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These oral history recordings have been gathered by 

Tarla Patel, who interviewed members of Coventry’s 

South Asian community with links to Masterji. The 

interviewees reflect on their own journeys of migration 

and share their memories of Masterji and Master’s Art 

Studio. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Ram Lakha 

Councillor Ram Lakha was Lord Mayor of Coventry for 

2005-06. He was first elected in May 1989 in Upper 

Stoke Ward. Then, after one year’s absence, he was 

elected in May 1991 to represent Binley and Willenhall 

Ward and has happily been serving this ward as Labour 

Councillor since then. 

Ram Lakha:  

When I came into this country I didn't know much 

about it. I couldn’t speak English much. I studied in 

India, I could read and write a lot. Speaking was 

difficult for me, so nobody could understand me. I 

couldn't understand anybody else, I thought everybody 

was speaking English wrong because I was taught 

grammatically. And so it was my wife who taught me 

more, how to speak or to go around. She was my Guru 

Rada in that sense.  

So in those days I didn't know anybody much. My 

father-in-law knew your dad (Masterji), so that's how 

he was asked to come round (to take) photographs of 

us during the wedding.  

He (the father-in-law) came because he was an ex-

soldier, when there was a shortage of labour in the UK. 

And they (the UK government), I think, sent worker’s 

vouchers to various places, wherever the people and 



the workmanship is. So, I think he was encouraged by 

one of my, you can say, religious mentors, because he 

was his follower. And he asked him and he said “yes, 

get on with it, do it.” So, he came here in 1962, I think, 

yeah. 

Then, obviously, the rest of us followed afterwards. It 

was in June 1977. I didn't have anybody here. I only 

came as myself and I was looked after by my wife, and 

my father-in-law supported me to some degree until I 

got a job in the freight industry in a warehouse. I 

started as a warehouse man. Then, obviously, I was 

operations controller, up and running the warehouse.  

So, I worked my six years on nights. The problem was 

because I was a councillor. Nobody wanted to give a 

job to a councillor – a Labour councillor specifically –

because they know they are a trade unionist. Right. So, 

the best thing, the easy way was to just work so you're 

not in anybody's away. So, that was the reason why I 

was working on nights, and also it's difficult to work 

during daytime when you're a councillor because 

either you are in a meeting or you have to work. And I 

used to say, well, if I'm my own employer, I'll sack 

myself, because I need the worker and the work and 

not somebody sitting in the council house.  

 



Interviewer: 

Did you have your photographs taken all the time? 

Ram Lakha:  

It was only on the weddings, or some occasions, that 

kind of stuff. Usually we were all in the factories or 

wherever you worked, you might have heard or 

learned or read.  

In the 1980s there were two murders in the city. One 

was Dr Amal Dharry, who was obviously Hindu but 

came from Kenya. Yeah, he must have been buying the 

chips. He was a well-known doctor in those days. And 

then there was a second murder that was a student. 

He was enough. He was a couple of months later or a 

month later, okay, actually, less than a month later.  

There used to be a pub in the city centre. The amount 

I'm trying to remember; I forget the name of the road. 

There used to be a pub and now it's changed. Oh, 

Primark, if you go that way. Oh, easier that way. So this 

guy he was scared, he was killed. He was stabbed. His 

name was Satnam Gill and he was a student. So that 

actually shocked us at that time. So some of us who 

have the community interest, we organised a big 

march in the city, and I was one of those on the 

steering group at that time. So, that was a one of the 

biggest ever marches in Coventry, people came from 



all over the country rallying the coaches and so on – big 

demonstrations – and to put the message out that we 

will fight back, that is the aim, if we have to do it.  

And that's the time when the 2-tone started at that 

time actually. So that was a racial issue going on a lot 

of it.  

