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Av Singh has been so busy with prep 
work that he’s barely seen his wife in 
the last couple of days. He was carv-
ing turkeys until 2 a.m., and by noon, 
he was finishing up mashing 100 
pounds (45 kilograms) of potatoes by 
hand. Yesterday, a team of about 40 
volunteers was chopping heaps of 
carrots, rutabagas and squash for an 
expected 400 diners. 

As red-T-shirted volunteers finally 
throw open the doors, guests surge 
in. Garlands hang in the windows, 
and every table has an arrangement 
of flowers donated by a local florist. 

The air is thick with the aroma  
of apple cider, cloves and cinnamon, 
which have been simmering in 
Crock-Pots for hours. 

Welcome to Christmas dinner, Ta-
tamagouche style.

Since its inaugural meal in 2004, 
when 100 guests turned up, “Christ-
mas at the Creamery” has become an 
institution in this Nova Scotia village 
of 700. Held at the Creamery Square 
farmers’ market on the waterfront, the 
afternoon feast brings together people 
of all faiths—and no faith at all. “We 
feed Buddhists, Mennonites, evangel-

P h o t o s :  C o u r t e s y  r o b  b i r d  a n d  W i l f  b e a n / i s t o C k

To a small, lively village in  
Nova Scotia, “family Christmas 
dinner” means one big 
communitywide celebration 
b y  P h i l i P  M o S c o v i t c h

Christmas
Crowdfor a 
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What it takes to feed  

400 people a Christmas dinner

Turkeys  

11 

Potatoes  

100 lb (45 kg) 

Squash  

70 lb (32 kg) 

Carrots  

30 lb (14 kg) 

Rutabagas  

40 lb (18 kg) 

Cranberries  
12 bags 

Dinner Rolls  
400 

Butter  

10 lb (4½ kg) 

Loaves of Bread 

(to make stuffing)  20

Pies  

5o 

Whipping Cream  
24 cups (6 L) 

Volunteers  

countless
Another day on      the assembly line.

ical Christians, atheists and others,” 
says Singh, 42. “It’s great to see Bud-
dhists chatting with Mennonites. We 
have a pretty amazing community.”

Wilf Bean, director of the United 
Church of Cana da’s Tatamagouche 
Centre, agrees, calling the town “a 
rural community that’s being revital-
ized.” Unlike some other such towns, 
which have struggled as traditional 
trades wane, Tatamagouche still has 
a lively main street. Among the finds 
along its thoroughfare are a general 
store and a pub that features in-
dependent films and live music. 

Singh grew up hindu, and Karen 
Shepard, his wife and Christmas at 
the Creamery co-organizer, Catholic. 
After their daughters—Shaani, 15, and 
Kaia, 12—were born, their holiday 

traditions were fairly typical: a tree, 
presents, family. That all changed 
one year, after the girls had opened 
their presents. “I can remember my 
dad saying that there’s something 
wrong with how overindulgent this 
is,” Shaani recalls. “And I thought, 
But this is normal—everyone does 
this!” 

Undeterred, Singh and Shepard met 
with friends, consulted with neigh-
bours and decided to launch a Christ-
mas dinner for the whole community. 

That first year, the kids were not 
impressed. “I felt that my parents 
were stealing my Christmas from 
me,” says Shaani, who now oversees 
the event’s dessert table. “Now I look 
back on that and feel embarrassed.” C
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Other kids now pitch in, as well. 
Ten-year-old Madeleine Bush goes 
around to all the young children, in-
viting them to the crafts table she 
mans in an alcove at one end of the 
dining hall. And plenty of parents 
help out, too: Yesterday, Madeleine’s 
mother, Janice Bush, was busy roast-
ing turkeys and preparing stuffing. 

With dinner in full swing, the room is 
getting louder. Local musicians take 
turns entertaining the crowd. Young 

Madeleine gets a roar of applause 
with her rendition of “Jingle Bells.” 
And MCs David Stevenson and Vilis 
Nams keep everyone smiling, hand-
ing out prizes and asking quirky 
trivia questions.

