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Dear reader and listener,  

I tell The Untold Stories straight from my heart. 
My second album, it has an added dimension 
and is all about the key concept of connection. 
My aim is to go on a journey with you, 
travelling with eight special people whose 
stories touched me but who also inspired me 
to share a message of solidarity and positivity 
through my music.

- I N T R O D U C T I O N -

But � rst a brief history: in 2020, I released Diff erent But The Same, an EP that gave the 
stories of my family a platform. During performances of the songs, I talked about our 
refugee past, how it feels to grow up in a family that has � ed its home and how the 
search for identity marked my childhood. It was clear to me that that triggered 
something in many listeners. More and more of them started coming to me to share 
their own stories a� er my performances. � at touched me and I felt their need to 
share. On every occasion I was overcome with a wave of gratitude for this mutual 
connection and the fact that we could learn from each other. But I also realized that I 
happen to be in the fortunate position of being able to share these stories, by singing 
and writing about my past. � e stories told to me also deserved to be heard, but that’s 
not always possible and many people don’t know how to go about telling their story. 
I decided to go in search of those people and devote an album to songs for and about 
them. 

Eight interviews and many studio hours later, I can con� dently say that recording 
these stories was an incredibly special experience. I cried and laughed, shared sadness 
and hope. I wrote every song almost immediately a� er talking to the subject, using 
the words that had touched me and which were still fresh in my mind. I then went 
straight into the studio and, thanks to the fantastic support and collaboration of my 
colleagues, The Untold Stories were � nally told. � is book contains all the lyrics to my 
songs. Listen to them, see the portraits of the people behind these stories and get to 
know them better.
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To the subjects of The Untold Stories: thank you for opening up your hearts. I know that 
sharing your joys and sorrows took a lot out of you. � anks to your honesty, 
compassion and life lessons, I will strive to be a better person every day. Freedom is not 
a given. A war leaves scars. ‘Home’ is a di�  cult concept to put into words, but being 
happy and healthy are the most important things in life. Be loving to each other, 
because you never know what stories people are carrying. 

Find a nice spot, grab your favorite drink, 
and enjoy listening and reading!

Love,
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This is the story of my sweet sister Spomenka, who came to the Netherlands from 
Bosnia when she was just seven years old. Our family had been on the run for two years 
by then. When I ask her what she misses most about Bosnia, she says: “A real bond with 
our family there.” We used to visit them once a year, but we felt like foreigners there as 

well as here. She now feels grateful for her life here and enjoys being with her own 
family and working in her garden. We talk about the few memories she still has of 

Bosnia, which are etched in her memory. “Playing with our brother in the garden under 
the fruit and nut trees, while the chickens were pecking away around us. Village life, 

baking bread and harvesting our own vegetables.” She no longer has any tangible 
memories because the family home was almost completely destroyed in the war. 

When her parents fi nally fl ed, they were forced to leave nearly everything behind. But 
she’ll never forget the smell of elderfl ower. “When it was in bloom, our mum always 
used to make tea with it,” she says. That scent still evokes such strong memories that 

even now she feels right back in Bosnia when she’s walking in the Limburg hills.
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Oak tree in bloom
Sun burning my skin around noon

Just my brother and me
Having fun, feeling free

Momma would call us back home
To help her to prepare

� e fruits and herbs we picked that morn’
With our bare hands, we’d eat and pray

Time for tea
Come sit with me

And make some memories
I wish I’d known then

� e time we would spend here 
Would only last ‘till I was seven

‘till I was seven

Spring was in the air
I could see elder� ower everywhere

Put in my bag
� e smell, it takes me right back

When momma would call us back home
To help her to prepare

For the journey that would change our lives
It didn’t feel fair, we’d drive and pray

Time for tea
Come sit with me

And make some memories
I wish I’d known then

� e time we would spend here 
Would only last ‘till I was seven, 

‘till I was seven

Now I have my own little family
I call them down for a nice cup of tea

Wherever you will go, there is no guarantee
My baby boy and girl remind me of my own memories
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I met Sumeya during an L1 broadcast on Dutch Liberation Day. She told me about her 
refugee past and how her family had fl ed from Lebanon to the Netherlands in the 1970s. 
So whilst Sumeya has been living here for a long time, Lebanon is still part of her and 
always will be. “I’m content,” she says when I ask how her life is here. Sumeya comes 
from a big family and that bond is still very important to her. When her son comes in 

for a moment during our talk, I can feel the love in the room. “I often go back to Lebanon 
with my children and I try to teach them all I can about our origins.” We also talk about 

