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[START OF INTERVIEW] 

[00:00:03.10] 

Michelle L.: Okay. Today is November the 18, 2019, and this is Michelle Little. And I'm here 

interviewing Norma Ajlouny for the Southern Foodways Alliance, and we are here at the 

Ajlouny's home in Birmingham, Alabama. To begin with, if you'll just state your name 

and date of birth for the record. 

 

[00:00:24.00] 

Norma A.: My name is Norma Ajlouny and my birthday is November 24. I was born in 1953. 

 

[00:00:32.19] 

Michelle L.: And where were you born and where did you grow up? 

 

[00:00:36.20] 

Norma A.: When I was born, there was not very many hospitals around Birmingham, so I was 

born up by Ramsey High School in a large house that's still there, and it was called 

Elkerry Clinic. And Dr. Elkerry is the one that delivered the first three of my mother's 

five kids. 

 

[00:00:55.03] 

Michelle L.: Wow. And so you grew up here? 

 

[00:00:57.24] 
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Norma A.: I grew up right on Southside. 

 

[00:01:00.21] 

Michelle L.: All right. And can you tell me a little bit about your parents and about the 

Southside neighborhood when you were growing up? 

 

[00:01:06.08] 

Norma A.: Oh. [Laughter] Gable Square is the area that I grew up in. One of the best things 

about it was we were just one block from the church. I grew up at St. Elias Catholic 

Church, went to school at St. Paul's downtown. It was very convenient because we just 

had to walk up to the corner, catch the bus, and go downtown. 

 

[00:01:29.19] 

Michelle L.: And did you have any siblings? 

 

[00:01:30.18] 

Norma A.: I—yes, I did. There was five of us. I'm the second of five. I have a sister that was 

older than me, and three brothers that are younger than I am. 

 

[00:01:42.25] 

Michelle L.: And where did y'all all go to school? 

 

[00:01:44.19] 
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Norma A.: We all went to school at St. Paul's downtown. Then, after that, my sister and I went 

to Ramsey High School. My younger brothers went to St. Paul's and then to John Carroll. 

 

[00:02:03.19] 

Michelle L.: Okay. What line of work were your parents in? What did they do? 

 

[00:02:09.07] 

Norma A.: My father multitasked. He sold furniture, Boackle’s Furniture in Bessemer, 

Alabama, where he grew up in Bessemer till he got married. Then, by night, he had a 

nightclub right by the Jewish Community Center. It was called the Tanglewood. The sad 

thing about that is, my father died when I was only eighteen years old. 

 

[00:02:36.12] 

Michelle L.: Oh. Sorry. What about your mother? 

 

[00:02:42.22] 

Norma A.: My mother was a fabulous cook. She was raised and born in Southside, and that's 

what moved my daddy back to Birmingham. She never drove, but the bus was her 

communication. We had family everywhere. You could walk to any aunt, uncle's house 

in the neighborhood. She had seven siblings—no, well, she had six siblings, plus herself. 

And I'm not kidding ya, everybody was in a block of each other. Our house was the house 

that everybody went to to make Christmas cookies, to make baklava, to do everything 

that we did. Everything at our home was basically around food. 
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[00:03:33.29] 

Michelle L.: Um-hm. What were some of your favorite dishes growing up? 

 

[00:03:38.21] 

Norma A.: [Laughter] This is also something special. Every Sunday, we had kibbeh. And kibbeh 

is our national meat to go to, and on Sunday, we could have kibbeh and fried chicken. We 

could have kibbeh and spaghetti, but no matter what we had, we had kibbeh. For supper, 

we always had kibbeh sandwiches. 

 

[00:04:02.26] 

Michelle L.: For people that have never had kibbeh, how would you describe the dish? 

 

[00:04:07.24] 

Norma A.: Kibbeh is . . . very lean . . . ground . . . round steak. It has to be grind three times, and 

it has to come out of a clean mixer at the store. It has salt, pepper, cinnamon, cracked 

wheat. You layer it and you put pine nuts in between the layers, and you cut it in 

diamonds before you bake it and dab it with butter and put it in the oven. 

 

[00:04:50.13] 

Michelle L.: That's a labor-intensive . . .  

 

[00:04:53.16] 
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Norma A.: Um-hm. We also eat it raw, but that's what you have to do, the first day when you 

make it you can have it raw. But after that, you don't eat it raw. But it's good. Wrap it up 

in bread and you'd never know it was raw. [Laughter] Mm. 

 

[00:05:11.02] 

Michelle L.: So, your mom taught you to cook. 