Yeah, this (referring to a framed photo) was always on 

the wall, and this is one of my favourite ones. It was 

actually in your studio there. We went there 

specifically for this purpose actually. We went to 

temple then my wife says “let's go to Bhaya” – we used 

to call him Bhaya, meaning brother – “let's go to 

Bhaya’s shop for a photograph.” I was like “OK”, so 

that's the one perhaps you might see. This is my 

favourite, actually, to be honest. As far as I know, your 

dad knew he actually guided the people what to do 

more. He would say “come and sit this way and that 

way”. I was just doing what he told me. He was actually 

a mentor as well, for that kind of photography. I think 

this is one of my favourite ones anyway.  

 

 

 

 



2. Dhansukbhai Gosai 

Dhansukbhai Gosai emigrated to the UK and ran a 

successful business with his wife Sumitra ben Gosai 

until his retirement. 

Dhansukbhai Gosai: 

My name is Dharmgir Manigir Gosai. Why they call 

(your dad) the Master? It is because Maganlal Patel 

(Masterji) was a teacher. His start and his beginning 

were from his native place, Dedvasan, but he got an 

appointment as a primary school teacher in Nansad, 

which is in Taluka Kamrej, a county in the district of 

Surat in India. At that time, between my village and 

where he got (a job), Nansad, there is a three miles 

distance, but at my place was a religious place, there 

was a temple, which is close to the riverside. So, 

people mostly come over there and over there also is a 

doctor, in English, but in Indian it is called veed, which 

means a herbalist who would make all the medicine. 

So, the herbalist doctor was there, so people would 

come over there for the herb medicine over the road.  

So, Master kaka (Masterji) – because we called 

everybody Master kaka (meaning uncle) – his friend, 

his uncle, they lived in my village anyway, so that's 

where they come once a month when the time comes. 

So, between me and Master kaka’s age, there is an 



eight-year age difference, as he is eight years older 

than myself. The thing is that we know by Master and 

come through where the temple goes through to every 

Friday the herbalist, they gave to the children some 

sweets or chana dana (nuts) in that town every Friday.  

The Maharaja of Baroda saved a cow in the town and 

because of that there was a blessing every Friday (to 

give) thanks for his actions. Afterwards things 

happened when he (Masterji) was a teacher, his 

reputation grows good in the village and the people 

loved (him) and said he was very good. So, he did 

about three- or four-years’ service as a teacher over 

there and then afterwards planned to go overseas – it 

doesn't matter if it was in England or anywhere else.  

Master kaka (Masterji) was helped by the villagers for 

finance to travel as he was respected by everyone. 

Then afterwards they make the passport ready at 

Kamrej, which was completed by the Vajir, which 

means the official councillor, who was close to my 

father and my great-grandfather and with the Gujee,  

who is like the Lord Mayor of the village. So, they get 

the passport ready, and they decided to go, the seven 

wonder they start from there. The seven wonder are 

the seven friends from the same area who came to 

England together and settled in Coventry. 



The first’s name is Maganlal Patel, second is Ratilal 

Bhakta, third name is Mukundji Bhakta, fourth name is 

Krushanji Bhakta and fifth name is Ranachhod Mama – 

he was a senior guy because he was five or six years 

older. At the time their ages were between 20 and 25, 

and seven is youngest one, Jeevan Desai, they came 

from India and arrived at Tilbury Docks by the 

Jaljawahar, which translated means water steamer. So, 

Bhura Bhai Desai, he was manjar (he looked white) 

because his eyes were hazel, anyway, and he was 

married to a white lady. So, we called them Bhurabhai 

and Gora (white) Bhabhi (sister) at that time. So, he 

received those people. Then gradually they settled and 

come over in Coventry. They settle down one by one. 

I know the Bengali guy was Haroon, he helped them, 

then he stayed on Hartlepool Road in Hillfields 

(Coventry) and on Howard Street and one by one 

several of them get through, they settle down anyway. 

Afterwards, step by step, many Indians start, so he was 

the pioneer in this group for us. The seven wonders is 

completely innocent and they were educated in their 

own language anyway. They spoke poor English, but all 

had a strong work ethic …  

 

 



Raj (interviewer): 

Can I just stop you there? When you moved to Tilbury 

Docks, you got off, and why did you choose Coventry?  

