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In March 2010, Jose Per-
alta became the first Do-
minican-American elected 
to the New York State Sen-
ate after winning a special 
election and was re-elected 
that same year in the gen-
eral election. Peralta has 
since easily won re-election 
in the 2012, 2014 and 2016 
general elections. Prior to 
holding his Senate seat, 
he was elected to the state 
Assembly at the age of 30. 
Peralta served in the lower 
house from 2002 to 2010.

A first generation Do-
minican-American, he is 
the son of parents, who like 
so many others before them, 
came to the United States 
in search of the American 
Dream and a better life for 
their children. He currently 
represents the 13th State 
Senate District, covering 
Jackson Heights, Corona, 
Elmhurst, East Elmhurst, 
and parts of Woodside and 
Astoria, the most diverse 
district in the United States. 
It is the United Nations of 
all state Senate districts.

Peralta has lived in 
Queens since he was 7, 
when his parents moved 
from Manhattan. He is 
a product of the public 
school system in Queens. 
He attended PS 14, IS 61, 
Flushing High School and 
Queens College. He was ac-
tive in student government 
on the Queens campus and 
became the first Latino stu-
dent body vice president.

 As a state legislator, 
Peralta has been an advo-
cate for working families 
and has fought to ensure 
that a quality public educa-
tion is available to all. The 
senator has been the lead-
ing advocate in the fight to 
provide state financial aid 
to undocumented immi-
grants. He is the sponsor of 

the DREAM Act.
Peralta has been a 

strong voice in the struggle 
to relieve school overcrowd-
ing, promote summer read-
ing programs and improve 
the quality of teaching and 
learning. He has also se-
cured tens of millions of 
dollars to build much-need-
ed new schools and reduce 
chronic overcrowding in 
schools, including PS 287, 
PS 307, PS 143, PS 315 and 
PS 330, all located in his 
district. Peralta has also led 
the charge to help secure the 
presence of crossing guards 
at major intersections near 
schools in Queens.

He spearheaded the drive 
to rejuvenate Roosevelt Ave-
nue by launching an all-out 
effort to take back the ac-
tive and busy thoroughfare 
from pimps and other crim-
inals. His vision is to trans-
form Roosevelt Avenue into 
the new Times Square, a 
place for families to enjoy. 
Peralta is a champion of 
working families’ values, 
economic development, job 
creation and is a fighter for 
immigrants’ rights. He has 
been working to protect the 
rights of new Americans 
by ensuring that those who 
have come searching for the 
American Dream and work 
hard get the respect they de-
serve.

Peralta is the ranking 
member of the Senate La-
bor Committee and serves 
as a member of the Cit-
ies; Consumer Protection; 
Crime Victims, Crime and 
Correction; Education; Fi-
nance; and Higher Educa-
tion Committees. He is a 
member of the New York 
Senate Black, Puerto Ri-
can, Hispanic and Asian 
Caucus and of the Puer-
to Rican Hispanic Task 
Force.

S TAT E 
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Jagir Singh Bains has 
been a fixture in Queens 
since the early 1970s as 
an advocate for Sikh 
culture in the city and 
an active member of the 
community.

A longtime military 
man in his native India, 
Bains retired after serv-
ing from 1950 to 1969 and 
came to the United States 
for better opportunities in 
1974 when he was declined 
citizenship in Zambia, 
where he was assigned.

As a strong cham-
pion for a greater under-
standing of Sikh culture, 
which accounts for only 2 
percent of the population 
of India but is the fifth 
largest religion in the 
world, Bains has made 
the effort to educate New 
Yorkers about his reli-
gion. This is not to ad-
vertise Sikh religion, he 

said, but to explain the 
religion following an out-
break of bigotry.

“Discrimination and 
hate crimes, they were 
there after 9/11,” Bains 
said. “A couple of people 
got shot in gas stations, 
so I spoke about those 
things in the city and the 
state.”

Since Sikhs are often 
confused with Muslims, 
Bains said it is common 
for those in turbans to be 
beaten and killed in bias 
incidents.

Bains has taken a 
prominent role in not 
only the Sikh commu-
nity but in the borough 
at large.

Serving as a delegate 
on the Queens Borough 
President’s General As-
sembly, Bains used the 
opportunity to reach out 
to non-Sikhs about the 

religion’s practices: how 
the turban is tied and the 
significance of keeping 
an unshorn beard.

Bains played a role in 
the NYPD’s recent deci-
sion to change its policy 
to allow Sikh officers 
to serve with beards 
and turbans by speak-
ing out. Facial hair was 
banned for officers be-
cause it interferes with 
gas masks, and turbans 
could only be worn if 
they fit beneath service 
caps. What Bains calls a 
decade-long discussion 
goes back further in the 
borough to 2004 when 
a Richmond Hill police 
officer was reinstated 
to the force after he re-
fused to give up his reli-
gious garb.

Bains said, however, 
the new regulations 
are not enough. Sikh 

officers are allowed 
to have a beard if it is 
trimmed short, but the 
Sikh religion dictates a 
man’s beard must not be 
trimmed to any length.

Originally from the 
Punjab region of North-
ern India, Bains gradu-
ated from Panjab Univer-
sity before serving in the 
Indian Army’s Corp of 
Electrical and Mechani-
cal Engineers from 1950 
to 1969. He retired after 
serving in Zambia for a 
number of years.

After immigrating 
to the United States and 
joining the Postal Ser-
vice, he was appointed 
supervisor of vehicle sup-
plies at the Triborough 
District, which includes 
Queens, Staten Island 
and Brooklyn.

