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FOREWORD
Leicester is a thriving city, which claims to be the UK’s
most multi-ethnic. But, it is one in which the residents are
less prone to shout about or recognise its greatness.
The origins of the Year of the Leicestival derive from this
point of view and have from the onset led to a fuller
appreciation for what is great about the city. The Year
of the Leicestival from the beginning ascertained that
this greatness is found in the people and the regular
cultural celebrations that occur throughout the year.
Along with this, the variety of food that has become
synonymous with the city has led to the inherent and
inherited qualities that enable the city to be greater.
The importance of the food and the cultural festivals to Leicester’s heritage cannot be
overstated. Leicester’s food and festivals bring together the people of the city from a
range of diverse communities. The various histories and traditions behind these events,
along with the dishes that are eaten during the festivals have made such an impact
that they have transformed the culture of the city. The increasing diversity of those
that attend some of the cultural festivals have brought dishes from all over the world
to many of the city’s residents.
The Year of the Leicestival has enabled a diverse group of young volunteers to
develop, plan and lead a project that looks into six of the city’s many cultural and
religious festivals. The year-long journey of the 40 young people who took part has
given them a greater appreciation for the cultural festivals that occur in the city. This
book provides a tangible piece of evidence of their journey and illustrates, like the
city itself, an emerging and diverse group that feel a stronger sense of civic pride and
connection with their city.
Over time the impact of the influx of people to the city of Leicester from different
countries is such that it has evolved into the UK’s first plural city, with no dominant
ethnicity residing. Therefore, it is possible to claim that Leicester embraces both the
traditional and the contemporary; with various denominations, cultures and ethnicities
doing more than co-existing but increasingly sharing cultural experiences across ethnic,
religious and community boundaries through their festivals.
This almanac represents a taste of the journey the young people undertook as they
experienced the flavours, sights, sounds and huge community effort that comprised
Chinese New Year, Vaisakhi, Caribbean Carnival, Eid, Diwali and Christmas. In presenting
their almanac the young people have summarised the history and meaning of each
festival, how they have changed in response to being part of Leicester’s cultural
landscape, and how they took part in the celebrations. It also captures just a few of
the incredible dishes they helped to prepare and thoroughly enjoyed eating!
Leicester really has got a lot to shout about and our project sought to support a group
of young people who wanted to better understand how and why they could do just
that.

Darren McWilliams
Leicestival Project Manager
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What is Year of the Leicestival?
The Year of the Leicestival project was developed in response to a conversation
that occurred between some of the young people of our Youth Action Team
(YAT) in 2012. They discussed how they felt about Leicester, the city that they
lived, learned and worked in. To paraphrase their collectively agreed summary
slightly, they felt that “It’s a bit rubbish.” This self-deprecating view of the city was
reinforced by other young people we spoke to. This raised two questions for us:
Why did young people feel this way? And what could we do to change it?
Three members of the YAT came together to help us answer our questions and
they described two key features of the city that they felt genuine pride in. Firstly,
the food; anything you want to eat is available somewhere in the city. This they
felt was due to the huge cultural diversity; Leicester is, after all, the first plural city
in the UK with no ethnic group being in the majority.
Secondly, the welcoming nature of the different communities and how their festivals
were open to anyone to enjoy. One of the young people in particular, who had
experienced homelessness at the age of 16, talked of the warm welcome he
received at a Sikh temple, where he was invited to eat for free despite not being
Sikh himself.
Many members of the YAT felt that their peers might not share their view of the
value of the food and festivals that Leicester should be more famous for, and so
The Year of the Leicestival was born. With support from the Heritage Lottery Fund,
the YAT set about trying to learn more about the city’s festival calendar in 2013
and the food that is central to each event.
It’s been a fantastic journey throughout the year. It’s been, at times, exhausting,
exhilarating, frustrating and inspiring.
We very much hope you enjoy the stories, recipes, information and photos
contained in our almanac and that they’ll inspire you to get more involved in
some of the amazing festivals that Leicester has to offer.

Focus and the Youth Action Team
Focus Charity is a young people’s organisation based in Leicester. Founded in 1988 by
two university students, we have supported over 17,000 young people to develop their
skills, self-confidence and self-esteem through our innovative approaches.

Our Vision
Our vision is of a society in which young people feel inspired and empowered to have
a positive impact in their communities.

Our Mission
We support young people to develop the skills, confidence and aspirations to lead
fulfilling lives and to make a positive contribution to their communities. We aim to be
the leading organisation in Leicester in our field.