Dhansukbhai Gosai: 

Because Bhura kaka, Bhurabhai, he was here in 

Coventry first. The industry is here in Coventry, 

because in the war Coventry was destroyed and they 

wanted more labour. So, easy to get it (a job) and in my 

experience, I came Saturday night, Sunday morning; on 

Monday morning I go into Herbert (Alfred Herbert Ltd., 

Coventry) and I got a job. Due to the end of the war 

work was plentiful in Coventry, with lots of factories. 

So, afterwards step-by-step everybody got a job. 

Herbert is good for Indian workers, Indian people get 

the job, and we are not any qualified, we haven’t got 

experience and knowledge or education. So, generally 

with the labouring job, you know, whatever they give 

to us, any work was taken to provide for the family (so 

that) opportunity comes to our children, so that they 

are educated, and they did a good job, and all because 

step-by-step we went through it.  

So, Master kaka afterwards who came over here, the 

street is called Wright Street, 74 Wright Street, 

Mukund ji and Laxiben, a husband and wife, they lived 

there in a three-bedroom house, anyway. In one room 



(there were) maybe 10 people to 15 people – 18 

people were staying in that house at that time. When 

we had to go into the loo, we go in factory, once a 

week we go to Pool Meadow (now called Coventry 

Sports and Leisure Centre), which is where the public 

baths were, most houses at that time did not have 

baths. 

Your daddy (Masterji) got, from the very beginning, 

from India, he got a camera all the time. He loved to 

take the picture over the road. So, we met in India 

because I was a small boy, my cousin was the same age 

as Masterji, which is how I got to know him. So, I know 

Master kaka and we became good friends in Coventry, 

we came close one-by-one but, anyway, and what we 

call on my friend circle. I'm more confident and 

adventurous, and I’m keener to learn and go for it. 

Whatever it is now. Whatever language you know 

Gujarati, Punjabi, Hindi, we can do it anyway.  

Then I start after three months at coal mining. I start 

myself to get a motorcycle, because at that time rules 

were you had to do national service, between the ages 

of 18 and 26, compulsory.  

On the 15th of August 1956 doctors from India, 58 

doctors, they came for a European tour, and the doctor 

kaka from our village, which is called Kathor gam. His 



name was Dr Vaisnab Visnu. I collected him from the 

Marble Arch Hotel in London and took him to Coventry 

to speak at the Drill Hall which was on the Corner of 

Croft Road and Queen Victoria Road, and I remember 

it. It was like tomorrow, it was a Sunday or Monday. 

Incidentally we got an Indian Workers Association in 

Coventry Drill Hall. And we had about 100 to 200 

people already there anyway, and doctor kaka, we 

invited and they gave the presidency (of the 

Association) to him and he donated £15 at the time, to 

Indian Workers Association. So, your dad was with us 

anyway, and your dad did the pictures also. Also, 

doctor kaka’s picture, doctor kaka and Master kaka 

have the pictures and we’ve also got that picture 

somewhere … I remember this day because it was 

Indian Independence Day. 

Masterji took pictures as we travelled around the city 

with the doctor, showing him the car factories and the 

ABC Empire (cinema) where I worked as a projectionist, 

and introduced him to my boss Mr Archer. The doctor 

was impressed and relayed this when he went back to 

our village.  

Masterji when he was in India was on a two-year 

teacher training course in Baroda. Whilst training he 

took an interest in photography and that’s where he 



got his box camera. When he moved to Coventry, he 

had a house in Widdrington Road and was working at 

the GEC (General Electric Company) he continued 

taking photos of friends to become more 

accomplished. There were many photos taken on the 

streets of Coventry which led him to buy his studio on 

Stoney Stanton Road around 1966. This was perfect 

because he worked nights at the GEC, which was based 

around the corner in Red Lane. His reputation became 

known to the Indian community, they were confident 

to visit him at his studio. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Meena Panchmatia 

Meena Panchmatia is part of Coventry's community 

and has run the Foleshill Post Office in Coventry for the 

past 19 years. 

