th.e swimming pool was riddled with huge holes. Just then, Yusra
felt her heart sink. Her dreams were nothing more but the dust that had fallen into her pool
and ruine:d it. “Dad, where am | going to. swim now? What are we going to do?” She cried.
Not even her dad could aﬁsw_e_r tHelse questions. The entire family was now living in fear:
fear of the unknown; fgar of what the future might hold; fear of staying in their
own country. 1
All Yusra had ever v(/antéd t_"old<l) was sWim,_but life led her down a different
pg}lzhéTHe bombing reé'g:hejc_l her neig-hborhood and destroyed hér-houé'é..+ Lot 4, i dEr

~ Yusra could see her life crumble apart before heRreyes w2 SR ,q; i e 0

The I\Illlérdf_inis had lost éyeryt’hing.- it
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Yusra’s mom had a plan for their family. She came to her daughters with a heavy i
heart, tears dripping down her cheeks and a proposal that silently broke her ﬂ@
heart. Relatives of Yusra were planning to leave to Europe, and Yusra and her E,....--u."'"‘_;d_.
older sister could go with them, but this was not an easy decision to make. Yusra ; :
and Sarah would have to leave now, without knowing when, or even if, the rest

of the family would join them.
“Wake up honey, time to go.” The mother said as her voice broke.

Yusra and her sister woke up to the shaky sound of their
mother’s voice. They got dressed, packed their bags,

and embarked on a new journey. Their mom placed

a kiss on each of their foreheads and waved them goodbye. ’:
The girls were unable to hold back the tears as they left for |
another country; another life. They left the life they were |

familiar with behind because they still dreamt of a bright |

future where nothing could stand in her way. i

Yusra, Sarah, their cousins, and a group of refugees \
began their long journey to Europe, destination: \

Germany. Their first stop was in Beirut,
Lebanon, and then Istanbul, Turkey. But a

Wi ] s
constant fear was gripping them; the fear i

of being caught by the police and - =

sent back to Syria. s
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Once in Turkey, they had to go to Greece by boat; the hardest part of their journey. Because
not only did they have to travel by boat, but they also had to avoid Turkish guards in the
process. The group of refugees hid in the woods, betwéen tall trees, and once the smugglers
deemed it was safe for them to flee, they loaded them onto a boat way too small to fit
everyone. Not even a few minutes into their trip, Turkish guards spotted them, and forced
them to go back to the shore. Their first attempt to escape was a mere failure. A few hours
later, as the sun had gone down and darkness had fallen, they decided to try again. TheY set

sail and left the shore. The forest in which they hid slowly grew out of sight as they sailed

farther and farther in the Mediterranean Sea.




Just as Yusra thought things were getting easier, the boat engine made a sharp sound that
left all the passengers worried. Something was wrong with the boat, and it started moving
slowly, so slowly, that it eventually stopped moving at all. People thought they were going
to die; they thought this was it. Time was running out as the boat was slowly filling with icy
water. In a desperate attempt to make the boat lighter, passengers threw their belongings
into the deep sea. They had lost everything. Many of the travelers were elderly or children
who did not know how to swim; they could not save their own lives. Stuck in the middle of

the sea, with no one to help the passengers, somebody had to take action... FAST.

Yusra looked at Sarah, and without a second thought, they jumped into the sea to save their
lives and the lives of all the passengers on that boat; because they were Mardinis, and the
Mardinis were swimmers; because they knew that no matter where they were from, dreams
were still allowed, and no one, not a single soul on this earth, could take away their dreams.
Yusra was pulling the boat with a rope from the front, while Sarah and two other passengers
were pushing it from the back. Time was going by so slow, and Yusra’s body was starting to

wear out.

L
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She and the other people swimming and pushing the boat were exhausted, but she had to

hold on. She had to hold on to her dream; she had to hold on because letting go was just

not an option; because she couldn’t let her sister down; because she couldn’t let all those

innocent people down; because she wasn’t going to let herself down. _

After three and a half hours of swimming in'the_ sea apd pdlliﬁg_ a IS('-Ja_tqwitiln sixteen people

in it after_-fhink_ing the darkest thoughts to he.rsel_f; -e_s_if'ter 'g_'hlil’jk'ijn_gl éihé"w():ullg:!n’t be able to
see htha'r family a'gaih': her fathéf’,’ r'n‘bt_hgér z;mdillit’.c.l_e sis-te'r';',a"f!:_{ar 1,‘I'I|nk|n§_:Jsherr ’v_v._;;s"g_rgi;p.gr.to die,

ol s raly DTS AN A f
ike the weight of the world was finally off her
e gl W | I WY b gy, S T