Our Values
Central to the success of all of our work are four basic values:
• Passion - we have a passion for working with young people and develop positive,
trusting and supportive relationships with them.
• Innovation – we create innovative, properly-resourced and high quality activities that
are inspiring and engaging for young people and for our staff and volunteers.
• Commitment – our staff and volunteers have the skills and commitment to ‘make it
happen’, to find the right solutions and to see their work through.
• Young people-centred - we are committed to supporting young people on their
terms and in the ways that best suit their needs.
These values are supported by a belief that our lives are not pre-determined and that
our destinies are in our own hands. The decisions we make will determine the direction
our lives take. This is true for all people, but is especially important for young people
making the transition to adulthood. These decisions are most often taken following
key moments and events in our lives.
At FOCUS we believe that anyone with whom we come into contact can be provided
with such a key moment in their life. We must always believe that we are about to be
presented with an opportunity to ‘switch on a light’ and support someone in making
an important life decision.
Therefore, if we carry out our duties with passion, innovation and committment, and
with young people at the centre of our work, we can have a significantly positive
effect on the lives of those people.

Youth Action Team
At the heart of Focus Charity are a group of young people who form the Youth Action
Team. Open to all young people who want to volunteer and have an adventure, they
are the foundation of Focus.
The role of the Youth Action Team is to inspire their peers and other young people to
volunteer, developing youth-led community action projects and to work alongside
Focus Charity to increase the quality and quantity of youth involvement across
voluntary, public and private sectors.

LEICESTIVAL

FESTIVALS

According to legend, Chinese New Year started with the fight
against a mythical beast called Nian. The Nian would arrive
each new year to eat livestock, crops and even villagers.
The villagers fought back by leaving food outside their house,
making loud noises and using the colour red to decorate as
the Nian was scared of this.

The importance of Chinese New Year
Chinese New Year is one of the most important Chinese celebrations
and is also known as the lunar year and the Spring Festival. Chinese
New Year is one of the oldest Chinese festivals and the most popular.
The festival is celebrated annually, representing a new start of a new
life, a new beginning and the time in which to harvest.
In preparation for the holiday
Homes are thought to get rid of “huiqi,” or bad luck, which might
have been collected during the old year. Cleaning is also carried out
to appease the gods that are said to come down from heaven to
make inspections.
Tradition
Food and paper icons are used as ritual sacrifices that are offered to
gods and ancestors. People post scrolls printed with lucky messages
on household gates and set off firecrackers to frighten evil spirits.
Elders give out money to children. These acts are carried out as a
way to bring good luck to the household and long life to the family,
especially parents.
Establishing Chinese New Year in Leicester
A Chinese committee in Leicester started to organise the first
Chinese New Year in 1979. It first started from a youth club on
Melton Road. Soon after the youth club started to expand and
over the years eventually renovated above a Chinese restaurant
on Melton Road.
In 1987, a Chinese ladies circle formed and recognised a need
within their community. In November 1989 they opened a
community centre that is now funded by different organisations
and who now seek to fund upcoming events such as the Chinese
New Year festival in Leicester City.

CHINESE NEW YEAR

Chinese New Year is traditionally the most important festival in the
Chinese calendar, in which all members of the family take part in the
celebration. Home and family life becomes the main focus principally
over work.

Chinese New Year: A Young Person’s
Account.
It was a cold and gloomy morning as
I started walking through the drizzling
rain at 9.30am. As I rushed to catch
the bus before meeting the other
young people at Focus Charity, I
realised that this was the first festival
for the ‘Year of the Leicestival’ and I
had not been to a Chinese New Year
celebration before. So, as I arrived at
Focus Charity, I was already a little
nervous but also enthusiastic about
getting involved and helping out at
the day’s event.
My role as a photographer was to
document the event by capturing
relevant images of the day, which,
in some way, made me feel a little
anxious and excited.
As I arrived at the festival with the Youth
Action Team we were welcomed in to
what seemed to be a small festival.
As I set up my camera in the rain I
tried to capture the current mood of
the festival. At that moment it was
somewhat uneventful and dampened
by the rain.
For a brief moment, I still felt a little
anxious. However, a few moments
later Dr Paul Ng, who is the Chair of
the Chinese Community Centre and
Sir Peter Soulsby, who is Leicester City
Mayor, opened the event.
Whilst this was happening, I started
taking photos, still feeling a little like
I was going through the motions and
hadn’t woken up yet. However, all that
was to come to an abrupt end as a
sudden loud banging noise emerged.
The loud sound, which seemed to
crackle and emit a large amount
of smoke, came from the traditional
Chinese firecrackers…and they were
loud! The smell of the smoke and the
loud noise seemed to permeate and
take over all my senses. For a couple
of minutes all I could, see, hear, smell
and taste was the firecrackers.
As I looked on, I positioned myself
next to our camera crew who were
clustering together holding clear
plastic bags above the equipment
to protect it from the rain. But we