He worked for the 
postal service for 38 years 
and retired in 2015.

Bains has served as a 
member of Community 
Board 8, which covers 
Hollis, since 2002 and 
served as the vice presi-
dent of the Sikh Cultural 
Society. —Mark Hallum

Jagir Singh Bains
Bains advocates for Sikh culture in Queens

JAGIR SINGH BAINS
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The borough’s most 
famous woman loves her 
home in Douglaston fac-
ing the Little Neck Bay, 
with a little garden where 
her 96-year-old mother 
spends quality time doing 
what she loves. Lidia Bas-
tianich spent a lifetime 
building a media dynasty 
first as a restaurateur, 
than as a celebrity chef, 
a prolific author and the 
Emmy Award-winning 
host of several popular 
TV programs. 

Now a grandmother 
of five, Bastianich’s 
world was very different 
before her family came 
to America.

Born in 1947 amid the 
postwar chaos in Pula, a 
fortified seaport of Istria 
along the Adriatic Coast, 
Lidia Matticchio’s town 
had been part of the Ital-

ian region of Venzia Giu-
lia since 1920 before it 
was annexed by Yugosla-
via in her birth year.

“Times were hard and 
shortages were prevalent 
during my early child-
hood,” Bastianich said. 
“Whenever anyone in 
the village got hold of a 
prosciutto bone, it would 
be passed from one fam-
ily’s pot to another’s un-
til there wasn’t a trace 
of flavor left. Seafood 
was plentiful along the 
coast but largely unhar-
vested for lack of boats 
and fishing gear. But we 
were happy and never 
hungry.”

   She added, “I learned 
from my grandmother to 
use everything. From a 
single scrawny chicken, 
we had a satisfying soup, 
a complex sauce and a 

festive pasta. This is 
the kind of cooking that 
teaches you how to bring 
out the fullest potential 
of a basic ingredient 
through the judicious 
use of herbs and spices.”

After her family came 
to the United States in 
1958 and settled tempo-
rarily in Manhattan, 
Bastianich was trans-
fixed by “the amazing 
bridges and skyscrapers. 
It was just so incredibly 
different from my small 
town of Pula,” she said.

There was a Horn & 
Hardart Automat on the 
corner where her family 
ate most of their meals. A 
short while late, her fam-
ily found relatives in As-
toria and created a home 
there. While attending 
Bryant HS, she met Fe-
lice Bastianich, and af-

ter marrying in 1966, the 
couple opened Buonavia, 
a 30-seat restaurant in 
Forest Hills.

”By 1977, Buonavia 
seated 120 diners with 
people lining up at the 
door every night,” Bas-
tianich said. “Two years 
later we opened Villa Sec-
ondo in the Fresh Mead-
ows section of Queens.”

Now she is the chef/
owner of four acclaimed 
New York City restau-
rants -- Felidia, Becco, 
Esca and Del Posto, as 
well as Lidia’s Pitts-
burgh and Lidia’s Kan-
sas City along with her 
daughter Tanya. With 
her son Joe Bastianich, 
Mario Batali, and Os-
car Farinetti, the team 
opened Eataly, the larg-
est artisinal Italian food 
and wine marketplace in 
the Flatiron District and 
at One World Trade. She 
also opened Eataly mar-
ketplaces in Chicago, 
Sao Paolo, Brazil with 
more locations in Bos-
ton, Toronto and Los An-
geles scheduled to open 
this year.

Bastianich is the 

founder and president of 
Tavola Productions, an 
entertainment company 
that produces high-qual-
ity broadcast produc-
tions.

With her daughter 
Tanya, she has co-writ-
ten five cookbooks, each  

as a companion piece to 
one of her Emmy award-
winning PBS’ series and 
several others on her 
own.  She introduced a 
line of pasta and sauce 
products called “Lidia” 
with her daughter and 
son-in law. —Bill Parry

Lidia Bastianich
Celebrated chef draws on her heritage

 in Istria for global food network

LIDIA BASTIANICH
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Dr. Dheeraj Kama-
lam knows the awful 
power of pain. You can 
say his life’s mission has 
been to treat it, lessen 
its effects and heal the 
wounded. 

 As an anesthesiolo-
gist and director of Pain 
Medicine at Elmhurst 
Hospital, he has been 
taking good care of the 
borough’s indigent popu-
lation since March 2008, 
managing patient pain 
levels before, during and 
after surgical procedures 
for trauma victims and 
chronic pain patients.

He said it is challeng-
ing to take care of that 
group of patients with 
the existing resources 
because conditions such 
as low back pain, spinal 
stenosis and degenera-
tive joint disease require 
steroid injections deliv-

ered under fluroscopic 
guidance in the operat-
ing room suite. 

“It is hard to get finan-
cial clearance for these 
people, to get them into 
the operating room for 
these much-needed pro-
cedures,” he said. “Many 
of these patients could 
be currently on disabil-
ity and are unable to be 
productive in the com-
munity. It is crucial that 
these chronic pain pa-
tients need to have their 
pain treated with cutting 
edge interventional and 
other treatment modali-
ties, so that they can be 
returned back to their 
work and communities 
as the productive per-
sons they used to be. 
That is challenging and 
very rewarding.”

A native of India, 
where he was a board-

certified surgeon and 
urologist, Kamalam 
came to the United States 
in July 1995, and did his 
residency in anesthesiol-
ogy at Mt. Sinai Hospital 
in Manhattan, as well as 
fellowships in Pain Med-
icine and Critical Care 
Medicine at the now 
Icahn School of Medicine 
at Mt. Sinai.  Later, he 
worked as an anesthesi-
ologist and pain physi-
cian in Guam, where he 
was honored with the 
Guahan award for com-
munity service by the 
governor.

