
06

On paper Sheona Josiah, 54, and Zi Lang, 26, are 
worlds apart. Islington-born Sheona is a regular 
at Age UK Islington’s Drovers Centre, which 
she reaches with the aid of a wheeled walker 
decorated with colourful dolls she’s made herself. 
While Zi, from Qiqihar in China (not far from 
Mongolia), is a second year student at London’s 
celebrated art college, CSM, which is based in the 
hippest part of King’s Cross, Granary Square.
 But both have a distinctive fashion style – 
today Sheona is in a bright baggy playsuit and 
yellow glasses while Zi is sporting multi-patched 
harlequin trousers - which drew them together 
for the Air Studio project. 
 “She was the only one who crossed my eyes,” 
says Zi who had been working on 3D installation 
and sculpture. Sheona was also single-minded 
about picking Zi as her collaborator, but for rather 
different reasons. “I was thinking about which 
kind of person I’d never worked with. The only 
Chinese people I’d met were in the fish and chip 
shop as a child in Highbury Quadrant.”
 The synergy worked perfectly with the pair 
meeting regularly at Holloway Road Costa while 
Zi drank tea and Sheona a cappuccino.
 “I wanted to challenge conceptual art and 
for the piece to speak for itself,” says Sheona 
who did a foundation art course years ago. 
Then Zi, who’d been given a briefing from the 
college about Government cuts to charitable 
organisations asked ”What’s it like to be older 
and use a wheely walker?”
 Zi’s concern about the lack of support for 
elder people inspired the pair’s art work. Together 
they went to the weekend flea market held at 
Grafton School where they bought a walking stick, 
bicycle handlebars, wooden basket and some old 
toy wheels. “For this piece we used duct tape to 
create our walking wheeler. We didn’t want to 
make it stable because the Government doesn’t 
do enough for the older people,” says Zi whose 
collaboration with Sheona has added to his desire 
“to explore how to do art to help people.”
 “We talked about ideas and our lives. It was 
so insightful when Zi explained about the single 
child culture and the pressures to succeed that 
you have as an only child, and I shared what it 
was like coming from a big family,” added Sheona 
(who is one of six sisters and five brothers) who 
made a mini Zi doll decorated in Chinese fabric.
The pair also dressed up in eye-popping outfits 
topped with giant papier-mâché heads – a real 
hit when they wore this at the opening exhibition 
at CSM.
 “We had a lot of laughs as the barriers were 
broken down allowing the art to grow,” says 
Sheona who is immediately hugged by Zi. He then 

It was Drovers’ regular Sheona Josiah’s 
colourful clothes that made Central Saint 
Martin’s art student Zi Liang want to join 
forces on a new artistic project. Here’s 
what happened.

ART COLLABORATION

DIFFERENT STROKES 
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adds: “I had a lot of misconceptions about elders. 
I thought they would be lonely. But being an artist 
you have to think not only about form and content 
but also the responsibility you have for society.”
 Sheona’s tip for anyone working in any art 
partnership is to be patient, open and listen. “When 
I was his age I thought old people moan and they 
always say ‘When I was young…’ I wanted Zi to 
know that I was just as zestful as I always was. 
Inmy mind I’m 21! And it was good to learnt what 
it was like for a young person and hear about going 
to university and the financial side.”
 “We put each other in each other’s shoes,” 
adds Zi who plans to bring Sheona some real 
Chinese presents after the university holidays. “A 
motorbike?” quips Sheona hopefully before adding, 
“I’ll miss Zi – there wasn’t enough time.”
 It’s clear this pairing of student and elder 
was good fun from the first meeting. What’s more 
it has led to the creation of distinctive art with a 
message, and a real friendship that crosses age, 
gender and culture.

Photos on this page are taken from an exhibition 
hosted on 13 May at The Library, Cionway Hall, Red 
Lion Square, London.

EXCHANGING TIME
An exhibition by the Superannuates & Tenderfeet.

The result of a three month collaboration between 
Central Saint Martins students and attendees 
from Age UK Islington’s Activity Centre, Drovers. 
Featuring work created by nine pairs of elders and 
students, covering a range of media and series of 
messages from oversized reflections on fashion to 
commentary on regeneration. All made possible 
by Air Studio, a live projects studio that faciliatates 
site responsive practice by artists and designers. 
www.airstudio.org



BEYOND BAKING
Feast your eyes on the wide range 
of courses that you can choose from:

Indian Street Food
Pasta Pronto
Classic French Desserts
Wild West Barbeque
Fantastic Fish
Marvellous Macarons
Authentic Thai Cooking
Tempting Tapas
Mediterranean Street Food

If this selections doesn’t whet your 
appetite, you may need your tastebuds 
looking at. 