were both aware that we had the
responsibility of capturing the event
as well as enjoying it.
Moments later, we were awarded
once again as a bright and colourful
dragon appeared, held up by a
couple of dancers from a local
martial arts centre. Accompanied
by the sound of crashing symbols
and the beat of a large drum, the
dancers performed a vibrant dance,
catching the crowd’s attention.
As the festival continued, a range
of talented local Chinese musicians
played the ‘erhu’, which is a two-string
instrument, and a zither known as
guzheng. From this, a calming melody
played and added to somewhat of a
spiritual and yet soothing atmosphere,
which contrasted with the grey and
damp day.
We were also treated to a display of
vocal performances from members
of the local community. Dressed
in traditional flower tang dynasty
clothing, this was an authentic singing
and dancing performance.
Throughout the day members of the
YAT provided support and information
regarding the day’s programme
as the performances continued
to attract members of the general
public, who were now interested in
finding out more about the festival
and the day’s events.
To finish off the show, a mix of Kung
Fu and Tai Chi was performed, which
absorbed the crowd’s attention,
seemingly
hypnotised
by
the
performers athleticism and control of
their swords.
Although Chinese New Year is
a cultural event rather than a
religious celebration, it’s importance
resonated within and beyond the
Chinese Community. As one onlooker
said, “I can see that Chinese New
Year is important to it’s community.
It’s fantastic that they’re willing to
share it with all of us. I feel really
included.”

CHINESE NEW YEAR

In 198 6 w h e n Va i s a k h i w a s f irst
celebr a t e d i n L e i c e s t e r , j u s t 1 000
people a t t e n d e d . N o w , m o re t han
15,000 p e o p l e a t t e n d t h e f e s t i v a l of
Vaisakh i i n L e i c e s t e r e v e r y y e a r .

Vaisakhi is the festival that celebrates the founding of the Sikh community
known as the Khalsa. As well as being known as Vaisakhi, the annual festival
is also known as Baisakhi, Vaishakhi, or Vasakhi.
Although Vaisakhi is a celebration of a religion, it is also an opportunity for
Sikhs to share this time with family and friends alike. Which also includes
members of the public, which are welcome to attend the public celebration
as the festival parades throughout parts of the city.
The importance of Vaisakhi
The festival is a celebration of an act by the tenth Guru of the Sikhs, Guru
Gobind Singh, who created the Order of the Kalsa, The Kalsa are the first
group of Sikhs that undertook khande kee paahul or Sikh initiation in which
they dedicated their lives to serve humanity in the spirit of equality and
compassion. From this, men that undertake the Sikh initiation take on the
name Singh, meaning lion and women take on the name Kaur, meaning
Princess.
The festival in Leicester
The Vaisakhi parade has occurred in Leicester for the last 20 years but in
fact mirrors a much older tradition dating back 400 years ago, symbolising
the harvest festival in the Punjab.
In temple halls, people listen to readings from the Sikh scriptures also known
as the Guru Granth Sahib, sermons are preached and everyone joined in
prayers.
On the day, huge numbers of the Sikh community attend one of the most
important dates in their calendar. Thousands of people, predominantly
consisting of families and friends from the Sikh community, celebrate the
festivities by following decorated floats, wearing orange attire.
More than 15,000 people attended the festival of Vaisakhi in Leicester
in 2013. During this time many Sikhs visit a place of worship called
a Gurdwara. One such place was the Guru Nanak Gurdwara, in
Holy Bones, Leicester, where this year’s festivities were to start. This
particular temple was the first established Gurdwara in the city and
is linked to a community centre, museum and school; indicating the
importance a Gurdwara has with its local community.

VAISAKHI

Every year on the 14th April approximately 30 million Sikhs around the world
celebrate Vaisakhi including, the Sikh community in Leicester.

“
Vaisakhi: A young person’s account.