As an anesthesiolo-
gist, Kamalam said his 
working atmosphere in 
Elmhurst Hospital is 
that of a Level 1 trauma 
center, “where we take 
care of severe trauma 
victims from motor ve-
hicle accidents, gunshot 

wounds, stab wounds 
and the like, which need 
high quality medical at-
tention and emergent 
surgeries and stabiliza-
tion to help them survive 
the massive trauma.” 

 Elmhurst has a 
trauma operating room, 
which is always ready 
for treatment of these 
victims, including mas-
sive blood transfusions, 
with a 24-hour staffed 
blood bank on site. 

“This requires a lot of 
specialized care and I am 
part of the trauma team, 
along with surgeons and 
critical care nurses that 
take care of the trau-
ma victims in Queens, 
whether they have insur-
ance or not,” he noted.

“Those are some of the 
challenges we face. In spite 
of the paucity of resources, 
we have been able to deliv-

er high quality care to the 
community.” 

 His proudest mo-
ments occurred when the 
pain clinic was moved to 
the more spacious second 
floor and upgraded with 
more staff.

“How well the unin-
sured and underinsured 

are taken care of, directly 
impacts the health of the 
rest of the community 
as a significant number 
of this indigent popula-
tion work in restaurants 
and other professions 
that impact the rest of the 
community,” he noted.
 —Tammy Scileppi

Dr. Dheeraj Kamalam
Doctor alleviates pain for poor patients at Elmhurst Hospital

DR. DHEERAJ KAMALAM

In 1984, Saywalah 
Kesselly arrived in the 
United States on a multi-
entry visa with a one-way 
ticket from Liberia. He 
had two shirts, his Boy 
Scout uniform and $20, 
which he paid the cabbie 
to drive to the doorstep 
of a friend of a friend’s 
house. Kesselly wanted 
to further his education. 

Shortly after his visa 
expired.

As an undocumented 
“illegal,”, he did his stint 
of minimum wage jobs. 
“I’d go to 14th Street and 
pay someone—$56— to 
get a job,” lying about his 
experience, he recalled.  
He got fired from his first 

job— dishwashing.  Sub-
sequently he worked as a 
messenger, delivery boy, 
and short order cook. 

Two years after ar-
riving, he got married, 
changed his immigra-
tion status and trans-
ferred from Hostos to 
Baruch College.  

Working a variety of 
jobs while in school, Say-
walah earned his bache-
lor’s degree in Economics, 
in 1991. He went on to be 
employed as a bookkeeper 
and then the comptroller 
of an electrical company.  

When two African-
American youth were 
shot in his neighbor-
hood, Saywalah knew he 

needed to do something.
In 2003, he opened the 

doors of the African Cen-
ter for Community Em-
powerment, a safe center 
to nurture and guide 
youth and their families 
in southeast Queens. 
The girls and boys, ages 
7-21, come from African-
American, Hispanic, 
Asian, West Indian, and 

South American back-
grounds. The center has 
also evolved into a com-
munity center for adults. 

Some 350 to 400 youth 
yearly are drawn to the 
center. 

Saywalah is the ex-
ecutive director and em-
phasizes the impact of 
the one-on-one mentor-
ing program that helps 

the young people find 
their own identity. 

“In our after-school 
program we help our 
youth think for them-
selves and develop criti-
cal thinking,” he said.

The center also pro-
vides a high school and 
college prep program in 
addition to a youth lead-
ership program.

“We have a 98 per-
cent to 100 success rate 
passing the citywide 
elementary and junior 
high tests,” Saywalah 
boasted.

One success story 
follows a young unruly 
teenager who reported 
her father to ACS after 
he disciplined her by 
spanking. The center’s 
mediation service posi-
tively transformed the 
situation. The center is 
an advocate for children, 
parents or the system 
and acts as a bridge be-
tween the three.

“She’s now in college 
and returns to tutor stu-
dents here,” Saywalah 
proudly reported. “There 
are many returnees that 
serve as mentors or tu-

tors. We stay in touch; 
they don’t leave us.” 

Saywalah pointed out 
the center’s adult classes 
include financial lit-
eracy, learning concepts 
of new math, and health 
workshops. 

On the board of other 
local community organi-
zations,  Saywalah is also 
passionately working to 
establish a community-
based credit union in 
southeast Queens. 

“My greatest joy is 
seeing young people 
make something of them-
selves,” Saywalah said, 
and not be deterred by 
funding challenges.

Asked ‘What does be-
ing an American mean?’  
Saywalah answered, “It 
means freedom and the 
challenges that go with 
freedom.  It means the 
ability to pursue your 
aspirations and your 
dreams.  For me that 
means my family (a sup-
portive wife and three 
daughters), my education 
and the fact that I can 
help impact and trans-
form lives.” 
 —Tequila Minsky

Saywalah 
Kesselly

Liberian immigrant helps 
SE Queens youths set goals

SAYWALAH KESSELLY
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BY TAMMY SCILEPPI

When she received a 
letter asking for a candi-
date for the Queens Am-
bassador Awards, Kew 
Gardens activist Carol 
Lacks, said she immedi-
ately thought of Monica 
Loja as “a perfect fit for 
this award.”