“I wanted to do something different and this fuses two of 
my favourite things – food and socialising,” says Jennifer 

Yong (pictured inset, left) who runs Jenius Social close 
to Holloway tube. 

 But since the Australian set up her 
friendly cooking classes she’s discovered that 
approximately half the guests book classes to 
celebrate a special occasion – anything from 
anniversaries to Christmas presents. 
 “A lot of our guests are adult children who 
are coming to the classes with their parents as 
a way of catching up with them. Recently a lady 

brought her mum (who was visiting from Italy) for 
a macarons class. It was for her surprise birthday 

present and their first birthday stop for the day. They 
started off the day with the macarons class, followed by 

lunch and then a visit to a gallery.”
 Taking a cooking course at Jenius Social isn’t about slaving 

over a hot stove either. “All our classes are friendly. They last two 
hours so that our guests do not have to be on their feet for longer 
than that. We also have high stools in the kitchen for guests if they 
cannot be on their feet for too long,” she adds.
 And unlike TV’s Bake Off, time spent upgrading your cooking 
skills is also a chance to swap knowledge and even phone numbers. 
“Classes such as Mexican street food, Tapas and Indian Street Food 
encourage our guests to make the dishes together and dine together 
in our dining room afterwards. It is extremely rare for guests to rush 
off without dining with others – and it’s usually because they have 
booked an appointment they couldn’t get out of,” warns Jennifer.
 Forget worrying about whether your soufflé will rise, but what 
you do need to remember is to clear your calendar so you have time 
to eat what you’ve made with your cooking classmates.

Jenius Social has classes every day (except Monday and Tuesday) 
offering the opportunity to learn and cook, or learn a bit more about 
something you enjoy (eg, coffee or beer) and a monthly supper club.
To find out more, visit www.jeniussocial.co.uk or call 020 3750 2478.
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JENIUS SOCIAL

STIRRING STUFF
Jennifer Yong helps people 
connect better – not through a 
dating site but in her purpose 
built kitchen at Jenius Social 
where you are never too old to 
learn new cooking techniques.  

For the latest event information and story updates visit www.gtislington.com.
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JENIUS SOCIAL

TASTE TEST

DIANE ARMSTRONG, 69

Q. How did you meet each other?

We met at Age UK in one of the activities we do. 
Generally just meet up and chat to each other – 
how Islington used to be in the old days – with a 
nice cup of tea and nice biscuits. 

Q. How are you connected to Age UK Islington?

I do a number of their activities during the week, but 
I’m also an Age UK volunteer and have been since I 

retired at the age of 58 – that’s going on for 11 years now.

Q. Have you been to a cookery class beforehand?

I have. I have done some cookery classes through Age UK at the 
Community Kitchen in Islington, Manor Gardens. 

Q. What was the most fun part of today’s class?

Oh, the whole experience was fun really. It was nice being with other 
people and learning new things and just making a joke here and there.

Q. What was the trickiest part of the class?

The trickiest part was…
separating eggs!

Q. Score each other’s dessert out of 10 and explain your answers 

8 for Robert.
9 for me, mines better.

Q. Would you recommend this class to someone else? Why?

I would, but listening to the prices I think some of the people I know 
wouldn’t be able to afford it. But I’d certainly recommend it to people 
I know who could afford it. Because the kitchen is so lovely, one of the 
nicest kitchens I’ve been into and plenty of equipment, the chap who’s 
doing it is very good – he includes everyone in all of the stuff. 

Q. Are you going to eat your desert now or share it at home with 
someone (if so, who will you share it with?)

I might share it at home with someone else, because I’ve got something 
else to do this afternoon and I don’t want cream all over my face and 
down my front!  I’d share it with my daughter and granddaughter.

ROBERT D’BRASS,  70

We met each other at the Spanish Class (I know 
she’s told you something different, but it was the 
Spanish class). 

I live in Islington. And I went there for a little bit of 
help. Then I realised they don’t only give information 
on help, but they also have various activities too.

Not with Age UK, but generally yes. 

The most fun part was making the last dessert that we had. I thought 
it was really lovely. The chocolate fondant.

I don’t really know, he was such a good teacher – there wasn’t very 
much that was tricky – he was very hands on with us.

Well if I score Diane’s I would say she did very well. She did a 9 out of 
10. Because everything was even. Mine I would give it a blummin’ 6.

Oh, I would recommend it to anybody – because they are very, very 
talented at teaching you.

I live alone, so the only person I will share it with is me. 

We asked two Jenius Social 
attendees to give us their candid 
opinion of a recent dessert class.

For the latest event information and story updates visit www.gtislington.com.



Five Boys Natural Health Store was a garment making 
factory years ago – but for the past quarter century it’s 
been a place you can find anything, from black treacle to 
pink peppercorns, and if it’s not in stock, owner Subhash 
Patel – or his wife Urvashi – will find it for you.  

