Usyk’s Wembley fight unites Ukrainian veterans and nation amid war
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A remarkable scene will unfold at Wembley Stadium on Saturday night as Ukrainian heavyweight boxing champion Oleksandr Usyk defends his undisputed world title against British contender Daniel Dubois in a much-anticipated rematch. This fight is charged with more than just sporting significance, intertwining with the contemporary struggles and resilience of Ukraine amid ongoing conflict.
For a group of Ukrainian war veterans, many of whom have never ventured outside their homeland until now, attending the bout is a poignant occasion. Among them is Andrii, a 36-year-old former coal miner and combatant who watched Usyk's first victory against Dubois in 2023 under dramatically different circumstances — live on his phone at the frontline of the war. Speaking through an interpreter at the Ukrainian Embassy in London, Andrii described the tense silence that held until Usyk’s victory was confirmed, unleashing a wave of celebration despite the surrounding hardship. Now, two years later, the veterans are witnessing the event in person, a symbolic break from the war-torn reality they face daily.
These veterans are employed by DTEK, Ukraine’s largest private energy company, which has forged a partnership with Usyk to highlight the devastation inflicted on Ukrainian civilian infrastructure during Russia’s invasion. The conflict has severely compromised the country's power grid, with up to 90 percent of DTEK's thermal generation capacity damaged or destroyed. The human toll has been significant as well, with over 300 DTEK workers killed and around 900 injured, many caught up directly in the fighting. Andrii himself bears minor injuries — a concussion and shrapnel wounds from a landmine — and, like many, has lost friends to the conflict.
For Usyk, the fight carries deep national resonance. A 2012 Olympic gold medallist in London, he has adopted the role of an unofficial ambassador for Ukraine, using his high-profile status to draw attention to his country's plight. “All of my fights are important for me and my team,” Usyk said in a recent interview. “Now, it's very important to my country and the soldiers who protect my country because it's motivation for my people.” Earlier this week, alongside billionaire Richard Branson, Usyk helped unveil a fundraising mosaic in Trafalgar Square aimed at providing housing for displaced Ukrainians, underlining his commitment beyond the ring. “Russia destroyed hospitals, Russia destroyed schools, Russia destroyed lives — Ukrainian lives,” he said. “But we will survive.”
The rematch itself follows Usyk’s impressive track record, including his historic unification of the heavyweight titles after defeating Tyson Fury in May 2024, making him the first undisputed heavyweight champion of the four-belt era. Against Dubois, Usyk triumphed in their August 2023 bout with a ninth-round stoppage. Dubois, holding the IBF title, now seeks redemption on home soil, where the fight is expected to draw a sell-out crowd of over 90,000, reflecting the enormous public interest. The British fighter is aiming not only to avenge his loss but also to become the first British undisputed heavyweight champion since Lennox Lewis in 1999.
The bout is set to be a defining moment for both fighters, with global fans tuning in via platforms like DAZN, which is streaming the event internationally. Usyk’s undefeated record in 23 fights and Dubois’ powerful hometown backing promise an electrifying contest. Yet, beyond sport, the event resonates as a beacon for Ukrainian resilience and the hope of a nation enduring profound adversity.
This convergence of sport, personal stories, and geopolitics makes the event at Wembley a powerful narrative — one where the roar of the crowd will echo far beyond the ring, symbolising not just a battle for boxing supremacy but a lifeline of motivation and solidarity for a country under siege.
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