Containers of Love, a foundation she set up which in just one year managed to ship 
thirty containers of food to Lebanon. She wants it to make a diff erence and to really help 

people there. She and a large team of volunteers, both here and in Lebanon, make sure 
that the food gets to the right place. Where it is needed, regardless of the recipients’ social 
status or religion. Sumeya is a woman with a big heart, full of entrepreneurial passion 

and a lot of luggage. Or shall we say a full container?
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If I could make a change I would
Do the best I can, I should

Give my time, my hands and strength to do good
� ere’s people in desperate need 

Of love, food and dry feet
Every day that goes by, my heart cries out loud

� at’s why I’m bringing you
Containers of love

Where I was once born
Containers of love

Where the cities ache
Containers of love

I try to take away some pain
Containers of love

When I go back to see 
How everyone worked endlessly

To care for all those hungry mouths to feed
Gratitude � lls your hearts

Celebrate this brand-new start
Religion plays no part in our helping hand

� at’s why I’m bringing you
Containers of love

Where I was once born
Containers of love

Where the cities ache
Containers of love

I try to take away some pain
Containers of love

I try to really make a change
Containers of love
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Sumayya Sheeba is a musician from Uganda who was forced to fl ee to the Netherlands 
in 2014. “I found life here in the Netherlands,” she says. “That’s because the culture 
I grew up in gives girls very few opportunities to develop their capabilities. They’re 
repressed and taught to be docile, sweet and quiet.” That didn’t work for Sumayya, 

whose heart was screaming inside, singing and longing to be bold. In the Netherlands, 
she fi nally had the freedom to come out of the closet, a major milestone in her life. 

She had already set up the Bilabwa Foundation in Uganda, which gives young girls a 
place to live and learn to be themselves. “Where, for example, they can play football if 

they want to, because that’s not just a boy’s sport.” Behind Sumayya’s radiant 
personality there are many wounds, but it was her passion for helping girls achieve their 

fullest potential that moved me to tears. This makes her a true role model for young 
people. “Your gender and background should have nothing to do with what you can or 

can’t do in this world.”
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      I wanna live in a world  
Where there’s no di� erence between boys and girls

I wanna speak my mind
Be a role model, keep my head up high

Someone needs to tell them
While they’re still young enough

So you be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to

Play any sport you love
I’ll be there when life gets rough

You be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to

We are taught to be silent
It’s all we know, not at all open-minded

We have to nod in agreement
Wanna tell the truth, but no one will believe it

I know you need to hear this
I have been in your shoes

So you be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to

Play any sport you love
I’ll be there when life gets rough

So you be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to

Broken and used
Time for it to be over now

Belittled and scared
Time for it to be over now

You be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to

Play any sport we love
We’ll be there when life gets rough

You be you and say yes if you want to
You be you and say no if you have to
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Lisa, who comes from Turkey, moved to the Netherlands with her family in 2013. 
It was her husband’s work that brought them here. Life was luxurious and they visited 

museums, travelled and became acquainted with other cultures. In 2016, the family 
returned to Turkey and, just a week later, their lives suddenly changed forever. “Soldiers 
and policemen were patrolling the streets,” Lisa recalls. “The roar of fi ghter planes fi lled 

the night skies. There had been an attempted coup, which had consequences for my 
husband’s work.” Fear suddenly gripped their lives. Lisa’s husband decided to go back 
to his position in the Netherlands. However, Lisa herself, then a teacher, remained in 
Turkey with the children. Eventually her husband persuaded her to join him in the 

Netherlands where life was safer. But less than one month later they both lost their jobs 
and they were unable to return home. Lisa describes the situation as enormously unjust. 
“We’re innocent,” she says woefully. “For years I’ve had no hope or any prospects for the 

future, but I’m now looking ahead and what I want most of all is a safe 
future for my children.”
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Mommy, where are we going tonight, she asks
Mommy, where are we going to sleep, tell me why

Mommy doesn’t know it, I cry out loud
Do you hear daddy’s voice on the phone?

Mommy wants to help you this time, please be brave
Mommy doesn’t really want to leave this town

But we gotta go � nd him 
As soon as we can, just take my hand

‘Cause it’s not fair what’s been done to us
Taken by fear poured upon us
Shots � red, all covered in dust

Head hurts, don’t know who to trust

Baby, there’s no way to turn back around
� e life we knew has disappeared behind the clouds

Baby, just trust me, I’ll keep you safe
When all else fades, we’re together each day

I need to pull through, it’s all for you

‘Cause it’s not fair what’s been done to us
Taken by fear poured upon us
Shots � red, all covered in dust

Head hurts, don’t know who to trust

It’s you who gives me strength
In my darkest times, you show your light

As long as it’s us � ve, we’ll be just � ne
No matter where we’re going
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Nabi, now 26, is from Syria and has been in the Netherlands for about six years. 
Tilburg is his new home. He has a very clear goal, which is to build a life in this country. 

