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What’s Inside?
Finding Home one Plate at a Time
Pittsburgh’s refugee communities use food as 
a common language to build  
support systems.
Read more on page 4

Explore Christmas Past
At the Sen. John Heinz History Center, the 
“Very Merry Pittsburgh” explores regional 
holiday traditions, from Santa to  
hunting season.
Read more on page 7

Movie Review: Frozen 2
It’s an inevitable step back from the original, 
but the sequel to the Disney megahit is still 
impressive, writes PM Film critic Sean Collier.
Read more on page 6

Night at the Aviary

The National Aviary doesn’t often open its 
doors after dark, making Holiday Lights & 
Late Nights a rare chance to visit the avian 
attractions in a nocturnal setting.

November 29-30 and Dec. 1, 4, 11 and 18.

Stand-Up from Norlex Belma

Comedian Norlex Belma rose through the 
ranks of Pittsburgh comedy during, and after, 
his time as a student at Carnegie Mellon. 
Now he’s back for “Lexgiving.”

November 27 at 9 p.m.
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Finding Home One Plate at a Time
Pittsburgh’s refugee communities use food as a common language to build support systems.

By: Hal B. Klein | Photos by: Laura Petrilla

 Serap Uzunoglu, an English-language teacher from  
Turkey, was leading her students on an educational tour of 
the United States in July 2016 when there was an attempted 
coup in her home country. The insurgents failed to over-
throw the Erdoğan government. In the crackdown that 
followed, thousands of the country’s teachers — especially 
those such as Uzunoglu, who were followers of the Islamic 
scholar Fethullah Gülen — were fired. Many were arrested.
 “They were trying to make the educated people si-
lent. The thought of going back was like rolling the dice. 
What if they took us at the airport?” she says, adding, 
“There are many people just like me who are now in pris-
ons.”
 She, her husband and her daughters were strand-
ed in New York City. All they had with them was what 
they’d taken for their 21-day trip. New York was much too 
expensive for them, and, after some discussion, they de-
cided to resettle in Pittsburgh, drawn by its affordability 
and the potential for their children to one day attend its  
outstanding universities.
 Once living a stable middle-class life in Turkey, 
Uzunoglu and her husband found entry-level jobs at a 
Turkish-owned pizza shop Downtown. “Suddenly, you 
have almost nothing. How do you rent a house? How do 
you get around to where you need to go?” Uzunoglu says.
 Uzunoglu is one of approximately 5,500 refugees —  
defined as people who have been forced to leave their 
country to escape war, persecution or natural disaster — 
who have resettled in the region since 2003; more have 
relocated here via secondary migration. Notwithstanding 
living with the trauma of being torn from one’s homeland, 
Pittsburgh’s refugee population faces numerous challenges 

adapting to a new country. Yet, slowly, they are building a 
home here.
The population is smaller than similarly-sized cities such 
as Buffalo and Salt Lake City. But Pittsburgh, informed by 
directives from Mayor Bill Peduto’s administration as well 
as through community involvement, is increasingly visible 
as a welcoming place for refugees.
 “There’s this misinformation they’re just getting 
a free ride in the United States. That’s not the case. They 
have to start earning income in four to six months. They 
pay taxes,” says Leslie Aizenman, director, refugee and  
immigrant services, of Jewish Family and Community  
Services, one of the groups responsible for resettling  
refugees in Pittsburgh.
 Uzunoglu, who had a leg-up on many refugees be-
cause of her fluency in English, has been able to make the 
best of a life-altering shift, starting a catering company, as 
well as leading a support group of other refugees where  
cooking recipes from their home countries provides a  
common bond.
 “By sharing our food, I feel more like a member of 
the [Pittsburgh] community,” she says. Food plays a pivot-
al role in helping Pittsburgh’s refugee communities build 
a support system. It allows them to hold on to and pass on 
the culinary traditions of their native countries while at the 
same time forge a sense of belonging in their new home.

 Serap Uzunoglu, a refugee from Turkey.
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Uzunoglu with another Turkish reguree, Sza Ozel. The two of 
them now run a catering company.

 “Oftentimes, you weren’t able to carry your posses-
sions with you. A recipe, in your heart, in your head, on 
a piece of paper, will make you feel like you’re connect-
ed to home,” says Sloane Davidson, founder and CEO of 
Hello Neighbor, a nonprofit that pairs Pittsburghers with  
refugee families.

