
 

NEVER GIVE UP! 
The Mardini sisters, Yusra and Sarah, both talented swimmers, marked history. 
In 2015, at the age of 17 and 20, they fled Syria, their native country, to Eu-
rope, in the hope of finding a better life. The decision to allow their daughters to undertake such an uncer-
tain and dangerous journey was not easy for their parents, but even Damascus, the city where the family 
resided, was now prey to bombing and increasingly unsafe. The girls had no future. So it was that they 
said goodbye to their parents and younger sister and left, together with a cousin, to seek refuge in anoth-
er country. The three arrived first in Beirut, Lebanon, and then in Istanbul, Turkey, where they reached, 
not without effort, the Turkish shores of the Aegean Sea. In Smyrna they paid smugglers to be taken to 
the island of Lesbos, in Greece, contrary to what they promised their father, namely not to make the sea 
crossing. On the way, the refugees were intercepted by the coast guards and returned to Turkey. This was 
only the beginning of their adventure. A few days later, despite a threatening sky and an incoming storm, 
they boarded an old and patched dinghy, too small for the passengers it was supposed to carry. Goal? A 
new crossing to Lesbos. When the dinghy began to take on water, all the refugees threw their luggage into 
the sea but it was not enough to lighten the boat. So, first Sarah and then Yusra, experienced swimmers, 
followed by two men, dived into the water. As soon as the situation was restored, the two men got back on 
the dinghy, while the two sisters continued to swim non-stop, literally ferrying the group of refugees to the 
Greek coast. The immense effort of the two girls who swam for almost 4 hours, allowed everyone to save 
themselves from shipwreck. Yusra and Sarah’s journey did not end in Lesbos: they crossed the Balkans, on 
foot and by train, then passed through North Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary and Austria, and after months 
of walking, facing many obstacles and challenges, in September they were welcomed in Germany as Syrian 
refugees. Here, the two sisters were later joined by their family and, in the meantime resumed swimming. 
In 2016, Yusra, who had always hoped to participate in the Olympics, thanks to hard and constant training, 
participated in the Rio Games as part of the Olympic Refugee Team and won a preliminary competition. She 
did an encore in 2021 by participating in the Tokyo Olympics, always as part of the Refugee team. 

 A real-life
story

Today, Yusra is UNICEF’s youngest ambassador 
and a butterfly style swimming champion. 
Sarah is a fervent human rights activist, always 
on the front line to welcome those who leave 
a country at war with the hope of finding a life 
worth living. This extraordinary story, which 
makes us more aware of the harsh reality that 
many people are experiencing, is an emblema-
tic example of hope. Without self-confidence, 
and the light of hope always alive in their 
hearts, the two courageous sisters and athletes 
would never have achieved the extraordinary 
results that life had in store for them.

WRITE A POEM ON THE VALUE OF HOPE

To make a poem follow the “1-12” pattern. 
Start with one word, then 2, 3, 4 and end with 2!

Hope
is like

a sun in 
your loving heart. Never

Give up! 
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Be positive! Positive! Positive!


