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Introduction
New Delhi is a city that measures time not only by clocks and calendars but by sound,
color, and ritual. Over the course of a year, avenues blaze with parades, lanes glow
with lamps, courtyards hum with hymns, and markets swell with the aromas of festive
kitchens. This book is a calendar-based guide to that living rhythm—an invitation to
move through the seasons and across neighborhoods to witness how religious,
cultural, and civic celebrations give Delhi its pulse.

Because the city celebrates on many calendars at once—solar, lunar, and
civic—festive dates shift, overlap, and sometimes surprise. Hindu tithis recalibrate the
timing of Holi, Navratri, and Diwali; the Islamic lunar cycle guides Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr,
Eid al-Adha, and Muharram; the Sikh Nanakshahi calendar marks Gurpurabs; and the
Gregorian calendar anchors Republic Day, Independence Day, and year-end
gatherings. Each chapter begins with a practical snapshot of typical timing and recent
patterns, then moves into rituals to expect, how to participate respectfully, and what
to observe if you are visiting for the first time.

Place matters as much as date. The same festival feels different in Old Delhi’s dense
bazaars, in the open greens around ceremonial avenues, in temple towns within the
metropolis, and in neighborhoods defined by migrant memories. To help you navigate,
route suggestions pair Metro lines and walkable clusters—where to begin, what to see
en route, and how to string together highlights without losing time to traffic. Look for
“Short Loop” and “Long Loop” options that accommodate a single evening, a full day,
or a weekend.

This is also a photographer’s city, especially during festivals, and the book includes
scene-by-scene guidance: how dawn light plays on the Yamuna during Chhath Puja,
where to frame processions without blocking their path, how to work with incense
haze at night, and when to leave the shot and simply make space. Ethical
photography is central: always ask before making close portraits, avoid flash in sacred
interiors, respect no-photo signs, and never turn private grief or devotion into
spectacle.

Cultural sensitivity is the key to being a welcome guest. Delhi’s celebrations are
generous and communal, but they rest on codes of conduct—removing shoes at
places of worship, covering the head in gurdwaras, dressing modestly, observing
fasting hours, and following queue etiquette at langars and prasad counters. The
chapters highlight phrases of greeting, offerings that are appropriate, and gestures to
avoid, along with accessibility notes for travelers with mobility, sensory, or dietary
needs.
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Finally, festivals reshape the city’s logistics. Streets close, crowds surge, vendors
bloom overnight, and air and weather conditions can change quickly—from monsoon
downpours to winter smog and late-summer heat. Each chapter includes safety
pointers, crowd-awareness tips, current regulations to check (for fireworks, drones,
and public gatherings), and contingency routes if a procession alters the flow. With a
little planning and a lot of patience, you can experience the joy from the thick of it and
still find quiet vantage points.

Whether you are a resident renewing your relationship with familiar rituals or a first-
time visitor curious about Delhi’s layered identities, this book is meant to be a
companion rather than a checklist. Move slowly, linger where hospitality is offered,
contribute when you can, and remember that every celebration you witness is
someone’s home tradition. May these pages help you see the city not just as a capital,
but as a generous host—welcoming you, season after season, to festivals that
continue to make and remake New Delhi.
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CHAPTER ONE: Lohri and Makar Sankranti: Fire, Til,
and Winter Skies
As the crisp Delhi winter reaches its zenith, usually around mid-January, the city
anticipates a warm glow that is more than just sunshine. This warmth comes from the
crackling bonfires of Lohri and the collective energy of Makar Sankranti. These twin
festivals mark a pivotal shift in the calendar, signifying the end of the coldest days and
the sun's northward journey, promising longer, brighter days ahead. They are a deeply
rooted expression of gratitude for the harvest and a celebration of community, family,
and new beginnings.

Lohri, primarily celebrated on January 13th, is a vibrant Punjabi folk festival that
heralds the harvesting of winter crops like wheat. It's a day when the Punjabi
community in Delhi, and indeed across North India, gathers to honor the fire god, Agni,
and give thanks for nature's bounty. The air fills with the aroma of roasted peanuts,
popcorn, and the sweet scent of jaggery, all destined for the communal bonfire.

The focal point of Lohri is undoubtedly the bonfire. As dusk settles, families and
neighbors congregate in open spaces – courtyards, community grounds, or even
specially designated areas in parks and banquet halls – to light the auspicious fire.
Children, often going door-to-door in the days leading up to the festival, collect
offerings such as sweets, sesame seeds, jaggery, and even cow dung cakes for the
bonfire, singing traditional folk songs and verses in praise of Dulla Bhatti, a legendary
Punjabi folk hero. This act of gathering signifies community spirit and the sharing of
resources.