¥ el i . AAE. i ¥ iy " ._f_t_"'l.-
.slh.q.c.l'lg-ergr 3 ' i P :‘: , o -r_l .., . ,,i-_-._.'_l-.-.- -:.-’"

-

. she finally saw the Greek sholrle',' émcj she ._'fg'_ft I

i Dt e ST S

by & p




After settling in Germany,
Yusra started looking for places where she could practice swimming. That’s

when she found Wasserfreunde Spandau 04, where she decided to try out for the
team. Even though she hadn’t swum in two years, the coach saw her potential, her
technique and beyond everything else, he saw her passion for the sport. Yusra made the
team; her coach believed she could make it to the Olympics. For that purpose, she woke up

every day at 6 AM, trained before school, then came back from school and trained again.
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It was 2016 already, Olympic year, and the International Olympic Committee
had decided to launch its first ever Olympic Refugee Team. Yusra was
selected to be a member of that team that included ten athletes from
around the globe competing in different sports and disciplines. In that
moment, all the hardship and obstacles she had gone through came
back to her mind. She remembered why she had held on while all the
odds were against her, and suddenly it all became so clear: She held
on because no bomb is powerful enough to reduce her ironclad will
to dust; because no ocean is big enough to drown out her burning
desire to succeed. She held on to her dream because deep inside

her she knew that life belonged to those who dared to dream big;
she knew that life belonged to those who dared to make their

dreams a reality.
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n the 3rd of July, in 1988, a little boy was born in Gitega, Burundi. Little did
everyone know that this boy had something special in him; something very few

had; this boy had ironclad will.

Parfait Hakizimana grew up in Burundi. He lived with his family of six, and his parents always
tried to make ends meet. Parfait was never the demanding type, he helped his family when
he could, he was polite and he was never out of line. Parfait never asked for much. All he
ever wanted was to keep living peacefully in his hometown, with his parents, and continue
his studies. He wanted to have a normal childhood, and lead a normal life where he could
do whatever he pleased, be it sports activities or academic activities. Unfortunately, his
country could not even provide him with the safety and security he needed to exercise his

most fundamental rights.

Gitega is a city marked by religious and ethnic conflicts, which often lead to wars within
the city itself, or within the country. When war breaks out, education services are often
put on hold, healthcare becomes scarce, and poverty widespread. In Burundi, it is
often advised to remain very careful and always alert, because there’s a very high risk
of criminal activity. It is not a safe place for people to live in, much less for children to
grow up in. When children leave their houses, their parents always worry because
they don’t know if their kids are going to make it back home safe and sound; tragedy
often strikes and spares no one. That’s what happened to Parfait Hakizimana, on the
21st of July 1996. Tragedy came knocking on his door, and he couldn’t keep it away.
As an 8-year old, when you hear gunfire and see people firing bullets at you, you rarely know

what to do.

»
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On that gloomy day of July, a rebel group railed the city of Parfait and his family, firing
gunshots at people. Dozens were dead, and hundreds were injured. Parfait was no exception
to this rule. He received a bullet in his left arm, and saw his mother killed in front of his own

eyes. In Burundi, tragedy spared no one, and Parfait was yet another perfect example.

What do you say to an 8-year old whose only wish was to grow up next to his family, but who
no longer could? How do you explain to him why he no longer had a left arm? How do you

tell him that he was going to grow up without the love of a mother? How do you make him

erase these traumatic images from his mind?

O -y
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After this painful incident, Parfait’s life took a different turn. Not only did he have to grow up
without a,mother, but he also-had to grow up without an arm. Being a person with disability;
he got his fair share of bullying: People started looking at him differently, and tréating him
differently, and not always.in a good way. Way too often; people.could not see beyond his
disability; they failed to see the kind-hearted person in him. Because of that, Parfait had to
suffer a'great load of physical pain; and an even greater load of mental pain. When people

saw him inthe streets, very few could hide their shock at the sight of his amputated arm.

Parfait had big dreams; dreams so big that his country could not even understand. He wasn’t

going to let judgmental eyes and minds keep him from doing what he wanted to do.

Parfait:was stronger ‘than'that, stronger than
a bullet in his left arm,, stronger than a

country'that couldn’t‘even protect an it f(‘

F
.