“My life here is simple,” he says. “I show respect, work hard and have a roof over my 
head. That’s all I need.” His Dutch is already quite fl uent and when I ask him where he 
learnt it, he smiles and says: “In the street.” Although Nabi is satisfi ed with his life here, 
he misses his parents. Because he was already an adult when he came here, his parents 
weren’t allowed to accompany him. Fortunately, he speaks to them regularly, but they 

don’t always have internet access like we do here. The pain in his eyes is clear. 
I see before me a young man who wants to live life to the full in this country. He has 
never felt so much love in his life as he does here. “People just hug me here, that never 

happens in Syria. If only I could show that to my parents.” At that point I feel the tears 
welling up in my eyes. He proudly tells me his life motto: 

“Do good and good will come to you, right?”
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I have wondered how long 
It would take to be safe

Now I have to go without you
My heart is torn apart

‘Cause I don’t know if I can do this on my own

Life has been a challenge 
To wrap my head around

Trying to � nd balance 
Between happiness and the past 

� e worst part is the silence 
When I’m alone at night

And I have to go on with my life
    

When I call my mom again
I cry one more time

She’s too far away to kiss me goodnight
One last time

Son, please be brave, these words keep me sane

Life has been a challenge 
To wrap my head around

Trying to � nd balance 
Between happiness and the past 

� e worst part is the silence 
When I’m alone at night

And I have to go on with my life
    

My life is very di� erent now
I’m part of a new town

I wish I could show my parents
How good it all turned out
And bring them to safety
To live in peace with me

But they have to stay and � ght
Just for another while
So they can see my life
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What an extraordinary young man Akram is! He’s only 19 and has been living in the 
Netherlands since 2014. After his family fl ed from Syria, they had a precarious 

existence in Egypt for three years. His father then travelled on to the Netherlands and 
later managed to reunite his family here. Akram feels it’s important to tell his story in 

his own words. “So many falsehoods are told and it’s time to set them straight,” he says. 
Akram fi nds life here quite unsteady, with both good and bad times. We talk about how 

distressing the situation in Syria is. “Living under the thumb of the current dictator
 means having your hands tied and not even being safe in the street. Even the people’s 

army is used against its own people rather than being deployed to protect them. Syrians 
are desperate.” It was the same for Akram’s family. His parents saw no option but to fl ee 

to a country where their children would be safe and have the opportunity to study. 
Akram’s father is a doctor and he himself would like to continue studying after 

secondary school. First to take a higher vocational education course and then to go on to 
university. “The Dutch often don’t realize how good they have it here.”
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Empty-handed my people stand tall
For forty years, trying to rise 

But each time we fall
� ey shut down the water and electricity

� ere’s whispers on the streets
About murders no one can see

Do you know, we have lost our liberty?
Do you know, you can’t win with bravery?

Do you know, there is no such thing as equality?
We’ve lost our sense of humanity

Soldiers had to make an impossible choice
Take the life of your own blood

Or raise your voice

Do you know, we have lost our liberty?
Do you know, you can’t win with bravery?

Do you know, there is no such thing as equality?
We’ve lost our sense of humanity

I wish you would realize how lucky you are 
To be alive and to feel free
I wish you would realize 

It’s a privilege to walk these streets
Knowing that you will be protected

Don’t take it for granted
I wish that you would ask before you judge

Talk to us instead about us
Please make no assumptions

Make your own world bigger by learning about the truth

Do you know, we have lost our liberty?
Do you know, you can’t win with bravery?

Do you know, there is no such thing as equality?
We’ve lost our sense of humanity
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Josip was just over a year old when his family fl ed Bosnia to come to the Netherlands. 
The war, which only ended in 1995, left many scars on his parents and older sisters. 

Josip’s younger brother was born in the Netherlands. “There you are, living with four 
children in a Dutch village and your future a question mark. Those fi rst years here were 
simply a question of survival.” His parents had to learn a new language, fi nd work and 
integrate. Meanwhile, Josip struggled to adapt at school because he couldn’t help feeling 

diff erent from his classmates. He talks about sleepovers he was never allowed to take 
part in and wanting to play a sport without it having to be football. He couldn’t talk to 
his parents about it all. “Everything seemed unfair in those days. As a child, it’s hard to 

see things through your parents’ eyes.” Looking back, he now understands that they 
simply wanted to protect him, not constrain him. “But you actually only realize that 

once you’re an adult.” He’s now fi nally managed to settle down. 
He works hard - something he learned from his father - and has also found love. 