Around the blazing bonfire, the atmosphere is electric. People, dressed in colorful
traditional attire, sing and dance to the energetic beats of the dhol. Bhangra and
Gidda performances are common, with men and women often dancing in separate
groups, their movements reflecting the joy of the harvest and the anticipation of
spring. Offerings of sesame seeds (til), jaggery (gud), peanuts, and popcorn are
ceremonially tossed into the flames. This act is symbolic, representing the burning of
the old and the welcoming of new beginnings, a gesture of thanks for the earth's yield
and a prayer for continued prosperity.

Delhi, with its significant Punjabi population, hosts numerous Lohri celebrations. While
many families prefer to celebrate within their homes or housing societies, several
public and semi-public events offer a more boisterous experience. Dilli Haat in
Janakpuri is a popular spot, known for its village-like ambiance, complete with a large
bonfire, traditional Bhangra performances, music shows, and the distribution of Lohri 
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prasad (offerings). Upscale hotels and restaurants across Delhi-NCR also organize
special Lohri events, featuring lavish Punjabi buffets, live DJs, dhol players, and even
Sufi music performances. Popular venues for such celebrations can be found in areas
like Connaught Place, Aerocity, and various banquet halls and farmhouses across the
city.

The day after Lohri, January 14th, brings Makar Sankranti, a pan-Indian solar festival
observed under various names and customs across the country. In Delhi and Haryana,
it is sometimes referred to as 'Sukarat' or 'Sakraat'. This festival marks the sun's
transition into the zodiac sign of Capricorn (Makara Rashi), signifying the end of the
winter solstice and the beginning of Uttarayana, the sun's northward journey, which is
considered an auspicious period for spiritual practices. It is a festival of renewal and
thanksgiving, with farmers expressing gratitude to the Sun God, nature, and livestock
for bountiful harvests.

A key element of Makar Sankranti in Delhi is the consumption and exchange of sweets
made from sesame (til) and jaggery (gud). These ingredients are particularly
significant during winter, as they are believed to boost warmth and energy. Common
delicacies include til-gud ladoos (sesame and jaggery balls), til chikki (sesame and
jaggery brittle), and gajak (pounded sesame seeds and jaggery bars). The phrase "Til-
gul ghya, god god bola" (Take this sweet and speak sweet words), popular in
Maharashtra, captures the spirit of unity and goodwill associated with these treats,
though the sentiment resonates across regions. These sweets are not just delicious;
they are also considered auspicious offerings and are exchanged as gifts, symbolizing
kindness and togetherness.

Another prominent tradition during Makar Sankranti, particularly in Delhi and
neighboring regions, is kite flying. The skies over Delhi, especially in older
neighborhoods like Chandni Chowk, burst with vibrant colors as countless kites soar.
Rooftops and open grounds become arenas for friendly kite battles, with participants
trying to cut the strings of rival kites. The Delhi Development Authority (DDA) often
organizes the Delhi Kite Festival (Patang Utsav) in connection with Makar Sankranti,
with events featuring vibrant kite-flying displays, cultural performances, and food
stalls. In 2026, for instance, the festival is planned for January 16-18 at Baansera Park.

While the festive spirit of kite flying is undeniable, it's crucial to be mindful of safety
and environmental concerns. The use of glass-coated or synthetic manjha (kite string)
has been banned in Delhi since 2017 due to the serious injuries it can cause to birds
and even people. Opting for traditional cotton manjha and flying kites in open fields,
parks, or designated areas away from power lines and busy streets helps ensure a
safer celebration for everyone, including the city's winged inhabitants. After the
festivities, responsible disposal of used strings is important to prevent hazards.

Beyond the sweets and kites, Makar Sankranti in Delhi also involves traditional rituals.
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Many people take an early morning bath in the Yamuna River or other nearby ponds,
followed by prayers to Surya Dev (the Sun God) for prosperity and health. Offering
charity and dakshina (donations) is considered highly auspicious during the Punya Kaal
(auspicious time) of Makar Sankranti. In some North Indian households, the festival is
also known as Khichdi Parv, where a simple yet nourishing meal of rice, lentils, ghee,
and vegetables (khichdi) is prepared and often offered in temples. Other traditional
foods that find their way onto Delhi's Makar Sankranti tables include gur ke chawal
(jaggery rice), kheer (rice pudding made with jaggery), sarson ka saag with makki ki
roti (mustard greens with maize flour bread), and gajar ka halwa (carrot pudding).

For those looking to experience the authentic essence of Lohri and Makar Sankranti in
Delhi, a blend of community celebrations and well-organized public events offers a rich
tapestry of experiences. Punjabi-dominated areas in West Delhi and North Delhi often
have vibrant community bonfires and rooftop parties. Exploring local markets for
festive treats like rewari, gajak, and til ladoos is a must. Participating in kite flying,
either by joining a public carnival or simply observing from a rooftop, provides a
memorable glimpse into the city's festive spirit. And, of course, indulging in the hearty
winter fare prepared for these festivals is a treat for the taste buds, embodying the
warmth and generosity of Delhi's winter celebrations.
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