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Press release 

 
The most important thing. 

Portraits of an escape 
 

What is the one thing that is most important for you and that you would 

take if you suddenly had to flee from your home and your country? 

Although it may seem an unthinkable dilemma, that is the question that 

thousands of people are forced to answer every day. 

over the last three years, conflicts in Syria, South Sudan, the Central 

African Republic and Mali have given rise to grave humanitarian crises. 

Persecution, generalised violence and the violation of human rights have 

led to more than 12 million individuals being forced to abandon their 

homes; a third of these have fled to other countries, thus becoming 

refugees. 

The exhibition The most important thing. Portraits of an escape, 

organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation in cooperation with the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), features images by 

the photojournalist Brian Sokol that comprise a gaze at the life of such 

people. The main purpose of the show is to reflect on what is most 

important to all those who are forced to flee from their homes. 

The exhibition will be open to the public at CaixaForum Barcelona until 8 

February 2015, after which it will travel to CaixaForum Madrid and 

CaixaForum Palma. 

 

Barcelona, 19 September 2014. At CaixaForum Barcelona today, the 

International Division of ”la Caixa” Foundation and the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) officially opened the exhibition The most 

important thing. Portraits of an escape. The aim of this project is to raise 

awareness about the plight of refugees and displaced people, leading visitors to 

reflect on how being forced to flee their homes changes the everyday lives of 
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refugees, and the important decisions they have to make. In short, we are 

asked to put ourselves in their place. 

 

Based on portraits by the American photojournalist Brian Sokol, The most 

important thing… features the testimony of 24 people who, at the time of being 

photographed, had just been forced to flee their homes, taking with them what 

is most important to them. These are testimonies that invite visitors to think 

about what they would do if they found themselves in the same situation. 

 

”la Caixa” Foundation and UNHCR: joining forces 

 

From 2002 to 2013, ”la Caixa” Foundation and the UNHCR rolled out 11 

humanitarian action projects in developing countries, nine in Africa (Chad, 

Kenya, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, Uganda 

and Zambia) and two in Asia (Afghanistan and Sri Lanka). These projects were 

engaged in delivering articles of basic necessity, improving access to water and 

sanitation, combating malnutrition, and assisting with refugees’ repatriation and 

reintegration in their countries of origin. In all, help has so far been given to 

some 914,000 of the world’s most vulnerable people. 

Through its International Cooperation Programme, ”la Caixa” Foundation 

maintains its commitment to helping eradicate poverty amongst the most 

vulnerable populations of Africa, Latin America and Asia. The Programme 

promotes actions to protect and assist victims of emergencies, natural disasters 

and armed conflicts, with particular emphasis on humanitarian crises brought 

about by the inability to gain access to food. This humanitarian action is focused 

on providing support in the fight against child malnutrition and for emergency 

campaigns, helping those affected by natural disasters or displaced by conflicts. 

For its part, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is 

one of the most important humanitarian organisations in the world. Present in 

125 countries, its mission is to protect and help refugees, and to seek solutions 

to their predicament. The UNHCR coordinates response to emergencies and 

mass exoduses; it sets up refugee camps, distributes drinking water and food 

and provides blankets and humanitarian aid materials. Offering legal protection 

and maintaining a refugee registry also fall within its remit. Once a conflict ends, 

the UNHCR cooperates with voluntary repatriation initiatives, facilitating the 

return of those refugees who wish to go back to their country of origin and 

setting up programmes aimed at providing education activities and generating 

income. 
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In recognition of its work, the UNHCR received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1954 

and 1981, and was presented with the Prince of Asturias Award in 1991. 

 

 

Brian Sokol 

 

Brian Sokol is a US-born photographer dedicated to documenting human rights 

issues and humanitarian crises. A writer by training, he uses both words and 

images to tell the stories of individuals often overlooked by the media. 

 

His career began in Nepal, where he has learned the language and invested 

himself deeply in the culture. In 2011, he moved to South Sudan in order to 

cover the first 18 months in the life of the world’s newest country from the 

inside. 