8-year old and his mother, stronger ‘*"
than any obstacle life would throw

his way. 2
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In 2007, at 19 years of age when Parfalt thought‘ he haid alreadwﬁ‘ﬂ
decided to chaIIenge him agaln Ona day that Parfalf wdu.}d ne,vé_rf
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In parallel, with his studies, Parfait was going to taekwondo trainings every other day.
He went on to go to the University of Economics and Business Management, all while he = = - £ o
was in a country where freedom 'of speech is non-existent. Against all odds, “he gpt-h:is :

Bachelor’s degree in business management but his country would not allow hlm to pursue_.'

the hlgher educat|on ‘he had in m|nd He was not allowed to become more educated’ "'.'..,.’,-'_J;,
because educated people are a threat to the power of the state. ke PRl ':i. o el

. ] f i Y’ _'r 1‘ .;.-:.:'J' 3
W|th onIy a Bachelors degree in hand Parfait said to himself Enough |s enough |f | want -_ W o Wk

g "."'.""

#i - Vi e
somethlng, I won 't stop at anythlng unt|I I getit, evenif it mean§ leavmg my frlends famrly,. ¥ _; ;f’ .gf

_and hometown behlnd That’s how he deC|ded to leave Burundl and head to Rwanda;

Polltlcal conﬂlcts rellglous struggles, oppression and mstablhty a1L Jed hrm ’t'o 'Flee ﬁ §

' country In 2015 he arrlved to Rwanda. ; -', o

fie
He found hlmself in a new country, with new people and a compléte[y -new enwronrqexq

A

‘-'l‘
’
s without neither friends, nor famlly The onIy thlng he strII had was taekwondo 1t wa'f‘thé‘* i

-

-xd
!

onIy constant in hls ever- changlng c.hadtlc Ilfe
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Despite everything he had been th'l%ugﬁ; Parfait never stopped tackwondo. When everything .
/ PP ThT NS SR T SNy s Al L S U [ s

B T T

| was against hi.m, _wh_erri_ peopletoldhu;ﬁ:hg.COUIdn’t,whenh,ef ﬁgd noongléff:P?:rféttrgsé 't'o*-:fr_
i s, 1 ety wn o sy s o T
gave him back whatﬂ’f?ha;dta"keﬂ ~?Wa:y ff'Om hln’:Taekwgngb?a\je‘ﬁlrhrth.egpporwmfyto  JAS
meet new. p_g‘g[_SIé_ andmakenévy fl;lendsvyho séepaS't"hlsd!igé'bql“lty,perle vyhg .béli_eg?t_él in

RS 0

v him and in everything he has to offer this world .'rraekw&a,d'p'iﬁé@.méhié-'faj’mjw; his life.
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mesyﬁ okyo 20’2@ He.wants fp gwe b.a-¢k to .;"',';'5 : 17y

f_,fé,“gpbrt t_hat has’gfve.n h .so much sca' when he
’buq'ld hts own taekvyendb gme

¥t Efg&ﬁl"es* h].e' aims -tor

i Sl

, Fr? y}rg?eﬁosperlty and djsuphne relgn r r_- ‘-‘,}_:'_ g
ﬁ::‘-'* 'c Wi ’+ 'y b 3 I W
_,J -ajfaﬁr has l_‘:;lven‘ everyone a IL‘fe Iessdn What matters
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Ehﬁeus not the o,bstacles that -come your way, it's not the

E "cpf??a‘;ﬁa dshn,p that~llfe keeps throwmg‘ at yeu it's not the dlf'ﬁcultles L
S

v st ,;'VOU run lnterhat Hnatters is that you just don t g|ve up and Parfait
W

dld not glve' up He dld' no’t glve up on his dream he did not Iet life get

the best df hﬂ'n When Ilfe knocked him down and threw him to the ground, he

c Jseté get bac‘k up he chose to fight; he chose to rlse because it all comes down

o

o ,P'
tq,thémnll the w1||to wm the wal|~to ﬁght ‘the W|IIto survive.
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Farid Walizm/eh fought for his [g’[e more than once, he was knocked

down and came out on the other sia/e, each time stronger than bg‘ore.

+e became a fighter.
+e rose above

Yusra Mardini swam to save her [g"e and the Lives gf others,
now she swims to [nspz're m[llions around the Worla’.
She rose above.

Pag‘m’t Hakizimana held on bg a thread to a little smidge of /zope.
He c/gfz‘ea/ the odds. te never gm)e up, een When the cards were stacked
agm‘nst /u'm, especially When the cards were stacked agm‘nst him.

+te rose above

Theg all scfferea/, theg all endured a great load of pain and grief,
but t/peg all overcame; t/zeg foug/nf to rise above.
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