THE BHUTANESE MEAN BUSINESS
 Pittsburgh’s Bhutanese community, according to 
Khara Timsina, Bhutanese Community Association of  
Pittsburgh’s executive director, 
has grown to more than 6,000 
over the past decade, with 
slightly more than half arriv-
ing in Pittsburgh via secondary 
migration. By a wide margin, 
it’s Pittsburgh’s largest resettled  
refugee community. 
 In the late 1980s, 
the Bhutanese gov-
ernment, as part of its 
“One Nation, One People” policy, began to force the  
Lhotshampa — ethnic Nepali who migrated to Bhutan 
in the 1890s (some as early as the 1600s) — to dress in  
traditional Bhutanese attire, prohibited Nepalese language 
training and restricted religious liberty; Lhotshampa  
primarily follow a form of Hinduism, while ethnic  
Bhutanese are Buddhist. Arrests and detentions  
followed, leading to expulsion to refugee camps in Nepal.  
Following years of failed mediation between the  
governments of Nepal and Bhutan, the United States of-
fered to take in as many as 60,000 Bhutanese refugees. 
In 2008, that resettlement began, with 178 Lhotshampa  
moving to Pittsburgh.

 Pittsburgh’s topography reminds them of home. “The  
landscape, the hills, it’s very similar to Nepal,” says Sachin 
Kunwav, who runs a small restaurant, Namaste Momo  
Corner, with his wife, Deepshika Ghimire.
 A little more than a decade in, the community is still 
dealing with an as-yet undiagnosed depression disorder 
that primarily affects elderly Bhutanese refugees; it was a  
suicide in 2009 that prompted the founding of the  
community association. At the same time, they are  
starting businesses ranging from clothing boutiques to 
real estate offices, and members of the Bhutanese com-

munity now are opening 
restaurants. There are 
four in the South Hills — 
Namaste Momo Corner, 
Everest Kitchen, Himali  
Kitchen and Nepali Asian 
Restaurant — as well as 
Subba on the North Side.
 The restaurants pri-
marily serve food that is  
B h u t a n e s e - N e -

pali in origin. It’s a crossroads cuisine that’s in-
fluenced by the culinary traditions of its large  
neighboring countries, China and India, as well as its  
indigenous ingredients. The most popular Nepali dish in 
the United States is momo, steamed dumplings that are 
filled with diced meat or vegetables spiced with onion,  
garlic, ginger and cilantro. Chow mein, Chinese in origin 
but tilting Indian in flavor profile, is another staple.
 “People in Pittsburgh are starting to get to know our  
culture and our food. Our food is getting famous now,” 
says Bhumika Upreti, the community association’s  
program administrator.
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“By sharing our food, I 
feel more like a 
 member of the 

[Pittsburgh] community.” 
- Serap Uzonoglu

A variety of momo at Namaste Momo Corner.



The 400-Word Review: Frozen 2

 In the early winter of 2013, “Frozen” arrived to lit-
tle fanfare. (Picture that, parents — a time when Elsa and 
Anna were not yet ubiquitous in your households.) The 
Disney movie lacked much pre-release anticipation; in the 
first half of the decade, cartoon hype was mostly reserved 
for Pixar, Disney Animation’s more aspirational sibling.
 “Frozen” changed that. This was not merely a 
good effort from the Mouse House; it was the heralding of 
another Disney renaissance, one that has continued 
through similarly strong efforts “Moana” and “Zootopia.”
 And, yes, through “Frozen 2.” Sure, it’s a sequel, 
with the attendant dip in inventiveness and labored plot. 
But it’s a beautiful, funny and occasionally touching 
picture, worthy of its place in this run of quality cartoons 
from the movie industry’s murine overlords.
 Elsa (voice of Idina Menzel) is reigning as Queen 
of Arendelle, but she keeps hearing a siren song calling 
her into the distance. The ethereal voice stirs up memo-
ries of her parents — particularly, a haunting folk song 
from her mother (Evan Rachel Wood) and a cautionary 
tale about an enchanted forest relayed by her father (Al-
fred Molina).
 After some minor calamity disrupts things in 
Arendelle, Elsa heads for that forest — purportedly the 