A native of Ecuador, 
Loja, 29, came to the 
United States at age 15 to 
be with her family and 
to follow her dreams. 
They lived in Jackson 
Heights and she attended 
Newtown High School 
in Elmhurst. But adjust-
ing to her new home 
and neighborhood was a 
challenge. And her Eng-
lish was limited.

“The first day here 
was extremely hot — it 

was the day after the city 
suffered the blackout. 
The city was nothing 
like it was portrayed in 
the movies or TV, at least 
the ones I watched,” Loja 
recalled. “My family 
lives close to Roosevelt 
Avenue, an area where 
different Latino cultures 
are the most prevalent. 
I was surprised that al-
most everyone on the 
streets spoke Spanish. I 
felt out of place and not, 
at the same time. It was 
hard. I cried almost ev-
ery day.”

But in time her giving 
spirit and compassion 
for others would compel 
the newcomer to become 
more involved in her 
community and help her 
neighbors and fellow im-
migrants. 

After receiving a BA 
in Sociology and Inter-
national Studies from 
City College, Loja finally 
found a job in her field 
of study. While attend-
ing a career fair, she was 
offered an opportunity 
with the River Fund in 
Richmond Hill, an local 
food pantry and poverty 
frontline center.

“When she joined 
the staff in 2013, I liked 
her immediately,” said 
Lacks, who has volun-
teered there for several 
years. “Dreams do come 
true if you’re dedicated, 
committed, focused, 
and willing to take the 
steps to make them into 
a reality. Monica has all 
of these strengths and 
many more.”

Before long, every-

body’s “Monica!” became 
“a trusted and much 
loved advocate in the La-
tino community,” accord-
ing to the River Fund’s 
director of development, 
Kris Czerniachowicz.

As the face of the River 
Fund in that community, 
Loja dealt with an arse-
nal of interventions for its 

growing number of clients 
(1,000 or so per month), 
who were pouring into 
that office from all over 
the city and beyond. 

“Less than a year af-
ter her start with us, it 
was clear that Monica 
had the nature, instincts 
and commitment to be 
groomed as a manager 

within the River Fund’s 
culture and a year later, 
she officially became 
our benefits access man-
ager,” Chief Production 
Officer Otto Starzmann 
noted.

Loja said she enjoys 
working at the River 
Fund “because of the 
hugs and smiles from the 
clients, co-workers, and 
volunteers.” 

“We have become a 
team of friends working 
against poverty,” she 
added. “I have to thank 
my CEO, Swami Durga 
Das, for teaching me that 
serving from the heart is 
easier than doing it sim-
ply as a job description.”

The awardee said her 
beloved grandparents, 
who are “wise, loving 
people,” had a positive 
influence on her life, and 
she always remembers 
what her grandfather 
used to say: “You never 
look down at someone 
who needs your help, and 
help if you can help. Even 
if you have your best 
dress on, you go and help 
them, no matter who they 
are.” —Tammy Scileppi

Monica Loja
Ecuadorean manager dispenses hope

 at River Fund poverty center

MONICA LOJA

Flushing resident 
John Liu has been an in-
spiration for the Asian 
community in Queens 
and around the city since 
he became the first Asian 
American elected to the 
City Council is 2001. Liu 
then became the first 
Asian American elected 
to a citywide office in New 
York City when he became 
the comptroller in 2009 
keeping a watchful eye on 
the Bloomberg adminis-
tration’s spending.

“Over the past four 
years I’m pretty satisfied 
-- if not proud outright -- 
of the $5 billion we have 
saved through audits, 
very vigorous audits and 
contract reviews,” he 
told TimesLedger News-
papers after his term 

ended in 2014. “This is $5 
billion that would have 
otherwise led to steeper 
cuts in services in the 
budget.”

While serving as  
comptroller, Liu made 
it a goal to create more 
transparency at the city 
Department of Educa-
tion and the city Eco-
nomic Development 
Corp., which often put 
him at odds with Mayor 
Bloomberg. 

“It’s somewhat dis-
heartening to be accused 
of politics when you were 
just simply trying to do 
our job, especially when 
it came to our audits and 
our review and sometimes 
rejection of contracts,” 
Liu said. “I just feel that 
the Bloomberg adminis-

tration’s definition of be-
ing political is when you 
didn’t agree with them 
100 percent of the time, 
which we didn’t. But 
people of this city elected 
me to do the job of comp-
troller independently and 
I can look everybody in 
the face and say I did the 
job independently, that’s 
what counts.”

Liu was born Chun 
Liu in Taiwan in 1976 be-
fore moving to the Unit-
ed States with his family 
at the age of 5. In honor 
of John F. Kennedy, his 
father changed his name 
to John.

After graduating from 
the prestigious Bronx 
Science HS, Liu earned a 
degree in mathematical 
physics from Bingham-
ton University in 1988 
and went on to manage 
a team of actuaries at 
PricewaterhouseCoo -
pers. From there, Liu 
served two terms on the 
City Council where he 
chaired the transit com-
mittee  and in 2009 he was 
elected to serve as the 
city’s chief fiscal and au-
diting officer. Liu set his 

sights on Gracie Mansion 
but finished fourth in the 
Democratic primary won 
by the eventual mayor 
Bill de Blasio in 2013

Liu became one of the 
leaders of the Asian Po-
litical Leadership Fund, 
a federally designated 
527 fund whose purpose 
is to promote political 
leadership from within 
the Asian-American 
community.

He made another go 
at political office in 2014 
when he challenged in-
cumbent state Sen. Tony 
Avella (D-Bayside), los-
ing by nearly 500 votes. 
He waited more than a 
week to concede defeat.

