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Lewisham residents 
celebrate Christmas in 
many different ways, 
inspired by their own 

cultural roots

Easterine Mills-Clarke, 59, a cab driver, 
is originally from Sri Lanka. She lives near 
Telegraph Hill with her husband, Tony.

‘I’ve been in England for 29 years 
now – a long time – but I grew up in the 
Northern Province of Sri Lanka. Christianity 
is the minority religion in Sri Lanka as it’s 
a Buddhist country, but there’s a lot of 
tolerance. Our village life was centred on 
church and school, so Christmas was an 
important festival for us. 

‘Carol singing is a major part of Christmas 
in Sri Lanka but not like it is here in England 
– it was all organised by the church. My 
father was a pastor, so we’d visit the homes 
of every parishioner and sing a couple of 
carol songs. Somebody from the house 
would read a prayer and offer drinks and 
food – usually Christmas cake. It would take 
us fi ve nights or more to go to everyone’s 
house. We’d start off eating the food offered 
but just couldn’t manage it by the end!

‘As we’re dark skinned in Sri Lanka, the 
person dressing up as Santa would wear a 
pink mask. The mask had a permanent smile 
and was quite frightening. When the kids 
saw him they would all scream! We had a 
Christmas tree too, usually just a branch cut 
from a tree in the garden, which we would 
decorate, with things like tamarind fruit 
wrapped in silver foil. 

‘Christmas isn’t commercial in Sri Lanka 
like it is here – giving presents isn’t a big 

thing. On Christmas Day we would have 
a service in the morning then go to my 
grandma’s house. All us kids would perform 
a song or a little play – I had 34 cousins, so 
it took a while and was quite competitive!

‘It’s diffi cult to continue the traditions we 
had in Sri Lanka here because people are all 
scattered around - it’s not like a village set-
up any more. But I’m still very involved with 
the church and the carol services here, and I 
meet up with my family, too.’

Christmastraditions
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Svetlana Nikolaicuka, 31, an 
administrator, is originally from Latvia. 
She lives with her partner Anton 
Borisovs, 31, and daughter Alisa, aged 
16 months, in Deptford.

‘For many years in Latvia, we were 
not allowed to go to church or to 
celebrate Christmas because of the 
communists. My mum’s generation 
wouldn’t mention religion but my 
granny used to take me quietly every 
week to an orthodox church without 
my mum knowing. Since communism 
ended in the 1990s many people have 
come back to religion – even my mum 
goes to church every week – and more 
people openly celebrate Christmas.

 ‘Traditionally in Latvia, we go by 
the old Julian calendar and celebrate 

Christmas on 7 January, although many 
people celebrate with Roman Catholics 
on 25 December. Orthodox Christians 
fast for 40 days before Christmas. The 
fast ends when the fi rst star shows in 
the sky on the night before Christmas, 
symbolising when Jesus was born. 
The Christmas tree is really important 
in Latvia and there are presents for 
everyone. People visit relatives and 
kids play in the snow. There isn’t such 
a strong Christmas menu as here, but 
there’s usually a big table of rich food. 

‘I moved to England fi ve years ago 
and I fi nd Christmas really nice here. 
I celebrate in the English way now. 
My mother is joining us this year. We 
always get a real tree – plastic just 
doesn’t have the same smell.’
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CELEBRATIONS ARE ON 7 JANUARY IN LATVIA

CHRISTMAS ISN’T COMMER  CIAL IN SRI LANKA

Esmie Onamade, 71, a retired nurse, 
is originally from Jamaica. She lives 
in Catford with her Nigerian husband 
Adetola Onamade. 

‘I married into the Nigerian culture but 
I’m Jamaican so I’ve celebrated Christmas 
in both countries. Christmas in Jamaica is 
very similar to here in Britain - the main 
exceptions are the food and the weather 
– it was always nice and sunny there. 

‘We’d spend most of Christmas 
Eve preparing food for the next day, 
marinating meat and so on. On Christmas 
morning we’d go to church, then come 
back and eat. We’d have rice and peas 
with chicken, pork, roast beef or curried 
goat. There would always be Jamaican 
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WE GO TO CHURCH AND 
GET ALL DRESSED UP

fruit cake 
too, which is 
prepared months 
before and laced with 
rum. Then we’d have some stories 
or, as time went by, watch television. 
You’d dress up, too – a beautiful print or 
frilly frock and a hat to cover your head. 

‘In 1955, I left Jamaica to come to 
the UK. I met my husband when I was 
studying nursing and he was studying 
pharmacy. We moved to Nigeria in 1965 
and stayed there for about 30 years 
before moving back to London. 
In Nigeria, the emphasis is on the church 
and there’s more of a Christian aspect. I 

was in the choir and we’d start preparing 
for Christmas around 2 November, 
after All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day. 
You had to be beautifully dressed on 
Christmas day. We’d wear traditional 
Nigerian dress, with beads and gold.

‘Here, we still have traditional 
Christmas cake and Jamaican rum punch. 
We go to church and make the day 
special by dressing up and visiting friends 
and family and taking food with us.’

Esmie (below middle) and Adetola Onamade 
(top left) pictured with their son David 
(below right) and their granddaughters. 

Easterine Mills-
Clarke who lives 
in Telegraph Hill 
enjoys carol 
singing

From left: 
Svetlana 
Nikolaicuka, 
Alisa Borisov and 
Anton Borisov