“Only when you feel better about yourself do you dare to do more,” he says. Now that 
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On my way back home from school
Wasn’t looking forward to asking you

But I really wanted to
‘Cause all of my friends were going

How could I be the only one not showing up
To another sleepover
I was a curious child

Wanted to do something new
But why wouldn’t you

Let me try a dance class
Get my feet wet in the grass
I only wanted to feel alive

When I look back now, life has been one hell of a ride
You loved me and took care of me, I didn’t have a bad life

And I want you to know I’m happy where I am today
I didn’t have a bad life

And I want you to know I see you’re happy where you are today
We didn’t have a bad life, we’re alright

As I grew older, moved up north
I started to miss my folks a lot

I need to call them more
Many years I wondered why

You were so scared
� at I would end up on a di� erent path 

Now we’re ready to speak our minds 
Share our thoughts with a bottle of wine

It’s about damn time
You’re now living a better life

You laugh, joke and make me smile
I sleep well again at night

When I look back now, life has been one hell of a ride
You loved me and took care of me, I didn’t have a bad life

And I want you to know I’m happy where I am today
I didn’t have a bad life

And I want you to know I see you’re happy where you are today
We didn’t have a bad life, we’re alright
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Haroon comes from Afghanistan and has been living in the Netherlands with his 
parents, brothers and grandmother since 2015. He’s a highly extrovert, cheerful and 
upbeat young man. Haroon looks to the future and that’s also what he wants to put 

across. In Afghanistan, his father worked as a pharmacist. But under the new regime his 
practice was no longer legal and so it wasn’t safe anymore. But Haroon’s sights are set 

on the future and he says: “I want to focus on the good things in life.” He also does 
voluntary work for the New Dutch Connections foundation, which has asked him to 

be a role model for refugees who want to integrate here and who have questions about 
formalities and procedures in the Netherlands. Having gone through all that himself, 

Haroon is in a good position to help them and he’s very proud of this work. “I think it’s 
important that people keep talking to each other, because what the Western media tell 

you is not always the truth. Unfortunately, it creates a lot of prejudice.” He is a fanatical 
activist and is committed to solidarity. So he’s a young man who’s been shaped by his 

past and is now trying to use his experiences to build a better future. 
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I miss my friends, the bread 
And the good life we led

Lost track of time, had to hide
Life passed me by but we made it out alive

It took a while to realize
We all have other storylines

Shaped over time, crime a� er crime 
No one’s right, wish we could live side by side

Challenge yourself, take your time
Our lives, like books upon a shelf

Look me in the eye, you cannot deny
We are both human, you and I

I try to serve and do right 
And be involved in other people’s lives

I take the lead but sometimes get these side-eye looks 
And I’m not sure why

Challenge yourself, take your time
Our lives, like books upon a shelf

Look me in the eye, you cannot deny
We are both human, you and I

Maybe I’m not strong enough 
To change the world

But I need to know I tried
If it’s the last thing I do on this earth

Challenge yourself, take your time
Our lives, like books upon a shelf

Look me in the eye, you cannot deny
We are both human, you and I
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Bryan Raets, acoustic guitar: Gianno Waltmans, electric guitar: Rick Gijzen, ukulele: 
Mathijs Gijzen, guests vocals: Sumayya Sheeba, backing vocals: Elohim Children’s Choir

Where We’re Going
lead & backing vocals: Mala, drums: Chris Brush, bass, keys & strings arrangement: Bryan Raets, 

acoustic guitar: Mathijs Gijzen, strings quartet: Power Up Orchestra 
(conducted by Mariano Power)

My Life
lead vocals: Mala, piano: Kars Grit, strings arrangement: Bryan Raets, violin: Zowy Bahnen

Humanity
lead & backing vocals: Mala, drums: Chris Brush, bass, keys & strings arrangement: Bryan Raets, 
acoustic guitar: Mala, additional acoustic guitar: Gianno Waltmans, electric guitar: Rick Gijzen, 

strings quartet: Power Up Orchestra (conducted by Mariano Power) 

We’re Alright
lead & backing vocals: Mala, drums: Chris Brush, bass & keys: Bryan Raets, acoustic guitar: 

Mala, additional acoustic guitar: Gianno Waltmans, electric guitar: Rick Gijzen

Human Library
lead vocals: Mala, backing vocals & acoustic guitar: Bryan Raets, upright bass: Michel Henquet, 

mandolin & banjo: Mathijs Gijzen, violin: Zowy Bahnen
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