“To have served our 
great city for 12 years -- 
first as a member of the 
New York City Council 
and then as city comp-
troller -- has been an awe-
some privilege, much be-
yond my expectation and 
imagination as an immi-
grant kid growing up in 
public schools,” he said. 
“The future brings con-
tinuing opportunities: to 
serve the public through 
volunteerism, to speak 

out for needed change 
through media, and to 
share expertise through 
academia. While I may 
not hold elected office, I 
will be actively involved 

and engaged in commu-
nity issues and affairs.”

Liu is currently teach-
ing municipal finance 
and policy at Baruch Col-
lege. —Bill Parry

John Liu
Ex-city offi cial forges path 
for Asian-American pols

JOHN LIU
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If you live in Queens 
or visit often, and have 
a love of theater and the 
arts, you have likely 
frequented The Secret 
Theatre in the heart of 
the creative and evolv-
ing community of Long 
Island City. 

This uber-popular 
venue, which is close to 
Silvercup Studios and 
PS1 MOMA, has been 
hosting amazing produc-
tions and performances 
for years, while attract-
ing audiences from ev-
erywhere. The Secret 
Theatre’s dedicated and 
highly driven artistic 
director and producer, 
Richard Mazda – the man 
behind the curtain – has 
become quite a celebrity 
in these parts. 

Despite daunting 
challenges, he has tire-

lessly donated his time, 
money and energies to 
making sure his theater 
is a success. And in so 
doing, he has improved 
the quality of life for 
thousands of locals. 
And many LIC residents 
would probably agree 
that their neighbor has 
helped transform their 
area from an arts des-
ert to a thriving artistic 
hub. 

“It’s a struggle at 
times to keep the theater 
doors open, but I feel that 
it is now a part of the fab-
ric of the cultural life of 
Queens,” Mazda said. 

He added: “I invested 
almost $100,000 of my 
own money, which I do 
not expect to recoup.”

The tough British im-
migrant has always been 
an extremely commu-

nity-minded person. In 
fact, before immigrating 
here, he founded an Arts 
Festival in the Camber-
well section of London 
that is still going on over 
20 years later. 

Remembering his 
most memorable show, 
the talented actor pointed 
to his captivating role as 
Richard III in a produc-
tion of the Shakespeare 
classic at The Secret The-
atre. “This iconic villain 
was such a blast to play, 
I spent a year memoriz-
ing the lines, and this 
is my favorite role,” he 
quipped.

And when asked about 
his biggest challenge, 
Mazda admitted that it 
was “coming from a blue 
collar background and 
not having much finan-
cial support or access to 

further education, and 
having to figure out how 
to have a career in the 
arts.”

A devoted husband, 
Mazda wished to share 
his fondest memory: 

“My wedding to Lesley 
Ann Mazda. The day was 
made even more memo-
rable than an average 
wedding since my moth-
er passed away the day 
before our ceremony,” 

he recalled sadly. “She 
had been sick, but the 
hospital was intending 
to bring her to our wed-
ding. When she passed, 
the support and love of 
family and friends on 
that bittersweet day will 
live with me forever.”

Most folks don’t know 
that in his former life, 
the theater lover had 
achieved musical fame. 

“I got my first record 
deal after standing out-
side the BBC; I waited for 
a well-known deejay who 
took the record from us,” 
Mazda said. “He played 
it on the BBC and then 
played it every night for 
over a month. After that, 
everyone tried to sign 
our band. We signed to 
Virgin Records.”

Then, revealing his 
proudest moment, he 
noted that it was, “pick-
ing up my ASCAP award 
for writing R&B No. 1, 
“How Long,” alongside 
my heroes, The Isley 
Brothers, Common and 
Jimmy Jam and Terry 
Lewis – at a ceremony in 
New York.”  
 —Tammy Scileppi

Richard Mazda
Secret Theatre director had early success 

as famous musician in London

RICHARD MAZDA

Long Island City res-
ident Richard Mumith 
is bringing money into 
what he describes as an 
undiscovered borough 
through an overlooked 
tourism commodity: 
food.

As the owner of 
Queens Food Tours, 
Mumith’s business is 
not only many people’s 
first point-of-contact 
with the borough, it is 
also the No.1 attraction 
leading them away from 
Manhattan. The tour 
gives customers a wide 
variety of culinary 
tastes and is a reflec-
tion of the diversity of 
Queens, home borough 
since he was a year old. 
He was born in Bangla-
desh, and his family left 
to pursue better oppor-
tunities.

“I never felt Queens 

was the place you would 
bring a double-decker 
bus to. I just felt  if that’s 
how they’re planning 
to bring tourists into 
Queens, I said ‘good 
luck,’” said Mumith, 
“How do we entice peo-
ple to leave the comfort 
of the city to come to a 
borough that they hard-
ly know?”

But inspiration came 
after a visit to Chi-
cago, where Mumith, a 
foodie, discovered the 
best method for luring 
people to his home bor-
ough.

“Of all the boroughs 
that deserve a food tour, 
why not Queens?” said 
Mumith, noting that 
food tours are often in 
the top five activities 
for tourists on TripAd-
visor or Yelp.

On TripAdvisor, 

there are only about 20 
tours in Queens com-
pared to 1,200 in Man-
hattan. Queens Food 
Tours, which launched 
in 2014 is currently rat-
ed No. 1 in Queens.

What came as a sur-
prise for Mumith after 
the initial launch was 
the demographic he 
was attracting. About 
90 percent of the cus-
tomer base was from 
Queens, Manhattan 
and Brooklyn, he found. 
The consensus Mumith 
gathered about why 
New Yorkers were the 
biggest customer group 
was that although they 
lived in the city, they 
had little to no familiar-
ity with Queens.