 

[00:05:12.23] 

Norma A.: My mother taught me how to cook. My mother taught me how to enjoy the kitchen, 

and I've taught my kids how to enjoy the kitchen. My son's in food business, so is my 

daughter. 

 

[00:05:24.25] 

Michelle L.: So, you said you went to St. Elias, actually. 

 

[00:05:28.25] 

Norma A.: I grew up at St. Elias. I was there the first twenty years of my life. Right now, I've 

been married for forty-five years of the last . . . of that I've been at St. George. St. 

George's community and St. Elias's community both have a lot of Middle Eastern 

background people. 

 

[00:05:50.24] 
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Michelle L.: Were there some food traditions that were church-related when you were growing 

up, or holiday celebrations? Dinners? 

 

[00:06:04.24] 

Norma A.: Well, yes, there was. Kaak is our original Easter cookie that we make. We also sell 

those at our food festival at the church, and they can be stuffed with dates or they can be 

plain or they can be stuffed with nuts. Then, around the holidays, we have lots of 

traditional things that we make. I remember when I was a lot younger, my grandmother 

used to make her own phyllo dough. But now, it's so easy to find phyllo dough, like she 

said before she died, "Mine was good, but this is better." [Laughter] You know, the 

consistency of it is very, very thin layers of dough that you use. Sometimes— my 

grandmother would use walnuts, but my mother seemed to always—she graduated to 

pecans. She liked the taste of pecans in hers. 

 

[00:07:12.28] 

Michelle L.: So, you went to St. Elias through high school— 

 

[00:07:15.12] 

Norma A.: Through high school, till I got married. 

 

[00:07:20.05] 

Michelle L.: Okay. And then how did you meet your husband? 
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[00:07:20.23] 

Norma A.: I met my husband at school. I really met him at Pasquale's after school. [Laughter] 

But he was my high school sweetheart. We started dating when we were fifteen years old. 

He taught me how to drive a car, so I have to give him credit there. Anytime I don't do 

good, I say, "Well, you taught me how to do it." [Laughter] I actually married my best 

friend, and he's still my best friend. 

 

[00:07:44.14] 

Michelle L.: Aw. That's amazing. High school sweethearts. 

 

[00:07:47.10] 

Norma A.: It is. High school sweethearts. 

 

[00:07:49.21] 

Michelle L.: I love the car anecdote. I kinda wish my husband had taught me how to drive so I 

could say that. [Laughter] 

 

[00:07:55.28] 

Norma A.: Well, that's the truth. And he taught me how to drive it at Elmwood Cemetery, 

because he said I couldn't hurt anybody out there. [Laughter] 

 

[00:08:04.28] 

Michelle L.: That's perfect. 
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[00:08:07.00] 

Norma A.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:08:07.00] 

Michelle L.: So, y'all met, decided to stay here in Birmingham . . .  

 

[00:08:10.21] 

Norma A.: We did. We decided to stay in Birmingham. My husband always knew exactly what 

he wanted to do in life. He could foresee things that were fixin' to happen in the future. 

We graduated in 1972, and in 1973, he bought Woodlawn Ice House. It was just a small 

convenience store that had drive-up curb service, and it did not have a lotta groceries. We 

had potato chips, cigarettes, beer. Couldn't sell wine at the time at the store, but then at 

the end, we could sell wine. Then, after we got married in [19]74, and right after we got 

married, he enlarged the store to where it was a little, small convenience store. It was 

convenient for the neighbors, but we had everything that they could want in there. 

 

[00:09:06.15] 

Michelle L.: Mm. So, he could see—'cause you mentioned his work, which I don't know how 

much you want to go into, but I'm very interested in how the grocery industry has 

changed. It's actually something I've been thinking about for another project. [Laughter]  
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Norma A.: Well, he would be very good for you to talk to. But in 1976, July of 1976, we bought 

our first small store. My mother and my brother stayed and ran the Ice House. I always 

worked, but I was not a full-time worker. I worked when I was needed. So, he opened 

that. It was called N&B's, and it was on the Bessemer Superhighway. Him and his father 

and also his brother, Bassem, went in together. Each one of them had his own different 

department. One was up front. My other one was in the meat market. My brother-in-law 

was in produce, and they were all in groceries whenever they needed to be in the grocery 

part of it. After that, one just built into another into another into another, and now we are 

proud owners of thirteen Piggly-Wigglys, and all in the Birmingham area. My husband 

said, as of right now, he would not own a store that he could not get into his car and then 

be there in thirty minutes. So, that's how it's worked for us. 