Meena Panchmatia: 

My name is Meena Panchmatia. We moved next-door 

to Masterji in July 1972. The day we moved in we 

became a family with Masterji and Bhabi (Ramaben 

Patel) and since then I know them for nearly 50 years 

now. We always had all the birthdays with the children. 

We brought the children from hospital when they were 

born. 

Masterji, he was like my brother, so anything he 

needed doing or any advice he wanted or he was doing 

something new, he always came and told us and we 

did vice-versa, and when we were doing anything or 

when we were doing new things at home we always 

discussed it with him. We were just like one family.  

Oh, him and my dad standing outside talking away and 

every few weeks he will say to my dad “come, I'll take 

your photo.” And then they would sit and drink tea at 

the back and they loved it. Every time, after we moved, 

he still did the same with us. We still kept in touch and 

if we came to the house, or he'll just go crazy that I 

come to see him. Yes, all the kids used to come here 



because my niece and nephew … two nephews and 

nieces … used to come to the shop in the afternoon. 

And then they'll all come to Masterji’s house and Bhabi 

would look after all of you, Baiju, Manish and Sheetal. 

And we've got such a lot of fond photographs that 

Bhabi’s taken or Masterji has taken with all the 

birthdays, any celebrations, doing bonfire night.  

Tarla Patel (interviewer):  

Yeah, I remember bonfire night, it used to be outside. 

We had jacket potatoes. 

Meena Panchmatia:  

We used to make soup with the little oven, Bhabi 

(sister) (Ramaben Patel) would make the little jacket 

potatoes and we'd make tomato soup, and we'd have 

all the people around here come to watch the bonfire 

my dad would do, build up a big bonfire, and would 

buy fireworks and everybody would come around here 

to do the fireworks. 

Well, our shop was busy. As well as Masterji’s shop was 

very busy because he was the only (Indian) 

photographer at that time, and he used to do loads of 

weddings and new-borns. Anybody who got married 

they would bring their daughter-in-law to take the 

photos. Anybody having babies they would come, as a 

family, that would come, so it was very, very popular in 



Coventry. And he was very generous as well. A lot of 

people would take loads of photos without paying. He 

would just give it in the end, he would have been a 

millionaire if he charged properly! But, he's always 

saying “OK, you can take it, it doesn't matter.” But he 

was very popular with all generations, from baby born 

to the oldest one – they all came here to do the 

photos. Every weekend he was so busy because he 

always went to take the photos at the weddings or 

birthday parties. And then he used to travel to take 

photos up in Birmingham. Bhabhi’s memories are lots, 

we used to sit outside with you. 

Ramaben Patel:  

We were always busy. 

Meena Panchmatia:  

She (Ramaben Patel) used to look after you too (the 

children), and then when they (customers) knock on 

the door, she had to find all the photographs, 

negotiate the prices … 

Ramaben Patel:  

… photographs and everything. Serve customers and 

everything. 

Meena Panchmatia:  

She was hands-on in the shop and studio. 



Ramaben Patel: We were both busy, me and your dad 

(Masterji). 

Tarla Patel to Ramaben:  

You used to take photos? 

Ramben Patel:  

Yes, I take them. 

Meena Panchmatia:  

She would take passport photos, baby photos … 

Ramaben Patel:  

Yes, I took them – passports, babies, young girls, family 

– family nice. 

Meena Panchmatia:  

It was from the time we moved here, from ’72 to ’82, 

was a very, very happy time for both families. We were 

very happy; we were very busy. Everybody in Coventry 

knew us, both shops were very famous. And we had a 

temple opposite so everybody came to the temple as 

well. They all visited us, both places; the shop and we 

used to be very busy and very famous as well. 

But Masterji was very famous all over the Midlands 

and if they did take the groom from here to Scotland 

Masterji would be taken there. They would take him as 

a photographer. Doing what he's very famous (for). 



Very nice. He was very happy-go-lucky. He never 

thought about money or fame or anything. He was very 

down to earth. And he always walked everywhere or 

go on the buses. He never had a car.  

