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IRYNA 

My name is Iryna. Before the full-scale war, I lived 

in a small village in the north of the Luhansk region. 

I had my own house and a job; I enjoyed planting 

flowers. I took care of my animals and was actively 

involved in community life because I was very energetic 

and deeply patriotic. The Ukrainian language, culture, 

and history were essential to me. I could not imagine 

my life without Ukraine. 

 

Back then, everything was transparent and predictable. 

I was born in that village; my relatives still live 

there; my parents are buried there. I thought I would 

never leave. But on February 24, 2022, my whole life 

was torn apart. I woke up to the sound of explosions 

coming from the direction of Luhansk. For us, this 

wasn’t new — the occupied territory was only about 60 

kilometres away, and fighting had occurred with varying 

intensity for years. But this time, something was 

different. 

 

The internet was still working then. I was horrified 

to learn that all of Ukraine was under attack, and the 

enemy was advancing toward our capital. None of us knew 

what to do. We hadn’t yet seen Russians in our area. 

The uncertainty was terrifying. Every moment, we prayed 

that Kyiv would hold. 

 

In early March, the occupiers entered our village. One 

person privately warned me that my name was on a list 

of “unreliable” individuals and advised me to try to 

leave the village. But there was no longer any way out 

- the front line was ahead of us, and the enemy was 

behind us. 

 

I lived each day in fear, dreading interrogation. One 

day, I saw through the window a black car with armed 

men in masks. They came to my house. They searched the 

house, interrogated me one by one, rummaged through my 

belongings, and checked the information on my laptop 

and phone. Finding nothing incriminating, they left, 

but warned me to “behave properly.” 
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Thus began a monotonous life under occupation, filled 

with constant fear, despair, and sadness. From the 

first day of the full-scale invasion, I knew I could 

not live under occupation. But I still hoped we would 

soon be liberated. That did not happen. 

 

Leaving was terrifying, mainly because of the 

filtration checkpoints. I had a lot of pro-Ukrainian 

content on social media, so I bought a new phone and 

registered a Russian number to protect myself. It was 

the right decision. They forced me to give fingerprints 

and took my photograph at the police station, as if I 

were a criminal. For a person who values freedom, this 

was deeply humiliating. A representative of the “new” 

authorities regularly reminded me that I was being 

“watched” and had to report on my behaviour. 

 

When they started forcing people to take Russian 

passports, I decided to leave. It was October 2023. The 

route was already well-known: it went through Russia, 

Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. Along the way, I passed 

through two filtration checkpoints. By that time, the 

occupiers were already trying to “push out” Ukrainians, 

so I was held at the border for “only” 17 hours, while 

earlier, people were detained for several days. 

 

I left with only a few personal belongings. I left my 

old phone, laptop, and some documents behind. I took 

only neutral items. My dog, Cheri, came with me. I was 

very worried whether they would allow her into Europe 

because I didn’t have a passport for her. But 

everything worked out. 

 

I cried uncontrollably when I crossed the Russian 

border. Even the air felt different. I had never 

experienced emotions like that in my life. 

 

My new life was not easy - financial aid for internally 

displaced persons ended in March 2024. I couldn’t find 

work. As soon as employers learned my age, they 

rejected me. I felt inadequate. And news from home was 

devastating: my house had been confiscated by the so-

called “Luhansk People’s Republic” for their needs. 
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They planned to house families of Russian soldiers or 

officials there. 

A year passed in Ukraine before I could accept myself 

and this new reality. I worked various jobs. I also 

adopted new members to my family - a street cat and a 

kitten. 

 

Today, I have the opportunity to find a new home, and 

I am very grateful to Citibank Ukraine and the Peli can 

live foundation. I plan to plant flowers again- the 

ones I lost in what is now my former, and now foreign, 

village. I look to the future with optimism. 