 

[00:10:35.05] 

Michelle L.: Then did your children also work in the store? Was this a family—? 

 

[00:10:39.27] 

Norma A.: No. It was not a family as far as my kids were concerned. As far as my brother, I 

mean my husband and his brothers, yes. His brother, Chris, was only five years old when 

we got married, but now, Chris is in the business, also. Each of 'em have their own jobs, 

and each one are very good at it. 

 

[00:11:05.29] 

Michelle L.: So, have you continued to do some work in the stores throughout all these years? 
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[00:11:12.24] 

Norma A.: [Laughter] No. 

 

[00:11:12.24] 

Michelle L.: Or do you have a separate—? 

 

[00:11:15.13] 

Norma A.: Well, I'm a housewife. [Laughter] I am a housewife, and I am a person that likes to 

go visit and do things and help other people. But at one time, I did work in our book 

keeper's office, had a desk just for me, and I would do all of the matching of the invoices 

and the paying of the checks and things to that nature. Of course, my husband always had 

the last little, "I gotta sign this check," so he can see where everything's goin'. Then, one 

year, Naseem decided that were just gonna have to get an accountant. So, we got an 

accountant, went to the computer, and everything from then—I'll have to always say, I 

get the same paycheck, I get the same benefits, and I don't even have to show up. 

[Laughter] 

 

[00:12:08.01] 

Michelle L.: There you go. There you go. So, when did you decide to move over to St. George? 

 

[00:12:18.02] 

Norma A.: My husband went to St. George. 
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[00:12:19.12] 

Michelle L.: Okay. So right when you got married, okay. 

 

[00:12:21.12] 

Norma A.: When I got married, we knew that we were gonna go to St. George. My grandmother 

was raised at St. George, and then she got married and moved to St. Elias. We're all 

Catholic, so that all seemed to be fine. When I told my grandmother, she said, well, if I 

could go to St. George and then get married and go to St. Elias, I don't know why you 

can't go from St. Elias to St. George. That's just how it happened. [Laughter] 

 

[00:12:51.14] 

Michelle L.: These churches, 'cause I know people listening in the future, these churches are 

very—in close proximity also. 

 

[00:12:55.21] 

Norma A.: We're Eastern Rite. We're Eastern Rite churches. Everything is just about the same. 

Now, our liturgy at St. George is a lot different than the one at St. Elias. We go back into 

Antioch, which is the first church. So, we have more of the old traditions that—like, our 

priest still, he does not face us during liturgy. If you go to most Latin churches or even to 

St. Elias, the priests face you. So, that is the biggest difference that we have, besides the . 

. . at St. George, we chant. You could go to St. George the whole service and you're 
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participating in it because you were chanting, you were praising God in the way that . . . 

other churches don't. 

 

[00:14:03.20] 

Michelle L.: And how big is the congregation now? 

 

[00:14:08.07] 

Norma A.: At St. George? 

 

[00:14:09.08] 

Michelle L.: Yeah. 

 

[00:14:10.21] 

Norma A.: We have about two hundred and fifty families. 

 

[00:14:13.04] 

Michelle L.: Wow. 

 

[00:14:14.22] 

Norma A.: And we've gotten several new since then, so I can't say exactly, but I would say she 

have two hundred and twenty-five active families, so that's a lot of people. 

 

[00:14:26.06] 
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Michelle L.: Yeah. 

 

[00:14:27.21] 

Norma A.: Which I'm blessed, because both of my kids and their families go there, too. 

 

[00:14:33.11] 

Michelle L.: Um-hm. So, just shifting to the festival a little bit, what do you remember about the 

early days of the festival? 

 

[00:14:44.02] 

Norma A.: Okay. I can remember sitting on my porch—when we lived on Southside—I was 

sitting on my front porch and a friend of mine, Diane Morris, came to visit me. She said, 