home of an indigenous tribe, the Northuldra —  
accompanied by sister Anna (Kristen Bell), Anna’s awk-
ward beau Kristoff (Jonathan Groff) and snowman 
 sidekick Olaf (Josh Gad). 
 Secondary stories concern Kristoff’s desire to 
propose to Anna and Anna’s continued pleas for her 
sister’s trust, but they’re not as fully formed. “Frozen 2” has 
a focus problem; while its predecessor was a direct story 
with some clear commentary, this chapter is a bit more of 
a catch-all.
 “Frozen 2” is at its best when it shifts to one of two 
extremes. (Poles, if you will.) In its few wacky moments 
— a musical lament from lovelorn Kristoff that’s shot and 
sung like an ’80s power ballad, a spirited recounting of 
the first film from Olaf — the filmmakers take a big swing 
and connect, breaking the story up with delightful bits of 
surprise.
 And in its more artful moments, including a spir-
itual journey Elsa takes into a mystical island, the film de-
livers imagery as memorable as any in the Disney canon. 
It’s not the classic that “Frozen” was, but few among the 
certain legions who will see it in the coming weeks will 
find cause for much complaint.
My Rating: 8/10

Photo courtesy of Disney

It’s an inevitable step back from the original, but the sequel  
to the Disney megahit is still impressive.

By: Sean Collier
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Explore the Pittsburgh of Christmas 
Past at the History Center

The “Very Merry Pittsburgh” explores regional holiday traditions, from Santa to hunting season.
By: Ollie Gratzinger

 Pittsburgh saw its first snowfall 
last week, and — just in time for winter’s 
arrival — the Sen. John Heinz History 
Center will be unveiling a new exhibit 
dedicated to Pittsburgh’s holiday history. 
 Through Jan. 5, History Center 
visitors can check out “A Very Merry 
Pittsburgh,” a collection of artifacts rang-
ing from photographs and holiday cards 
of seasons past to remnants of long-gone 
storefronts and window displays.
 According to Andy Masich, pres-
ident of the museum, visitors can expect 
to see relics representing the various cul-
tural traditions celebrated by Pittsburgh’s 
diverse population.
 “This is intended to be not just a 
didactic museum exhibit, but a holiday 
experience for the entire family,” Masich 
says. “We want to recall those memories 
of holidays past that reflect all of the 
ethnic diversity of our community.”
 The exhibit spotlights a series 
of stations labeled for different winter 
holidays: Christmas, Hanukkah, Diwali, 
Kwanzaa and Epiphany, as well as local 
and regional festivals including Light Up Night, the Polar 
Plunge and even the start of hunting season.
 “We consider ourselves the people museum, and 
the holidays are really about the people from this region 
and the special traditions that they’ve created that make 
this a somewhat unique and different place,” says Anne 
Madarasz, director of the curatorial division and chief 
historian at the History Center. “We’re really going to go 
into people’s lives and tell you about the memories that 
make this place special. It might be about family, it might 
be about food, it might even be about football.”
 The exhibit also pays special attention to the role 
of department stores in the creation of the holiday spirit as 
we know it. Masich says it was department stores that first 
employed electric lighting in an otherwise candlelit city at 
the turn of the 20th century, marking the beginning of a 
lively, lit-up Downtown era.
 Included in the exhibit are window displays and 

remnants paying homage to the Downtown Macy’s, which 
closed in 2015, as well as artifacts from Horne’s, Kauffman’s 
and Wolverine Toy Store.
 On select dates throughout the season, Santa Claus 
will be inside the A Very Merry Pittsburgh exhibit. Saint 
Nick will appear from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. on the following 
dates: Saturday, Nov. 16 and Sunday, Nov. 17; Saturday, Nov. 
23 and Sunday, Nov. 24; Friday, Nov. 29; Sunday, Dec. 1; 
Saturday, Dec. 7 and Sunday, Dec. 8; Saturday, Dec. 14 and 
Sunday, Dec. 15; and Saturday, Dec. 21 through Tuesday, 
Dec. 24. 
 Visitors can also attend a slew of other public pro-
grams at the History Center this holiday season. At 7 p.m. 
on Thursday, Nov. 21, go behind the scenes of the exhibit 
with a panel discussion on the making of “A Very Merry 
Pittsburgh.” This discussion is free and open to the public. 
Other events include “Un Natale Italiano: A Holiday Con-
cert,” on Thursday, Dec. 5 and a screening of the new film 
“Feast of the Seven Fishes” on Tuesday, Dec. 17.
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The Wolverine Toy Company produced toys for nearly seven decades from its factory on 
the North Side of Pittsburgh. Photo courtesy of Sen. John Heinz History Center.