“Christmas at the Creamery has 
really taken root because it isn’t a one-
person thing,” Singh says. “The com-
munity owns it. Members of various 
churches and community-develop-
ment groups all have a say in shaping 
this event. 

in 2009, brian braganza 
and Cate de Vreede organ-
ized a community Christmas 
dinner for their town of 
Bridge water, N.S. But even 
though Braganza has a back-
ground in community de-
velopment and organization, 
he still looked to an expert for  
advice. So he contacted Av 
Singh, who’s organized six an-
nual community Christmas 
feasts in Tatamagouche, N.S. 

If you plan to oversee a 
holiday dinner for your com-
munity, these tips from Singh 
and Braganza might help:

be inclusive. One of the 
keys to the success of the 
Bridgewater and Tatama-
gouche dinners is that they 
aren’t charity meals: Every-

one who volunteers also 
takes a turn being served. In 
fact, one of the slogans of 
Tatamagouche’s “Christmas 
at the Creamery” is “Neigh-
bour serving neighbour.”

“It’s about celebrating 
the entire community,”  
Braganza says. “Anyone can 
come, and anyone can vol-
unteer. And all volunteers 
get a meal, to prevent a feel-
ing of ‘us and them.’”

Share the load. In the 
early years of Christmas at 
the Creamery, Singh took 
on too much responsibility. 
If he was still doing as much 
as he did back then, says 
Singh, “I don’t think we 
would be doing our seventh 
year.” Now volunteers are 

assigned to teams so every-
thing runs efficiently.

Make meetings  
fun—and don’t hold  
too many. People don’t 
have that much free time, so 
meetings should have a 
point. “We make sure our 
meetings get us excited 
about celebrating,” says 
Singh. “Also, we always have 
food—and sometimes a few 
single malts.”

Practise food safety. 
The last thing you want to 
do is make your neighbours 
sick over the holidays. At 
last year’s event in Bridge-
water, volunteering profes-
sional cooks, certified in 
food handling, oversaw the 
meal preparation.

starting your own  
Community Celebration
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“We just go with a 
philosophy that this 
is family—and family 
can be dysfunctional. 
It doesn’t have to be 
perfect.”

As the diners wrap  
up their main courses, 
Shaani and Kaia Singh are 
put on dessert duty. “It’s a 
really fun job. You’re spoon-
ing out whipped cream and 
serving up slices of pie,” 
Shaani says. “You’ve got to be quick.” 

Her sister adds, “It’s shocking how 
fast the mincemeat pies go.”

the tradition of tatamagouche-style 
dinners has begun to spread beyond 
the village. The town of Bridgewater, 
in Nova Scotia’s South Shore region, 
hosted its first annual community 
Christmas dinner in 2009, with a 
turnout in the hundreds. Historic 
Lunenburg, N.S., and New Glasgow, 
N.S., have also held their own com-
munity Christmas meals. 

And if these events are anything like 
those in Tatamagouche, no one leaves 
unsatisfied: “They have incredible 
amounts of food,” says Patricia Hay-
ward, a long-time Buddhist who has 
been attending Christmas at the 
Creamery for five years. “It’s like the 
miracle of the loaves and the fishes.”

by 3 p.m., dinner’s 
done. Singh has 
spent much of the 
afternoon ferrying 
food from the  
Tatamagouche 
Centre kitchen 
to Creamery 
Square in 

warm  ing ovens, 
replenishing supplies, or 

tracking down home-delivery meals 
gone astray. (In Tatamagouche, no 
one is left out: Volunteers bring meals 
to community members who are frail, 
ill or stuck at work.) Now he’s helping 
with the washing up—at least until the 
hot water runs out.

For the Singh-Shepard family, help-
ing to feed the town doesn’t mean 
missing out on their own holiday trad-
itions. “We just shift everything by a 
day,” Karen Shepard says. “So Christ-
mas Day becomes like our Christmas 
Eve. And that’s a great feeling, be-
cause all the work is done, and now 
it’s just the four of us.”

Online
readersdigest.ca/december

Share with us! What community 
initiatives are you involved in that 

we should know about?

Some pie w
ith tha

t?

C
o

u
r

t
e

s
y

 r
o

b
 b

ir
d

/i
s

t
o

C
k

My sons were fortunate to have a lovely Grade 1 teacher who never criti-
cized their work. One day, my eldest son handed in a writing assignment in 
which the letters were crooked and uneven. His teacher returned the paper 
with the following written comment: “Good spaces.”  Patricia Hahn