It was a fresh and sunny morning when we
arrived at the Gurdwara in Holy Bones at
9am to receive our high visibility jackets.
My role was to act as a steward between
the Nagar Kirtan and the crowds already
gathering along the footpaths. The Nagar
Kirtan is the name of the procession, which
brings the word of God to all of the Sikh
community. Some of the other Youth Action
Team volunteers formed a reporting group
and they were already getting photos and
looking for people to interview about this
already crowded and joyous festival.
I felt very welcomed even though I wasn’t
Sikh nor celebrated Vaisakhi and this made
me feel privilaged to be actively part of
such a holy event.
Before the procession set off on its journey
from the Gurdwara in Holy Bones to the
Gurdwarar in East Park Road we had to
get in to position so that all the stewards
were equally spaced. During this time I
was looking around to see the hundreds
of people, all dressed in vibrantly coloured
clothing and men wearing orange or
yellow bandanas, in respect for the Sri Guru
Granth Sahib, the holy book. Everyone had
to cover their head, including myself which
truly made me feel part of the event.
As I continued browsing, I noticed men
wearing orange outfits with swords. I later
found out these were five saffron robed Panj
Piare who lead the traditional Nagar Kirtan.
There were also barefooted men and boys
brushing the road to pave the way for the
holy scriptures. As I looked along the floats
there were women and young children
sitting on the back singing holy hymns to
an almost hypnotic and repeatative tune
that came from a drum being beaten by
a young boy in traditional clothing on the
back of a vehicle.

As we made our way through the City, a
variety of food and drinks were given out
to the public by Sikh men wearing turbans
and dressed in fantastic outfits, ranging
from somosas, spring rolls, tea, pakoras,
chickpeas and potatoes, as well as crisps
and chocolate. I made sure I got a little bit
of chocolate to keep my energy up as it
was a very long journey.
As the procession moved on, the crowds
begun to swell. There were thousands
of people following the Nagar Kirtan, it
almost seemed like the whole City had
come out to celebrate. With the ever
increasing volume of Bhangra music in
the background, now people formed
human chains as we continued along our
journey.
We neared towards East Park Road
Gurdwara where the Sri Guru Granth Sahib
will rest, the Nagar Kirtan will stop and my
role as a steward will come to an end for
this festival.
Although Vaisakhi is a religious event, I
did notice other ‘non-sikh’ participants
being part of the event, either walking
with the floats or as onlookers viewing with
amazement the shear numbers of people
celebrating this holy day. I guess Vaisakhi is
a day to show the Leicester community an
insight in to the Sikh religion and willingness
to share such a wonderful moment in the
Sikh calendar.
Whilst speaking with other volunteers, they
mentioned that “the atmosphere was so
energetic the festival seemed alive. The
food they gave out was both modern and
traditional and shows how Leicester and
the generations of British born Sikhs has
had an influence in the evolution of this
festival.”

Vaisakhi commemorates
1699, which is the year
Sikhism was born as a
collective faith.

VAISAKHI

Here are the five saffron robed Panj Piare
who lead the traditional Nagar Kirtan.

The community-organised carnival has
been held annually in Leicester since 1985.
It is the third-largest Caribbean carnival
in the UK, after the Leeds & Notting Hill
carnivals.

The roots of the Caribbean Carnival
The Caribbean Carnival in Leicester locates its origins in the initial celebration
of emancipation of slaves in the Caribbean islands. With this in mind, the
Caribbean Carnival in Leicester is held every year on the first Saturday of
August to reflect the first celebration of freedom from slavery. Therefore,
the Carnival celebration gives people of the Caribbean an opportunity to
express themselves, share this with the wider community and in many ways
take part in a form of remembrance, keeping their culture alive.
Celebrations in Leicester
Organised by the community of Leicester, the Caribbean Carnival has been
held annually since 1985 (with one exception in 2006). The event involves
a parade starting at Victoria Park and travels around the city of Leicester,
usually going through the suburb of Highfields, and finishing up back at
Victoria Park.
Complete with a live performance stage, carnival village and fun fair.
It is certainly an event to visit when it comes around. Thousands gather
every year during the summer with friends and family to enjoy the live
entertainment such as singing and dancing performances along with food
stalls and fun fair.
The ambience of the carnival
The music in Victoria Park can be heard from miles away and helps to create
the energetic atmosphere. Because of the numerous food stalls offering
a variety of the Caribbean foods that are loved by many, including the
likes of Jerk Chicken and Pilaf dishes the Caribbean Carnival has become
renowned for it’s food as well as it music.

CARIBBEAN CARNIVAL

The city of Leicester has a rich cultural heritage, owing in part to the
Caribbean community settling here in 1948. This saw the arrival of what
is known as the windrush generation, in which the Caribbean community
brought with them not only their availability to fill vital post-war jobs but also
their cultural influences that were later to be celebrated in what we see as
the Carnival celebrations today.
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