Since the launch, 
Queens Food Tours has 
received a grant from 
Citi Group of $10,000 
to expand its business. 
Mumith attributed win-
ning the grant to the 
impact his company has 
had on the community.

Queens Food Tours 
brings foot traffic and 
pays for every food item 
at the restaurants they 

partner with.
Mumith brought 

around 700 custom-
ers to Long Island City 
last year who return to 
restaurants in the area 
after learning what 
Queens has to offer.

By combining the his-
tory and culture of the 
neighborhood, Mumith 
was able to attract peo-
ple to Long Island City, 
which is a good transi-
tion for people from oth-
er boroughs because it 
is industrial, urban, and 
just across the river from 
Manhattan.

Customers are often 
mistaken when they tell 
Mumith they came to 
Queens to get out of the 
city. He reminds them 
not only are they in New 
York City, but they are 
in the largest and most 
diverse borough.

“We are the quintes-
sential representation 
for New York City, just 
without the crowd,” 
Mumith said.

Mumith will be 
setting his sights on 
Jackson Heights next.
 —Mark Hallum

Richard Mumith
Entrepreneur lures visitors with his Queens Food Tours

RICHARD MUMITH
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Rodrigue Ouattara 
fled Bukina Faso, losing 
two brothers to political 
strife.  In 2011, he entered 
the United States as a stu-
dent when he was 24. 

An actor in his own 
country, Ouattara had 
an uncle who paid tuition 
for him to study acting 
in California. Then his 
uncle died in an accident 
and there was no more 
support. 

“I couldn’t pay rent or 
work,” he said.

 Ouattara made his 
way to New York and 
then Maryland, where 
he worked long hours as 
a cook in an Indian res-
taurant while he sought 

political asylum. 
Referred by Lutheran 

Legal Services, Ouattara 
found Maria Blacque-
Belair, one of last year’s 
Queens Impact Awards 
recipients, who runs the 
Refugee and Immigration 
Fund asylum orientation 
center that provides in-
formation about the asy-
lum process, pro bono 
lawyers, evaluations for 
the immigration court as 
well as counseling.

“She helped me find 
a good lawyer, calls to 
check on me and referred 
me to a psychologist at 
Harlem Hospital,” he 
said.  “I have found a sec-
ond home here.” 

Ouattara took the 
two-month RIF training 
at Brooklyn Grange, the 
world’s largest rooftop 
soil farm atop the Stan-
dard Motor Parts build-
ing in Long Island City. 
The experience not only 
helped with the stress 
of the asylum process, 
but it resonated with 
his personal interest in 
farming.  

Impressed that one 
could farm on rooftops, 
Ouattara learned differ-
ent farming methods, 
studied the timing of 
planting and harvesting 
and was taught how to 
set up complicated ir-
rigation systems.  The 
Brooklyn and Long Is-
land City roof farms 
grow sweet and hot pep-
pers, onions, kale, and 
cherry tomatoes, bought 
by local restaurants and 
farmers markets.

Due to his immense 
dedication and hard 
work, Brooklyn Grange 
then hired him and he 
now assists the Design 
and Installation team 
with greening projects 
throughout the city.  

“I’ve seen Rodrigue 
for five years, from the 
start,” Blacque-Belair 
said.  “And despite his 
challenges, he is inspir-
ing. He is so positive; he 
is a can-do person. And 
now he works with and 
even hires  other refu-
gees.” 

Rodrigue’s mantra is 
“never say never.” Con-
fronted by work chal-

lenges, he will try one, 
two or three times to get 
something done. 

“I always encourage 
others and stay posi-
tive,” he said, tapping his 
natural upbeat attitude 
to help motivate those he 
works with.

He has also main-
tained this demeanor 
through his trying and 
lengthy navigation of the 

immigration limbo. 
In addition to his part-

time Grange job back in 
2012-13, Ouattara took 
the two-month Made-in-
New York filmmaking 
training program. With 
a continued affection for 
acting, he has worked on 
two different TV show 
sets.   

But he also loves his 
Brooklyn Grange job - 
now full-time - and all 
the people he meets. In 
the winter, the crew has 
clients — outside jobs, 
landscaping, private 
yards, and has worked 
installing fountains.  

Recently, Rodrigue 
married and is happily 
expecting his first child. 

“Being in America is 
a big joy for me,” he said. 
“I have freedom. I’m not 
a caged bird anymore. I 
have freedom of speech 
without being killed. I 
have found a lot of oppor-
tunities and this is one 
of them. You can make 
a lot of things happen if 
you’re not lazy. There 
are a lot of opportunities. 
It’s all on the table.”  
 —Tequila Minsky

Rodrique 
Ouattara

African refugee fi nds peace 
in rooftop farming in LIC

RODRIQUE OUATTARA

Uma Mysorekar came 
to the United States in 
1970 solely to study medi-
cine, and in three years 
was already part of the 
inception of the Hindu 
Temple Society of North 
America and the Ganesh 
Temple in Flushing.

The OBGYN from 
Bangalore, India, landed 
in Queens after complet-
ing a residency at Long 
Island Jewish Medical 
Center, where she settled 
and started a practice 
of her own. In Elmhurst 
and Flushing at the time, 
Mysorekar was the only fe-
male OBGYN and enjoyed 

a high level of success.
But Mysorekar was 

also a devout follower 
of the Hindu religion, 
which drew her into 
creating a center for the 
Hindu population and 
spurring community in-
volvement.