"Norma, we need to start a festival at St. George." She said, "I'd love to help you." She 

said, "You chair it, and I'll be right there with you." So, I can't say that I was the first 

chairperson; I say I was the first co-chairperson, because Diane and I did it, and I like to 

give credit where credit is due. We had a very, very small kitchen at the time. We had 

pretty much the same menu that we have today. The only difference today is, we cook in 

massive quantities. [Laughter] Massive quantities. Ever since then, I've always been 

active at the food festival, and thank God that my health has let me do that. As long as I 

can, I will do whatever I can for the church. My job now is in charge of ordering. I'm on 

the kibbeh committee; I'm on the hummus committee. I'm on the sauces committee 

which, if you ever come to our church, we have falafel sandwiches and we have kibbeh 

sandwiches, and we make a tahini sauce and we make a labniyeh sauce—a yogurt 
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sauce—that we put on our kibbeh sandwiches. If anything comes through that door, I put 

my hands on it. Bein' in charge of ordering, it's like you have to know. You have to be 

organized. So, we have menus of everything. We have recipes of everything. If you want 

to know anything, I'll have to get out my computer. Used to say, "I'll have to get out my 

notebook," and they used to laugh at me when we'd have meetings, 'cause I would go 

there and I would be thumbin' through my book. I've always come up with what they 

wanted to, but it would just take me some time. So, needlessly to say, I'm not computer-

savvy or anything to that nature, but I let myself—or made myself—put everything on 

the computer. So, it makes my life much easier now. 

 

[00:17:00.24] 

Michelle L.: Yeah. So, when your friend came to you and said, "We need to start this food 

festival," what was her inspiration for that? 

 

[00:17:10.29] 

Norma A.: She came from the Greek church, and so, she had done it before there. She had 

actually been chairperson before there. I think that was her main reason for not wanting 

to do it herself. Morris doesn't sound Greek, but all the Greeks in Birmingham knew what 

was Morris was; knew that Morris was a Greek name from the church. Her husband was 

a doctor in Birmingham, and she had—she's still living, and she's still active—but she 

had more energy than probably ten of us goin' around. Just 'cause her adrenaline was so 

high. [Laughter] You know? But Mary Louise Malouf was very, very important in 

starting the food festival. She's the one that knew, basically, what we needed and how 
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much we needed and what we could start with. They used to have luncheons or dinners at 

the church, and it would be, like, once a month, each person would take— chairperson of 

these committees— and you'd have it twelve times a year, or you'd have it twenty-four 

times a year, or somethin' like that. I'm talkin' about small luncheons. I'm not talkin' about 

anything major like the food festival. I mean, like, at our festival, we have six thousand 

people that go through. They mighta had sixty people that went through. But it was the 

same idea; it didn't matter. You just have to learn how to cook in bigger pots. Like, my 

kids are gone now, I have to learn how to cook in small pots! 'Cause if I don't have too 

many leftovers. But we went and we made our kitchen larger. What our kitchen used to 

be at our church is now a pantry. [Laughter] And the pantry got small, so we had to go to 

the stage and put shelves on there, too. But it's the same concept. It's getting everybody 

together. It's keeping your heritage. It's letting everyone know who St. Elias is, what the 

Middle Eastern food is like. It's just like Sunday dinner at my mother's house, but it's 

feeding the whole community. [Laughter] 

 

[00:19:42.12] 

Michelle L.: That's beautiful, yeah. 

 

[00:19:42.12] 

Norma A.: It's the truth. It's the absolute truth. 

 

[00:19:47.02] 
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Michelle L.: Yeah. So, take me through. You know, you decide to start this festival. I mean, 

what was that early, that first year, just wrapping your head around what this is going to 

be and what all you— 

 

[00:20:01.09] 

Norma A.: We had to have lots and lots of meetings. [Laughter] I'm sincere. You know, when 

you first start anything, you have a lot of different opinions. You really and truly do. As 

long as everybody's in the same boat and everybody is willin' to work and know that this 

is something the church needs as a fundraiser, and it's something that the community can 

enjoy, it's fabulous to have people come to our church. We have dancers. Some of the 

best memories I have are of my kids dancin' at the food festivals. Now, my grandkids can 

dance at the food festival. It's that fellowship of bein' together. We have not only food, 

but we have our culture that we can share with other people. 

 

[00:21:00.15] 

Michelle L.: So, what are some ways you were able to get people on the same page? Or how did 

you pick the recipes? How do you go through everything you love to eat and decide? 

 

[00:21:13.18] 

Norma A.: [Laughter] Well, you know, I have my grandmother's grandmother's grandmother’s 

recipe. So, down the line, everybody did it, just like right now. The recipes that Aunt 

Mary Louise had, or the recipes that I have, or the recipes that I share with my daughter, 
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are the recipes that most everybody had. Whether you use a little bit of cinnamon or a 

little bit of allspice or a little more pepper, it doesn't matter. It's still the same thing. 

 

[00:21:52.04] 

Michelle L.: So, did you start with the ordering from the get-go? 