Subhash Patel was 22, and had just finished school when he came 
to London from India to join up with his family who had been 
forced out of Uganda in 1972 by Idi Amin’s bloody purges. It was 
a big change for Subhash who had spent the first 11 years of his 
life in Uganda where his parents ran a general store in a mountain 
valley. “You could buy everything – maize 
flour, sugar, shoes, clothes, umbrellas, 
jambe (ploughs) and canned meat. The 
store was made of corrugated iron and 
we had no electricity or running water…” 
remembers Subhash behind the till of the 
super-efficient Five Boys which he’s run for 
the past 26 years. In the background there’s 
a gentle hum from a fridge – piled with Udo’s 
oils, soups, soya-, goat- and milk- yoghurts 
– that takes up nearly half the wall of what 
used to be a garment factory workshop. 
 Eventually the Patels settled in Harrow 
but Subhash and his wife Urvashi have 
become a Highbury Barn institution as a 
result of running Five Boys. They are in N5 
for a long time six days a week – leaving 
home at 7.30am and not closing up their 
store until 8pm.
 Subhash’s first experience of trading 
in Highbury Barn was the Londis he ran for 
10 years, now the chicken shop on Chris 
Godfrey the butcher’s side of the road. 
Back then the tarmac area between Mrs 
Lovell’s the Greengrocer and the Highbury 
Barn pub was still a road where Subhash 
used to park his van. 
 “When we sold Londis at Highbury 
Barn we bought a newsagent in North End 
Road, Olympia called Four Boys, so when we 
registered our new business we went one 
better, from Four to Five Boys. Asian families 
like working together,” says Subhash.
 And he’s right: not only is the business 
a federation of brothers, it’s also a husband 

and wife team. Super-calm Urvashi also grew up in 
Africa, but had a more peaceful experience in Zambia. 
The couple might never have met if it wasn’t for the 
tradition of arranged marriages.
 “She was the first girl I saw,” says Subhash 
happily. “Most people have just half an hour for their 
first interview but we talked for two hours.” Urvashi 
laughs: “He liked the way I spoke. We talked about 
Africa and studying and London. But I didn’t say yes. 
He waited and waited until I said yes.”
 Opening a different type of pharmacy at Highbury 
Barn was the couple’s dream. To ensure the success of 
the plan Urvashi spent many hours studying natural 
remedies each evening. “Subhash made sure he was up 
to speed too, adding with a grin, “I learnt with my wife, 
slowly”. Twenty-six years later it’s a flourishing business 
where you can get all the things you need for natural 
good health. Islington has been lucky to have them.

Five Boys is at 17 Highbury Park, N5. 
Tel: 020 7359 3623

EVERYONE HAS A STORY

THE FAMOUS FIVE BOYS

“When we sold Londis at 
Highbury Barn we bought 
a newsagent in North 
End Road, Olympia called 
Four Boys, so when we 
registered our new business 
we went one better, from 
Four to Five Boys.”

This is an edited version of a longer interview 
by Nicola Baird published on Islington faces 
http://islingtonfacesblog.com

FOUR HEALTH TIPS FROM FIVE BOYS

1. Camomile tea is very calming. 
You can drink as much as you 
like. Then put the used tea 
bags in the fridge until they 
are cold and put them on 
your eyelids to help you relax. 

2. When making up hair dye use coffee (instant or 
real) instead of water. It gives a better shine and 
as coffee is a stimulant it helps your hair grow too. 

3. Subhash: “I use diluted cider vinegar all the 
time, and echinea for the winter. I also like to 
take a multi-vitamin. The shop is big so I go 
for long walks up and down to the store room!” 

4. Urvashi: “I used to share 
my recipes with customers. 
Everyone said I should write 
a book, but I don’t have 
time. But to keep healthy, 
stay smiling; laugh a lot – 
it’s the best medicine and 
look positive. Stay away 
from negative people – I’m 
not rude but I’ll move away 
gently and nicely.”