 

A recipient of National Geographic Magazine’s Eddie Adams Grant, he has 

been selected as one of PDN’s 30 Emerging Photographers To Watch. His 

clients include Time, The New York Times, The New Yorker, Geo, Stern, Ogilvy 

& Mather, and Philips.  

 

He regularly works with the UNHCR and other humanitarian organisations to 

document and raise awareness about global social issues. 

 

Brian Sokol currently divides his time between Europe, South Asia, Latin 

America, Central Africa and the Middle East. He is a member of Panos Pictures. 

 

 

 

 

Further information 

”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 

Marina Teixidó: 934 044 092 / 608 099 023 /mteixido@fundaciolacaixa.es  

http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 

Multimedia Press Room 

http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects 
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THE MOST IMPORTANT THING: PORTRAITS OF AN ESCAPE 

 

Omar, 37 years old, in his tent in Domiz refugee 

camp in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, (16 

November 2012). Omar fled from Damascus 

when his neighbours were killed. “They came 

into their home and savagely cut my neighbour 

and his two sons. They dragged the bodies into 

the street, where we found them in the morning.” 

The most important thing that Omar brought with 

him is the instrument he holds in this photograph. It is called a “buzuq” and he says that 

“playing it 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.” 

 

 

Iman, 25 years old, with her son Ahmed and 

daughter Aishia in Nizip refugee camp, Turkey (4 

December 2012). After months of conflict, Iman 

decided to flee to Idlib when she heard accounts 

of sexual harassment against women in Aleppo. 

Shortly after they arrived in Idlib, it was attacked. 

Iman lost five family members and the home 

where they were taking shelter was destroyed; 

then she fled to Nizip. The most important thing that Iman brought with her is the Koran 

that she holds in this photograph. The Koran gives her a feeling of protection. “As long 

as I have it with me, I’m connected to God,” she says. 

 

 

Alia, aged 24, in Domiz refugee camp in 

Kurdistan, Iraq (15 November 2012). Alia, who is 

confined to a wheelchair and blind, fled from 

Daraa, Syria because of the war four months 

before this photograph was taken. “At the 

beginning of the war, my family decided to stay 

because we thought it would be over soon. I was 

scared that they might run away and leave me 

alone.” Alia says 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. 
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Ahmed, 70 years old, in Domiz refugee camp in 

Kurdistan, Iraq (14 November 2012). Ahmed fled 

Syria with his wife and eight of their nine children 

when their house in Damascus was destroyed in 

an attack. Ahmed’s son, who remained behind, 

was killed soon after. Following an explosion he 

ran into the street to help an injured friend, and 

died in a second blast. The most important thing 

that Ahmed brought with him is the cane; he says “without it I would not have crossed 

the Iraqi border on foot (…) All I want now is find a place where my family can be safe, 

and stay there forever.” 

 

 

Leila, 9 years old, in Erbil, Kurdistan, Iraq, (17 

November 2012). Leila fled from Deir Alzur, Syria 

to Erbil with her sisters, mother, father and 

grandmother. The most terrifying thing before 

they left, she says, “was the noise of the tanks. It 

was even scarier than the sound of planes, 

because I felt like the tanks were coming for me.” 

The most important thing that Leila brought with 

her are the jeans she holds in this photograph. “When I saw these trousers I knew 

instantly that they were perfect because they have a flower on them, and I love 

flowers.” She has only worn the jeans three times, each of them in Syria. 

 

 

May, 8 years old, in Domiz refugee camp in 

Kurdistan, Iraq (16 November 2012). She and 

her family fled from Damascus, Syria to Domiz at 

night. It was so cold that May cried all the way, 

while her mother carried her two-year-old baby 

brother. Since arriving in Domiz, she has had 

recurring nightmares in which her father is 

violently killed. The most important thing that she 

brought with her is the set of bracelets she wears in this photograph. “The bracelets 

aren’t my favourite things, my doll Nancy is. But in the hurry to leave that night she was 

left on my bed”, she explains.  
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Omar Ag Chakude (in a Tuareg turban) with his 

family in Goudebou refugee camp. Omar and 

his family used to meet every Saturday to take 

big decisions, under a traditional Tuareg tent 

made from animal skins. When they heard 

about the killing of Tuareg people, they decided 

to flee and chose to take their Tuareg tent with 

them. The tent, which they are holding, is a link 

to their ancestors and to their nomadic lifestyle. Omar said he couldn’t bear to leave it, 

“It would have felt as if I had left my entire life behind.” 