 

[00:21:57.20] 

Norma A.: From the get-go? [Laughter] I'm afraid I did! [Laughter] It made it easy. With us 

havin' the Piggly-Wigglys, it made it real easy. Of course, it wasn't Piggly-Wigglys at the 

time, but we always got our meat from our stores. Even back then, we got the meat from 

the stores. Nabeel’s in Homewood is the place, at the time, where we could get 

everything that we needed—the wheat and the pine nuts. Now, we sell 'em at the Piggly-

Wiggly now; they're more abundant, and we can get 'em more places. We also go to Naji, 

has a place over in West Oxmoor, and he more sells in bulk, like to restaurants and things 

like that. Now, most of everything I get, I get from him as far as that. 

 

[00:22:52.14] 

Michelle L.: Naji? 

 

[00:22:52.14] 

Norma A.: Naji, N-a-j-i. It's Constantine Imports, is the name of his company. But he has a 

little, it's Gigi's Bakery—it's all the same company, the same business, and that's where 

we get our fresh bread, from him every day durin' the festival. 
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[00:23:09.04] 

Michelle L.: Okay. So, you've always been able to source everything locally? 

 

[00:23:13.15] 

Norma A.: Locally. Yeah, we have. Well, at one time, we had to get some of our—like the 

wheat and things that we needed in bulk, we ordered 'em and they came in. But then it 

got to where shipping was so expensive, we weren't savin' any money by doin' that. 

 

[00:23:38.04] 

Michelle L.: And how early do you have to start? 

 

[00:23:40.20] 

Norma A.: [Laughter] My job starts in May. We have our first cooking date in May. You said, 

"Oh, my God. May? And it didn't start till September?" But we cook, I think it's sixteen 

times that we have to cook. And we have a cooking date for each thing that we have. So, 

we did the cookies the first because we figured that we could put those in the freezer and 

they would be okay. We have a large walk-in freezer which helps a whole lot. So, we 

have a cookie day—actually, we have two, two different cookies, we even have two 

different dates for those. And now, when I say dates for those, you have to get there, like, 

the week before, the week of, and prepare everything and do that. Then, a lot of it we do 

the week of; we have one day that you have to do falafel. You have the date that you have 

to do spinach pies, meat pies, grape leaves. Grape leaves, we have so many that we just 
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divide it up into two different cooking dates this year. It's a lot of preparation. But we 

have, you know, every year, we have a nice crowd. But this year, it seemed like we had at 

least fifty people at each cooking date, and that is fabulous. Sometimes you even have 

more. You know, in the summertime it's a little bit harder, but you have to do it in the 

summer and go into the early fall in order to have everything ready by September. Used 

to be in October, and then we ran into trouble because of rain and different situations like 

that. We have a large tent that we have to put up in the back of our church, and that 

accommodates all the seating. And the band, we have an Arabic band that comes and 

plays. We have the Arabic doughnuts, zalabieh. We've started just—this is our second 

year—to start in making is booza, which means ice cream, and we have Arabic ice cream 

that we make that, if you've never had it, you need to try it. It has a spice in it called 

salep, and salep, you cannot get in the United States. If you can, we do not know where 

to get it at. You can buy it in Lebanon. We have, two of our parishioners that went last 

year, and they got the salep for me. I had enough the year before in my freezer— I 

inherited this from my sweet, sweet mother when she passed away. So, I had some. Then 

my brother went to Lebanon about five or so years ago, and he brought me some salep 

back. And that was like he just brought me a big Christmas present. But it was somethin' 

that we do, the ice cream is somethin' really special. It's good. And it's soft-served. We 

have a chocolate that we have, just a lot of the kids don't want Arabic ice cream, so we 

have chocolate for them. Then we started the swirl: Arabic and swirl. And it was a true 

seller. [Laughter] 

 

[00:27:06.06] 
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Michelle L.: Oh, my goodness. So, can you describe how the ice cream tastes that has salep in 

it? 

 

[00:27:09.16] 

Norma A.: The ice cream? Um-hm, um-hm. It's got the salep in it. We use milk and half and 

half in it, so it's rich. And you have to cook it. You take the salep, which is a spice—I'm 

sorry, I'll have to get you the recipe. I can't remember exactly what salep is. I think it 

comes from a cherry blossom. Then, we have miskeh and miskeh is what you would do—

it's a gummy, it makes it like a pull effect. That, when I say you put a tip end of a 

teaspoon, you put a tip end of a teaspoon, 'cause it's very, very strong. And then the 

sugar, of course. You've got to make it sweet. You cook that together, and then once it 

cools, you strain it and you add orange water. We use a lot of orange water in our sweets. 