FACES & PLACES | FIVE BOYS NATURAL HEALTH STORE 
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“My passion to support older women comes 
from the women in my life who are powerful 
and know who they are,” says Melli Bond, 
Creative Director at the Park Theatre thinking 
of her charismatic grandmothers. That’s one 
reason she invited artist Chris Avis to exhibit 
her stunning photographs of older women over 
the summer. 
 Melli also works closely with the Park 
Players, a dozen less experienced actors aged 
55+, who recently performed a flash mob in the 
Park Theatre’s upstairs bar. “We want to find 
them more opportunities,” says Melli Bond who 
set up the theatre with husband Jez Bond and 
runs the creative learning programme. 
 Melli grew up in America but went to Hull 
to do an MA in theatre production, after being 
inspired by a rare cloudy day in South Carolina 
to study Shakespeare in England. At Hull she 
met Jez and together they developed a five 
year-plan to set up a theatre. It says a lot about 
Melli that she’s actually unhappy that the pair 
were seven years behind schedule as the Park 
Theatre, in Finsbury Park, only opened in 2013.  
 The new theatre has won loyal local 
audiences (try discount N postcode and pay-
what-you can tickets), and puts on plays with 
more women characters, and older women.
 “There are not enough roles for women,” 
says Melli. “But when we were starting up we 
interviewed 100 local residents with a team of 
actors. The actors came back as the character 
[they’d met] and it was predominantly older 
women who had the interesting stories.”  
 To date Park Theatre has run XX shows. 
One of Melli’s favourites was Daytona starring 
Maureen Lipman. “It was a beautiful, rich 
performance. If I’m in the audience I can feel 
the energy coming off people. Success is not just 
the moments of applause. You can see it, hear it, 
smell it. And when I’m not seeing a show we still 
get feedback from twitter and in the foyer.”
 As the Park Theatre has a café bar you 
don’t need to buy tickets to get this feeling. 
Melli is also proud that one visitor “uses the Park 
Theatre as a place of welcome, love and home, 
saying ‘when I feel down I come here. It sorts 
me out’.” 

To find out more about the Park Theatre, visit 
www.parktheatre.co.uk or call 020 7870 6876.
If you fancy treading the boards, enquire 
about joining the Park Players. It costs £90 for 
a 10-week term.

See the Park Theatre Get Together on page 17.

Park Theatre is the brainchild of Creative 
Director, Melli Bond, and Artistic Director, Jez 
Bond, who – following a six year London-wide 
search for a building – discovered a vacant 
office block next to Finsbury Park station. 

MELLI BOND

STAGE PRESENCE

For the latest event information and story updates visit www.gtislington.com.
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Artist Chris Avis is searching for women in 
their 80s to photograph. “I try to draw out the 
spirit of the person. Sometimes women in their 
mid 80s are tiny and your first reaction would 
be ‘she is fragile’ but the more I photograph 
women the more I could see the power, says 
Chris at the Park Theatre where she had a solo 
show in August. 
 In Time Passing Chris starts with a 
conventional portrait and then manipulates 
the film at her Highbury home-studio, using 
charcoal, chalk, paint, talcum and ink. She may 
even sprinkle it with gold or acid. She then re-
photographs the layers to produce fascinating 
glimpses of an older face criss-crossed with 
lines like cracking ice.
 “Reaction to my work varies a lot. Some 
people wrinkle their nose up because it doesn’t 
connect with them. I don’t mind. I’m not 
making pretty pictures,” explains Chris.  
 “I’ve always been an artist but I had 12 
years doing a job which took every inch of my 
time,” explains Chris, 67. “When I gave up paid 
employment it gave me the time to use every 
minute of my life fully.” There was one snag - 
she was 61 and found that “having sold widely 
in her 30s and 40s, before my job [in further 
education] now no one was interested.” 
 In an attempt to understand if older British 
women artists faced bigger hurdles in the 
art world she used a Winston Churchill Travel 
Fellowship to visit Berlin, Copenhagen and 
Amsterdam in 2013. This led to a successful 
Open Lab opportunity at the Barbican Guildhall. 
Here Chris worked with older visual and 
performing professional artists, who explored 
ideas related to the Third Age and creativity.  
Two short films resulted from this collaboration.
 If you missed her show, do pay an online 
visit to her website www.chrisavisartist.com 
to enjoy the portraits. If you’ve been cheated 
of your creativity by a busy working life, do 
consider Chris’s wise advice: “Being older 
should empower you,” says Chris. “It’s not 
how many years you have been on this planet, 
it’s that the spirit has got more powerful and 
determined. I might not be here for longer so 
I’ve nothing to lose.”

DRAWN TOGETHER
It’s never too late explore your inner creativity, 
meet new people and aid your local community 
through art.  

Find exhibition space at Voluntary Action Islington. 
www.vai.org.uk 

Join art classes and community projects for 
elders at Cubitt Artists, 8 Angel Mews, N1.
www.cubittartists.org.uk/education/
eldersandcommunity 

Age UK Islington runs art classes at the Drovers 
Centre every Tuesday and Thursday –see page 
20 and 21 for further details.

Chris Avis has been working 
on portraits of older women in 
their fifties, sixties, seventies 
and eighties. A photographic 
exploration that reveals the 
power behind the female 
ageing process. 

CHRIS AVIS

FACE VALUE

For the latest event information and story updates visit www.gtislington.com.