 

 

Homaia Ag Bara, 60 years old, with his wife and 

children in Mentao refugee camp, Burkina Faso. 

Four of his children sit on one of the two donkeys 

he brought with him after two of his brothers were 

killed in Mali. The donkeys carried his seven 

children during the 10-day trip across the desert. 

They saved his family, says Homaia, who is still 

traumatized. “When everyone else returns, I will 

stay here in Burkina Faso, as I am too scared to go back, too scared to face those 

terrible memories.” 

 

 

Abdou Ag Moussa, 34, sits with his family on the 

motorbike that saved his life. Abdou’s family fled 

their home in Mali after his mother and four other 

women were kidnapped, taken to the desert and 

shot. When Abdou learned what had happened 

he waited until nightfall and then escaped into the 

desert with his wife and two children. Some days 

later, he returned to bury his mother, then put his 

wife and children into a car while he and his father followed by motorbike. “For seven 

days and nights, I didn’t sleep. When I fled from Mali, my hair was black. In only a year 

look how much it has turned grey, like it is mixed with ashes,” he says. 
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Mariam Diallo (centre), her daughter (left) and 

granddaughter display pieces of jewellery that 

they took with them when they fled from Mali to 

Mentao camp in Burkina Faso. Mariam, 55, holds 

a pair of earrings which, she says, are the most 

important things she brought. She and her family 

are nomads of the Peul ethnicity. They fled after 

militants threatened Mariam for not wearing a 

head scarf. Mariam loves Peul jewellery and says that after living in fear and unable to 

wear traditional dress, the jewellery symbolizes her freedom. She says, “If [the 

militants] threaten even old women, imagine what they could do to us!” 

 

 

Omar Al Bashir, with his children in Mentao camp, 

holds his precious digital watch. This traditional 

healer and Koran teacher says a true leader must 

ensure that time is respected. “Respect for time,” he 

said, “makes me good at what I do, and 

consequently a respected leader.” He and his family 

fled Mali because they feared being targeted by 

retreating troops in early 2012. 

 

 

Doud Ag Ahmidou, 45 years old, with his wife 

and children in Goudebou refugee camp, Burkina 

Faso. They fled from their nomadic encampment 

in Mali after a nearby village was attacked and 

many people killed. The most important thing 

Doud took during his escape was the Tuareg 

pillow he holds in his right hand. He says the 

pillow gives him a direct connection with his 

ancestors and his traditions, and it brought the family comfort during their escape. 

“Placing our heads on a pillow brought from our home makes me think of the peaceful 

nights back in our encampment,” he says. 

 

 

Bonheur (second from right), 9 years old, in 

Boyabo refugee camp with his family. He has 

seen terror close up, watching the murder of his 

friend Princi when Seleka fighters came to their 

village of Moungoumba. “I ran away crying,” he 
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recalls of the traumatic event that triggered their flight to DRC. They spent three weeks 

hiding on an island in the middle of the Oubangui River. “At night we hardly slept, and 

during the day we didn’t do much. We were scared all the time,” he explains. Although 

he lost all his possessions, he says “the most important thing is that I have my life and 

my family.” 

 

 

Jean-Baptiste, 45, a nurse, in Libenge village with 

his most important possession – his Central 

African Republic national ID. “It’s my only proof of 

citizenship. It proves to the government and 

people here who I am, and why I’m here (…) it 

shows that I’m seeking refuge and gives me the 

right to register with the UN.” Jean- Baptiste 

decided to flee to DRC after returning to his home 

village, Moungoumba, from Bangui. He was convinced that he was being watched. In 

Libenge, he found shelter with a Congolese family and waited for his wife and children 

to join him. 

 

 

Lucie, 38, poses for a portrait with her husband 

and son in Boyabo camp, Democratic Republic of 

Congo. She has lived with disability since she 

was a girl, unable to straighten one of her legs. 