People say rose water, but rose water is only used for hot things, like if you make tea or 

something like that you'd put rose water in it. But orange water's what we use for all of 

our desserts. 

 

[00:28:33.06] 

Michelle L.: Gotcha. 

 

[00:28:33.06] 

Norma A.: We make delicious baklawa. The baklawa that we make is different from the Greeks, 

because the Greek use honey in their syrup that they pour over their baklava. We have a 

sugar water that we use, it's just four cups of sugar, two cups of water, and then you also 
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use lemon so it won't crystallize. Then, once it cools, you put more lemon for flavor and 

then you put the orange water in it then. 

 

[00:29:08.07] 

Michelle L.: Wow. I really hope I get to have some of that ice cream one day. [Laughter] 

 

[00:29:15.13] 

Norma A.: I might have some in my freezer. I'll have to check it out. 

 

[00:29:21.13] 

Michelle L.: So, there's things like that that you've added over the years. 

 

[00:29:26.01] 

Norma A.: Yeah, we have. One year—we had tabbouleh for years. Tabbouleh is a delicious 

salad that we make, and it's very time-consuming because of the parsley. Well, imagine 

this: you've picked—I mean, like tables and tables of parsley to dry out, and you go to 

have your festival and you pull out the parsley and the parsley soured. So, I said, "You 

know what? Our Arabic salad is delicious. Why do we have to go through all this for the 

parsley?" It's more trouble than it was worth, because of the heartache that we had when 

all that parsley soured on us that year. 

 

[00:30:08.26] 

Michelle L.: Yeah. 
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[00:30:10.08] 

Norma A.: Yeah. And now it's a lot of quality control. We have tubs for different things; we 

have anything that you could possibly want. We went to a big tilt-and-braise skillet to 

make our rice in a few years ago instead of pots on the stove, so that made it a lot easier, 

a lot safer, as far as people gettin' it out and puttin' it in the pans. Let's see what else we've 

done different over the years that's made it even better than it is right now. Or, better than 

it was when it started.  

 

[00:30:56.17] 

Michelle L.: And what is Arabic salad that you switched to? What is that? 

 

[00:31:00.14] 

Norma A.: Arabic salad, of course you know it's the lettuce. At home, I use romaine lettuce. 

You can use romaine or you can just use iceberg lettuce, and you cut it bigger than you 

would small. So, you want to have that crunch in the salad when you taste it. You put 

tomatoes, onions, lemon juice, oil, salt, pepper, dried parsley flakes, and dried mint. And 

oil if I haven't said that. Some people use olive oil at home. I personally like vegetable oil 

or canola oil, and that's what we use at the church. 

 

[00:31:45.19] 

Michelle L.: Hm. Yeah. So, that eliminates you havin' to have the fresh parsley. 
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[00:31:50.00] 

Norma A.: Fresh parsley, yeah. I know one time—now, I was tellin' you earlier that we ate 

kibbeh raw. And baked it, also. At the luncheons, food festivals, we never had raw 

kibbeh. But at the little luncheons that I was tellin' you about that my Aunt Mary Louise 

and people like my grandmother used to have at the church when it was sixty or less or 

whatever, they served raw kibbeh. Well, probably about ten years ago, the lady from the 

Health Department walks in. I was talkin' to her, and she said—looked at me very sternly, 

and she said, "I'm sorry to tell you this, ma'am, but you cannot serve raw tabbouleh." I 

laughed and I said, "Do you know what tabbouleh is?" She says, "Yeah, it's that meat that 

you're servin' raw." I said, "Well, I know that you're talkin' about raw kibbeh and I 

understand, we don't serve raw kibbeh at our food festival. But tabbouleh's our salad, and 

I don't think you want me to cook it, either." [Laughter] She said, "I'm sorry." She went 

from bein' real stern to, "Oh, my God, I just messed up." [Laughter] 

 

[00:33:09.06] 

Michelle L.: So, has that been something to contend with over the years? Every year, does the 

Health Department come around? 

 

[00:33:15.19] 

Norma A.: Oh, yeah. She comes around. And we want her to come around. My son has Full 

Moon Barbecues, and he's hands-on, I mean, like with the thermometers and checkin' 

everything and doin' everything. She said she wished that every food festival in town 

went as easy as ours did, because we have so many people that have that know-how in 
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what to do and make sure everything gets put in the cooler fast and make sure everything 

gets in the freezer when it needs to be pulled out, pulled out at the right temperature. I 

mean, it's run like a top-notch restaurant. 

