Resilience and Comfort: Refugees in
Kentucky Share Their Stories and Beloved
Foods

Kentucky, a state often associated with its rich bluegrass music, vibrant
bourbon industry, and rolling horse farms, has also become a welcoming
sanctuary for refugees from around the globe. Driven by war, persecution,
and economic hardship, these individuals bring a wealth of diverse
experiences, cultures, and culinary traditions to their adopted state.

Finding Solace and Strength in Unfamiliar Lands

Refugees endure unimaginable challenges in fleeing their homelands. They
leave behind loved ones, familiar surroundings, and cherished ways of life.
Arriving in a foreign country can be daunting, but Kentucky's welcoming
spirit and supportive community have eased the transition for many

refugees.
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One such individual is Fartun Omar, a Somali refugee who arrived in
Kentucky in 2003. "When | first came here, | didn't know anybody," she
recalls. "But the people in my community were so kind and helpful. They
made me feel like | belonged." Fartun has since become an active member
of her community, advocating for refugees and sharing her Somali culture
through traditional dance and storytelling.

For many refugees, food holds a special significance. It's a tangible
connection to their homeland, a way to preserve cherished traditions, and a
source of comfort in unfamiliar surroundings.

Culinary Bridges: Comfort Foods from Distant Lands

As refugees settle into their new lives in Kentucky, they often seek out
familiar flavors that evoke cherished memories of home. These comfort
foods, often prepared with ingredients reminiscent of their native cuisines,
provide a sense of solace and belonging in a foreign land.

For Fartun Omar, the aroma of sabaayad, a Somali pancake made with
flour, sugar, and cardamom, fills her with nostalgia. "Sabaayad is a food
that brings me back to my childhood," she explains. "lt's something my
mother used to make for me on special occasions. Now, | make it for my
own children, and it's a way for me to pass on our culture and traditions."

Refugees from Burma, now known as Myanmar, also find solace in their
traditional cuisine. San Kyaw Shwe, a refugee who arrived in Kentucky in
2011, prepares mohinga, a beloved Burmese fish noodle soup, for his
family. "Mohinga is a dish that connects me to my heritage," he says. "lt's a
soup that's eaten for breakfast, lunch, and dinner in Burma. It's a taste of



home that | can share with my children, who were born here in the United
States."

Food as a Bridge: Cultural Exchange and Understanding

While refugees seek comfort in their traditional foods, their culinary
journeys also lead to cultural exchange within Kentucky communities. As
they share their beloved dishes with neighbors, friends, and colleagues,
refugees have the opportunity to introduce others to the rich flavors and
traditions of their homelands.

Kentucky chef Ouita Michel has played a pivotal role in fostering cultural
exchange through food. Her restaurant, The Holly Hill Inn, has hosted a
series of "Refugee Dinners," where refugee chefs prepare traditional dishes
from their native countries. These dinners have not only delighted diners
with exquisite flavors but have also created a space for dialogue and
understanding.

"Food is a powerful way to connect people," says Michel. "Through these
dinners, we're breaking down barriers and fostering a sense of community.
Refugees are sharing their stories, their cultures, and their experiences
through the food they prepare. And in turn, our guests are learning about
different parts of the world and developing a deeper appreciation for the
challenges and resilience of refugees."

Kentucky's Refugee Resettlement Program: A Model of Support

Kentucky's strong network of resettlement agencies and community
organizations has been instrumental in providing refugees with the support
and resources they need to rebuild their lives. The Kentucky Refugee



Ministries (KRM) is one such organization that has been at the forefront of
refugee resettlement in the state for over 40 years.

KRM provides a wide range of services to refugees, including housing
assistance, job training, English language classes, and healthcare. The
organization also operates a community garden, where refugees can grow
their own produce and connect with others from their home countries.

"Refugees are some of the most resilient and resourceful people I've ever
met," says KRM Executive Director Ann Taylor. "They come to Kentucky
with a lot of challenges, but they're determined to succeed. We're here to
help them overcome these challenges and build new lives for themselves
and their families."

The experiences and culinary journeys of refugees in Kentucky are a
testament to the resilience of the human spirit. Despite the challenges they
have faced, these individuals have found solace and comfort in their
beloved foods, which have become bridges to their new communities.

Through their stories and shared dishes, refugees remind us of the
importance of compassion, human connection, and the power of food to
heal, unite, and inspire. Kentucky's refugee resettlement program serves
as a model of how communities can embrace diversity, provide support,
and empower refugees to thrive in their new homeland.

As we navigate an increasingly interconnected world, it's more important
than ever to celebrate the resilience and contributions of refugees. By
welcoming them into our communities, listening to their stories, and
savoring the flavors of their culinary traditions, we not only enrich our own



lives but also create a society that values diversity, empathy, and
belonging.

Additional Information and Resources:

= Kentucky Refugee Ministries
= Refugees in Kentucky

=  World Central Kitchen: Refugee Response
Image Alt Tags:
= A group of refugees gathered around a table, sharing a meal and
smiling

= Aclose-up of a pot of sabaayad, a Somali pancake, cooking on a
stovetop

= A bowl of mohinga, a Burmese fish noodle soup, garnished with herbs
and chiles

= A group of people dining at a Refugee Dinner hosted by The Holly Hill
Inn, enjoying a variety of dishes

= Arefugee family working together in a community garden, planting

vegetables
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