Italian doctors had recently performed surgery 

aimed at restoring her mobility, but before the 

cast could be removed Seleka fighters attacked 

her village, Moungoumba. The family fled, with 

Lucy clutching her most important possession – a Bible. Her husband carried her to the 

riverbank and they boarded a boat to safety in the DRC village of Libenge. She says 

her precious bible “guides me in my life.” 

 

 

Fideline, 13, and her family fled Central African 

Republic for their lives by boarding a boat to 

Batanga in neighbouring DRC. 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 
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coloured 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. I want to study.” 

 

 

Benjamin, 40, 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 

camp, DRC, he earns money by mending clothes 

for refugees and local people. Benjamin decided 

to flee neighbouring CAR after seeing a Seleka 

fighter shoot dead a merchant during 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 family’s plot of land. The following day they crossed to Batanga. 

 

 

Jean, a 36-year-old fisherman, poses on the 

banks of the Oubangui River. When he fled from 

the town of Batalimo, CAR, he brought his 

precious fishing net with him. “Some of the fish I 

sell, some we eat. I use the money to buy clothes 

and to pay the local people for plantains, cassava 

and peanuts.” He fled his home after Seleka 

fighters broke into his house at night and slit his 

mother’s throat. He survived because he managed to hide under a bed. The next day, 

Jean found his family in the bush and crossed the river to safety in his pirogue. “Many 

people have suffered. Mine is just one story more,” he says. 

 

 

Four months before this photograph was taken, 

soldiers arrived in 10-year-old Maria’s village of 

Makaja, in Sudan’s Blue Nile state. In the middle 

of the night, they set fire to her house, burning it 

and all the food inside to the ground. The next 

day she set out, shoeless, on a three-month 

journey to the South Sudanese border. Along the 

way she contracted malaria, and at one point 
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went five days without a meal. The most important thing that she brought with her is the 

jerrycan (water container) that she holds in this photograph taken at Jamam camp in 

Maban County, South Sudan.  

 

 

Magboola, 20 years old, in Jamam refugee camp, 

Maban County, South Sudan. She and her family 

withstood air raids for several months, but finally 

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 for her to travel with, yet big enough to cook sorghum for herself and her three 

daughters during their journey. 

 

 

Aerial bombardment forced Ahmed, 10 years old, 

and his family to flee their home in Taga village, 

in Sudan’s Blue Nile state, 7 months before this 

photograph was taken. The most important thing 

he was able to bring with him is Kako, his pet 

monkey. Kako and Ahmed made the five-day 

journey from Taga to the South Sudanese border 

together in the back of a truck. Ahmed says he 

can’t imagine life without Kako, and that the most difficult thing about leaving Blue Nile 

was having to abandon his family’s donkey. Jamam refugee camp, Maban County, 

South Sudan. 

 

 

Hasan, who is unsure of his age but imagines 

himself to be between 60 and 70 years old, poses 

for a portrait in Jamam refugee camp in Maban 

County, South Sudan. Fighting forced Hasan and 

his family to flee their home in Maganza Village, 

in Sudan’s Blue Nile state. The most important 

thing he was able to bring with him is the empty 

wallet he holds. Though he is now destitute, he 

left Maganza with enough money to buy food for his family during their 25-day journey 

to the South Sudanese border. 
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Several months before this picture was taken, 

repeated bombing raids forced Dowla, 22 years 

old, and her six children to flee their village in 

Sudan’s Blue Nile state. The most important 

thing she was able to bring with her is the 

wooden pole balanced over her shoulder, with 

which she carried her six children during their 

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. 

 

 

 

Four months before this photograph was taken, 

exchanges of gunfire and aerial bombardment 

forced Howard, 21, his wife and their six children 

to flee their home in Bau County, in Sudan’s Blue 

Nile state. The most important thing he was able 

to bring with him is the long knife he holds, called 

a “shefe,” which he used to defend his family and 

herd of 20 cattle during their three-week journey 

from Bau County to the South Sudanese border. Yusuf Batil refugee camp, Maban 

County, South Sudan. 

 
 