 

____________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Peli can live: 

 

We published this story about Iryna's return — the one 

we knew — on December 5, 2023, on the Facebook page of 

our foundation's project "Shelterbelts for Life": 

 

https://www.facebook.com/LisosmugyPeli/posts/pfbid02X

nUqNvTdwVPnER3pJnfi4EGQaopB4k4FV8nethuosxMrZKetc3Goze

wbrDuz4HVfl 

 

We waited for news from Iryna Baryshenko for a very long time. 

And finally, we received it: Iryna managed to escape from hell. 

Iryna Baryshenko is the author of the winning winter shelterbelt in the contest that we organised 

on the #ShelterbeltsForLife project page in January 2021. Do you remember how, throughout 

all four seasons of 2021, we watched the shelterbelt from the village of Yevsuhtse in Luhansk 

oblast? We also identified the birds that sang there in spring: https://fb.watch/oKQDdYjb3n/ 

 

Yevsuhtse was occupied from the first hour of the full-scale invasion. We carefully maintained 

contact with Iryna, but it completely disappeared in April 2022. 

 

We could only pray and constantly check her social media. And we had reasons to worry: Iryna 

lived a very active life. On behalf of the community, she often applied for grant competitions 

and worked on its development. Iryna invited our team to try rural green tourism at her 

homestead - she had bought a small house to develop this idea. We planned to visit - Iryna kept 

telling us about the steppe marmots, and we couldn't wait to see them! 

 

What was life like for Iryna? 

https://www.facebook.com/LisosmugyPeli/
https://www.facebook.com/LisosmugyPeli/posts/pfbid02XnUqNvTdwVPnER3pJnfi4EGQaopB4k4FV8nethuosxMrZKetc3GozewbrDuz4HVfl
https://www.facebook.com/LisosmugyPeli/posts/pfbid02XnUqNvTdwVPnER3pJnfi4EGQaopB4k4FV8nethuosxMrZKetc3GozewbrDuz4HVfl
https://www.facebook.com/LisosmugyPeli/posts/pfbid02XnUqNvTdwVPnER3pJnfi4EGQaopB4k4FV8nethuosxMrZKetc3GozewbrDuz4HVfl
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"Like life under occupation," she says. A year and a half in her own yard - quietly, trying to 

avoid any attention. It is very difficult for pro-Ukrainian citizens in the occupied territories - 

you are in constant tension and anxiety. 

And then, on October 11, 2023, she made a decision: several checkpoints, lots of questions 

where giving the wrong answer could cost everything, and crossing the border into Russia and 

then crossing the border between Russia and Latvia (again humiliating interrogations from the 

Russian side), a journey through Latvia and Lithuania into Poland, and from Poland -into 

Ukraine.  

And Bucha. Bucha is now Iryna's new home. 

 

With Iryna's permission, this story was shared by Yana Bobrova at the Symposium "The 

Essential Beauty of Tree Avenues" in Carcassonne, France (organised by Allées – Avenues in 

cooperation with Le Conseil départemental de l'Aude). During the contest for the best 

shelterbelt among symposium participants, we remembered our winning shelterbelt and its 

author, so we rechecked Iryna's social media. That's how we found out that Iryna had returned 

to us. 

 

We will be waiting for Iryna's photos of the shelterbelts of Kyiv region and believing that 

#YevsuhtseIsUkraine! 

And now we returned our winning shelterbelt of January 2021 to the project's cover. For us, it 

is a symbol of resilience. We continue to believe in miracles and in the Ukrainian Armed 

Forces. 

 

Iryna's shelterbelt: 

 
 

In October 2024, Yana Bobrova contacted Iryna again. 

It turned out that her new life was not easy: she faced 

difficulties with work and housing. And Iryna began 

https://www.facebook.com/allees.avenues.eu
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thinking about the possibility of moving abroad. Then, 

after discussing it with the foundation's team and Citi 

Ukraine, we offered Iryna the opportunity to join the 

project as a participant and contribute to the 

foundation's active work as a project manager for the 

#HomeAgain project. 

 

We are happy that Iryna is part of our team and finally 

#HomeAgain! 