“I’ve always been 
quite religious, as I was 
raised that way back 
home, and I also wanted 
to be part of a volun-
teer force,” Mysorekar 
said, explaining why 
she wanted to establish 
more than a place solely 
for worship. “That was 
my dream to build a 

community center, so 
it’s not just for the Hindu 
community but the en-
tire community. What 
we have today is serving 
that purpose.”

The Hindu Temple 

Society offers a broad 
array of services at 45-57 
Bowne St., in Flushing. 
A canteen in the lower 
level of the facility fea-
tures a variety of foods 
from the southern re-

gions of India.
The most common 

Indian cuisine known to 
Americans originates in 
the northern reaches of 
the country, where more 
meat is incorporated. 
The canteen at the Ga-
nesh Temple is vegetari-
an only and alcohol-free.

A party room and an 
auditorium offer a full 
array of amenities open 
to the entire community.

The birth of Ganesh, 
a hindu god known as 
the Destroyer of Obsta-
cles, is celebrated every 
year at the temple and 
starts with prayer which 
spills out into the streets 
where a statue is parad-
ed down Main Street.

“Flushing is a very 
diverse community and 
I think we must sustain 
that,” Mysorekar said, 
“so we have reached out 
to almost every com-
munity in this area. We 
are working very closely 
with the Korean commu-
nity, we celebrate inde-
pendence days together. 
Chinese Lunar New 
Year, we do take part. We 
have senior programs 

where they participate 
in ours and we partici-
pate in theirs.”

But the Hindu Tem-
ple Society was off to a 
rough start during its 
first days in Flushing. 
Neighbors unfamiliar 
with the Hindu religion 
thought a cult was mov-
ing in on their street and 
the noise from certain 
celebrations was not wel-
come, Mysorekar said. 
But the OBGYN tact-
fully handled opposition 
and created an amicable 
relationship with former 
detractors by opening up 
channels of communica-
tion.

After writing letters 
to community members 
and inviting members 
to engage in celebrations 
and gatherings, any sus-
picion melted away and 
has not been back since, 
according to Mysorekar.

Mysorekar has also 
extended her support to 
orphans in the United 
States and India, taking 
a leading role in  fund-
raising for the Aid to the 
Disabled, Orphaned and 
Poor. —Mark Hallum

Dr. Uma 
Mysorekar

Hindu Temple Society’s 
founder reaches far beyond 

Indian community

DR. UMA MYSOREKAR
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Ever since arriving 
in Queens, Malini Shah 
has made it her goal to 
make a positive impact 
in the community.

Shah and her husband 
elected to settle in Bay-
side despite having other 
nearby options. The de-
cision to choose Bayside 
over the other areas was 
an easy one to make, ac-
cording to Shah. 

“When my husband 
was settled here, we had 
a choice of Queens or 
Brooklyn and we chose 
to build our home in 
Queens,” she said. “I 
love Bayside and the 
fact that it’s so diverse. I 
love the cultural aspect 
and I love all the differ-
ent types of people. For 
you to be able to live in 
a place, you have to love 

it and know that’s where 
you want to be.”

In Bayside, Shah has 
become a well-known 
community leader in ad-
dition to being the presi-
dent of her diamond 
company, Difference 
Inc., which her husband 
founded. She took over 
the company in 2001 
and has since run the 
business independently 
to provide a variety of 
high-quality products to 
her loyal customers. 

Aside from her de-
manding job with her 
jewelry company, she 
also founded Nritya 
Kala Kendra Inc., a cul-
tural organization dedi-
cated to preserving and 
promoting the ancient 
and modern arts of In-
dia. Shah is particularly 

proud of NKK and what 
the group does to help 
bring the community 
closer together. 

“We have been bring-
ing workshops to chil-
dren and adults,” she 
said. “Whenever they 
are visiting New York, 
we give them an oppor-
tunity to interact and 
contribute so they have 
something and some-
where to go in their free 
time. It’s lovely to inter-
act with kids and be able 
to share everything I’ve 
learned.”

Shah believes her past 
life experience helped 
her prepare her for her 
role with NKK. She had 
been a successful edu-
cator in India with two 
bachelor degrees in Arts 
and Childhood Educa-

tion and spent more than 
30 years teaching chil-
dren in some of India’s 
most prestigious schools. 
She has also traveled the 
world as part of the Indi-
an delegation of the Indi-
an Council for Cultural 

Relations headed by the 
former vice president of 
India. 

“After coming to New 
York, I thought maybe I 
should brainstorm and 
think of how I could give 
back to the community 

with a non-profit and I 
chose to use my expertise 
to do that in the form of 
art and culture because 
I’ve seen and learned so 
much from visiting sev-
eral different countries,” 
Shah said. 

Shah’s passion for 
helping others is clear. 
In addition to her work 
with NKK, she is cur-
rently a community 
and cultural liaison for 
Councilman Paul Val-
lone (D-Bayside). She 
always wanted to share 
her passion for her 
culture, but expressed 
gratitude that she has 
the support of her hus-
band. Without it, she 
may not have accom-
plished everything she 
has to date. 

“One of the most im-
portant things is that 
your family supports 
you and I’m thankful 
my husband supports 
my passion and love for 
what I’m doing,” Shah 
said. “He gets involved 
and loves that I do it. It 
makes me feel very good 
and I just love what I 
do.” — Zach Gewelb

Malini Shah
Indian jeweler gives back to Bayside 

as founder of cultural group

MALINI SHAH
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“Hello is the word of 
God” is a maxim Ara-
vella Simotas learned 
from her father, work-
ing alongside him in 
the family’s Queens deli 
in Woodside. Aravella 
was 12 when she began 
a regular Sunday shift 
with her dad, who put 
in 18-hour days Monday 
through Saturday and 13 
hours on Sundays.