 

[00:33:55.00] 

Michelle L.: Yeah. It absolutely is, yeah. Now, take me back to those monthly luncheons— 

 

[00:34:01.18] 

Norma A.: Monthly luncheons. 

 

[00:34:01.25] 

Michelle L.: What year was— 

 

[00:34:04.08] 

Norma A.: When I was a little girl, they used to have these monthly luncheons. At St. Elias 

along with that, St. George, didn't ever went to St. George at that time, but at St. Elias 

they used to have it. It was like it wasn't a food festival by any chance, but it was their 

way of getting together to cook along with a way to earn extra money for the church. 

 

[00:34:30.09] 

Michelle L.: And so was it people from the church that would come to those, or would people 

from the community come? 
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[00:34:35.11] 

Norma A.: No. That was just strictly people from the church that would come to those, um-hm. 

 

[00:34:41.09] 

Michelle L.: So, it was more like really a family kind of dinner. 

 

[00:34:39.08] 

Norma A.: Um-hm. It's like sometimes our youth group will have a luncheon at church. I mean, 

if I want to bring my family that didn't go to St. George to come, then they're more than 

welcome to come. It's a paying event. But it's a good way for—good way for our youth 

group to make money. It was just like everybody after church, you just go down to the 

church hall and eat lunch. We still do that.  

 

[00:35:14.14] 

Michelle L.: Um-hm. So, the cooking days that you were talking about that you start in May, so, 

you have to get there and set up. Do you set up the ingredients? How do those days go? 

 

[00:35:25.20] 

Norma A.: No, I make sure everything—okay. We have chair people of everything. 

 

[00:35:29.08] 

Michelle L.: Okay. 
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[00:35:29.09] 

Norma A.: We have chair people of everything. Some have been chair people for years, some 

have done it and not been able to do it for some reason or another, whether it be that 

they're in heaven or they've just gotten too old. I won't say old—their health has not let 

them do this, that would be our best way to put that. 

 

[00:35:59.20] 

Michelle L.: Um-hm. Yeah. So, this year, you said it was as many as fifty people? 

 

[00:36:03.13] 

Norma A.: It was at least fifty people at each time that we did it. We serve 'em lunch, and that's 

a little extra incentive. We have dancers at our food festival, and so the kids are practicin' 

dancing, and the parents are there helpin'. Then when they get through, then the kids 

come down and help. We have—I mean, if you have a child that wants to come and learn 

how to roll a grape leave or roll a cookie or whatever, we will put you to work. 

[Laughter] 

 

[00:36:35.20] 

Michelle L.: And do you all welcome, if people from outside of your church wanted to come 

and participate in that, do you all ever have people from outside the church? 

 

[00:36:45.06] 
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Norma A.: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. I could bring a friend if I wanted to. If you want to come on, 

come. I'll give you the cookin' dates. 

 

[00:36:49.05] 

Michelle L.: Yeah! 

 

[00:36:51.11] 

Norma A.: Yeah. We actually do have people that are not from our parish that have volunteered 

to come and help us. 

 

[00:36:55.20] 

Michelle L.: Wonderful. So, do you think that's part of what—'cause it's such an undertaking for 

your church to put all this together. I mean, has it been hard to get volunteers do all the 

cooking dates? 

 

[00:37:09.22] 

Norma A.: No. It has not been hard at all. We get together like—we know already next year 

when our festival's gonna be. We have a meeting after the food festival, and we just had it 

about three weeks ago. We give everybody time to kinda put their thoughts together, and 

we go around a table. Like I'm in charge of ordering, so they ask me what I would do 

different this year than I did last year or what I'm gonna do better next year that we've 

done this year. We have had a few people that say, "I don't want to do it anymore." Or, 

"I'd be glad to help, but I don't want to be in charge of it." So, we only ask those people to 



 
 

www.southernfoodways.org | © Southern Foodways Alliance 

Ajlouny | St. George Melkite Catholic Church | 28 

please stay on with the people that are gonna chair it for one year, so that they'll know 

exactly the way you've done it. But the recipes make it so easy. I'll have everything down 

there, and then God forbid that I forgot to get somethin' or they didn't order somethin', 

they'll call me up and they'll say, "Norma, where's the so-and-so?" And nine times out of 

ten, I can tell them exactly where it's at. And they'll say, "Well, I looked there twice." I'll 

say, "Well, I'm on my way if you need me to stop and get it on the way down. I'll stop 

and get somethin' if I need it or whatever." 