The Simotas family 
emigrated from the island 
of Cephalonia, Greece, 
seeking opportunities for 
a better life when Simotas 
was an infant. She has 
lived in Astoria her whole 
American life.

In 2009, she was one 
of the youngest members 
at  age 31 elected to the 
state Assembly,  where 
she represents Astoria, 

Long Island City and 
other neighborhoods in 
western Queens. 

Simotas recalled 
those Sundays when her 
father told her of experi-
ences back home, talking 
to her as an adult.  

“He was always nice 
to a cranky homeless 
man who would stop by 
the store,” she remem-
bered. “He told me the 
man had a hard life and 
had problems that he un-
derstood.”

Simotas’s parents did 
not read English and 
from the age of 12 she was 
balancing the checkbook. 
She learned so many les-
sons at a young age and 
those words of her father 
were put to use into her 
adult life.

Her parents always 

encouraged education.
 A product of the pub-

lic schools in Queens, she 
went on to Fordham Uni-
versity as an undergradu-
ate.   While at Fordham 
Law School, she was a 
legislative aide in the City 
Council, gaining experi-
ence in nitty-gritty fight-
ing to get things done.

In that role, she was 
a part of the victory to 
halt the New York Power 
Authority’s expansion of 
power plants in north-
west Queens, which 
prevented adding more 
pollution to the neigh-
borhood. In school, she 
was the managing editor 
of the  Environmental 
Law Journal.

Subsequently, Aravel-
la left the practice of law 
to enter public service.

On the home front she 
can be seen at a rally fight-
ing evictions of low-in-
come tenants, at a senior 
center panel on scams 
and fraud or hosting with 
the United Community 
Civic Action a town hall 
meeting bringing panel-
ists from public agencies 
to discuss local issues.

In Albany, the Assem-
bly member championed 
“Rape is Rape” legisla-
tion, a bill to reform the 
penal code that defines 
rape to include other 
forms of forced sexual 
contact.  “It was very 
hard to pass in the As-
sembly and in 2013 it did, 
and every year since,” 
she says. It has yet to 
pass the Senate.

Her rape testing bill 
became law in November 
and requires timely test-
ing and reporting of rape 
kit results.

As a result of her 
work, she was asked to 
chair the Women’s Is-
sues committee and she 
sits on 10 other commit-
tees and task forces as 
well. She was just ap-
pointed to the powerful 

Administrative Regula-
tions Review Commis-
sion, a bipartisan group 
that oversees every state 
agency’s rules.

 Aravella Simotas is 
married with a 4-year-
old daughter.  

 “I was raised with 
the value that you work 
hard.  It’s not easy, but 
you have to work, and 

if you do, you’ll become 
successful,” she says. 

From her years on 
Community Board 1,  
other civic engagement, 
to elected office,  Ara-
vella Simotas focuses 
her concerns on all ages,   
always with a  goal to im-
prove her community’s 
quality of life. --Tequila 
Minsky

Aravella Simotas
Astoria assemblywoman learned 
compassion from Greek father

ARAVELLA SIMOTAS

Since arriving in the Unit-
ed States from his native Tai-
wan, Wesley Sin has become 
an innovative and influential 
presence in the Queens com-
munity.

He currently works as a 
marketing manager at the 
F&T Group, a real estate devel-
opment company with offices 
in New York and China. The 
group’s New York office is in 
Flushing. The group shepherds 
many projects in the city, in-
cluding the Queens Crossing 
Mall in Flushing and 123 Third 
Avenue in Manhattan.

Sin graduated from Na-
tional Taiwan University with 
a B.A. in political science and 
international relations. He 
continued his education in the 
United States, earning a mas-
ter’s degree in Media, Culture 
and Communication from the 
Steinhardt School at New 

York University. As a market-
ing manager, Sin has worked 
on numerous art exhibitions 
and events in concert with 
the Queens Council on the 
Arts, Queen Arts Express and 
Queens Library. These have 
included the Queens Crossing 
Christmas Outdoor Installa-
tion and 2011’s CURATE NYC 
art show. 

Sin has worked with the 
Flushing Chinese Business 
Association, the American 
Alliance of Chinese Associa-
tions, the Chinese American 
Planning Council and other 
organizations to help with 
numerous cultural events, in-
cluding the annual Flushing 
Lunar New Year Parade and 
New Year Indoor Celebration, 
as well as annual celebrations 
for Mother’s Day. 

As the marketing manager, 
he has also been responsible 

for marketing events in F&T 
Group properties, including 
Queens Crossing Mall, One 
Fulton Square and Flushing 
Commons. Sin has also been 
involved in helping to make 
Queens Taste and Queens Res-
taurant Week such successes.

Sin wrote and photo-
graphed the 2014 and 2015 edi-
tions of “Travel in New York,” 
which is available in Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, mainland China, 
Singapore and Malaysia. 
He is the host of “It Style in 
North America” in addition 
to numerous freelance writ-
ing opportunities. His dual 
roles as writer and market-
ing manager have made him 
a prominent fixture in the 
Queens and Flushing com-
munity, a tireless proponent 
of all the exciting events and 
opportunities Queens has to 
offer. —Patrick Donachie

Wesley Sin
Sin brings creative force to Queens 
as marketing manager in Flushing

WESLEY SIN