 

[00:38:42.11] 

Michelle L.: So, what has it meant to you all, to your church community, to have—I mean, 

there's so many people that attend the festival every year. What has that been like as a 

church community to have all these people from the greater Birmingham community pass 

through your doors on that weekend of the festival? 

 

[00:39:02.03] 

Norma A.: Everybody always says we have the best food in Birmingham. I'm a little prejudiced. 

I think we probably do. It's good to have people come and see what your culture is. We 

do church tours. It's a lot of things that are involved in it. Some grandmothers come down 

just to see their grandchildren that don't go to our church for one reason or another, like 

my family from St. Elias would come over and see my kids when they were dancin' or 

my grandkids, now. It's like havin' a family reunion every year. It really is. It really and 

truly is. 
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[00:39:44.05] 

Michelle L.: So, you've seen—I mean, what has been different in the early stages of the festival 

and now? Obviously, more people come now, but do you feel like the community 

response has changed? 

 

[00:40:00.16] 

Norma A.: Well, we've changed. We've changed. 

 

[00:40:03.06] 

Michelle L.: Yeah? 

 

[00:40:04.26] 

Norma A.: Yes, in a great way. Everything's on the computer now, so you can order food in 

advance. We can know on Wednesday how many plates we have to go out on Thursday, 

so you're more prepared for it. We did start somethin' a few years ago with the drive thru, 

and that's worked out really, really good. It's probably as efficient any . . . coming inside 

or anything else, really and truly. We have like the kids from John Carroll will come, and 

they'll go to a liturgy that Father will have for them. Then they'll come down to the food 

festival. It's their field trip that they have, you know? Then, we have . . . people that come 

just to be with . . . just to watch the dancers or the arts and crafts and, you know, that kind 

of thing, too. But everybody'll at least walk out with a sweet in their hand, I promise you. 

[Laughter] 
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[00:41:13.02] 

Michelle L.: I bet so. I bet so. 

 

[00:41:15.29] 

Norma A.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:41:15.29] 

Michelle L.: Tell me a little bit more about the dancing. Why is that such an important part of 

the festival? 

 

[00:41:23.16] 

Norma A.: Oh, my god. If you've never seen these kids dance, you would not believe. The big 

ones are great; don't get me wrong. I mean, they try real hard and they practice really, 

really hard, but when you see those that are five and six years old up there and they just 

have the biggest grins on their face. Oh, my God, I remember my Ashley when she was 

up there. Now, she's gonna be forty years old. But it's . . . it's a atmosphere like no other 

atmosphere. When you walk underneath that tent and you hear the band playin' or you 

hear the music with the kids dancing or you sit, be able to just walk around the tent and 

talk to people that you have not seen since this time last year, but it's just like last year 

was just yesterday.  

 

[00:42:19.12] 
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Michelle L.: Well, is there anything else about the festival or your church that we haven't 

touched on that— 

 

[00:42:28.24] 

Norma A.: Oh, if you want to talk about St. George Church, that'd be a whole nother 

conversation. That'd have to be another day. 

 

[00:42:32.23] 

Michelle L.: [Laughter] Well, so for people that have never been to the church, how would 

you— 

 

[00:42:40.28] 

Norma A.: Oh. You walk in your church and it's like bein' in heaven. It really and truly is. You 

walk in. We have beautiful icons. Like I said, the chanting is just absolutely beautiful. It's 

a sense of . . . holiness. It's the sense of . . . family. It's the sense of God-like people. 

 

[00:43:14.26] 

Michelle L.: Well, again, anything I haven't asked that you wanted to talk about or that you want 

people to know? 

 

[00:43:26.29] 

Norma A.: Just keep tradition up. Tradition's very important. It doesn't matter if tradition means 

you come into church or tradition means you . . . see somebody across the people at the 
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festival that smiles at you. It doesn't matter. It's all part of God's plan for keepin' us 

together. 

 

[00:43:55.17] 

Michelle L.: That's beautiful. 

 

[00:43:56.26] 

Norma A.: And the best way to anybody's heart's through their stomach. [Laughter] 

 

[00:44:00.23] 

Michelle L.: Amen. 

 

[00:44:02.05] 

Norma A.: It really is. It really is. [Laughter] 

 

[00:44:06.18] 

Michelle L.: Well, thank you so much. 

 

[00:44:06.18] 

Norma A.: You're very welcome. It's been a pleasure. 

 

[00:44:09.19] 

Michelle L.: I've really enjoyed it. 
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[End of interview] 