My brother and Masterji had such a good time going to 

the Three Horseshoes, having a pint. He did have a 

good life, and he was a really generous man. I 

remember loads of times nobody paid him but he 

would give it to them, “it's OK, take it”, because they 

would argue it's not nice, or it’s not this, or it’s not 

that. And it's a perfect photo but because they didn't 

want to pay, “it's OK, take it.” It's not fair because 

loads of people used to take loads of photos without 

paying. I used to tell him off. I used to tell Bhai 

(brother) off. “Don't give it without paying take the 

money first.”  

He used to take my dad’s … loads of my dad’s photos. If 

we had visitors he would say, “OK, I will take all the 

photos” – loads of photos. 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Dr Shahnaz Akhter 

Dr Shahnaz Akhter is a postdoctoral researcher and 

Widening Participation Officer at the University of 

Warwick. 

Shahnaz Akhter: 

I have recollections of coming after a wedding with my 

dad to pick up a video, and I was being really quite 

young at the time. And waiting. And I feel like there 

was a counter there? In the shop. And kind of waiting 

and my dad having a conversation, and a woman in a 

sari who I now know is your mom (Ramaben Patel), 

coming and giving me sweets while I was waiting. But I 

also remember (Masterji) then, that's my first 

recollection of him. 

I also then remember him from my sister’s wedding. 

He would have been there with your brother, and just 

him (Masterji) making us laugh so much. And because 

we'd made this big sign … we'd spent ages doing it … it 

was on one of the community centres, and, you know 

what, they were all brick, so we'd try to make where 

the photos were. And, literally, it had been painted on 

the other side of the um ... wallpapers and everybody 

tried to get that sign in and usually I remember any of 

the other weddings, like the photos used to be quite 

stiff (poses), but all of ours you could tell that we had 



been giggling because we were allowed to have that 

moment of levity. And I’m sure he was also in the back 

of the van with us when we went to the Birmingham 

wedding because he was the only cameraman we 

knew. They (the photographs) are of various family 

members. Now, I think it’s the older four of us because 

I think dad was going to Pakistan, no, mom was going 

to Pakistan with us actually, not dad. My dad stayed at 

home with my youngest sister but we were going to 

Pakistan, so I guess it was photos to take back to 

various people, so I’m sure that in the village of 

Pakistan somewhere there is a whole set of photos 

that is from your dad. 

So, my dad has passed away so they’re like a memory 

of my dad, but also, they are just (a reminder of) 

simpler times, like, you know, I was a baby in them. 

That time where it would have been new communities, 

and I think when we are older and now that we are 

doing this, like, recollections and, you know, I 

rediscovered your dad through an exhibition. It kind of, 

like, makes me think about the communities when they 

first came and how this would have been a snapshot to 

take back to Pakistan for my uncle in Pakistan as well, 

and family members that were left there, which I'd just 

never thought about until recently. 



So, of course, you didn't in those days, you just used to 

have those blue, like, letters, and you used to send 

tapes, where you used to put a few photos in, I think, 

as well. But also, I think especially with those photos, 

everybody in that generation that would have had 

them, would have passed away. So I guess, you know, 

the uncle I just said, he had no kids, so I guess they'll 

have either, like, faded away, I think A, because of, like 

certain stuff, he would have gotten them out and those 

manjis (a traditional flat bed made from woven 

material), that, you know, they had in the garden that 

we now know is not the best thing for photos, but also 

I think, yeah I just think those kind of photos are gone, 

because even now when you go to Pakistan everyone's 

got their, like, they just get their cameras out on their 

phones so I guess it’s gone, that generation, my dad 

and your dad. 

And so I think she (Shahnaz Akhter’s mother) turns up, 

a young mom, probably more worried about if we were 

clean and in our best dresses than anything else, and I 

think all the recollections of photos with us, they were 

around what we were wearing and the dresses, then 

how she went to C&A (clothing shop) and so little of 

the photo because I think that it was that entire build-

up to the photo, like going out and getting us the 

dresses and, you know, I think when I talk to her about 



the photographs, everything becomes about the 

dresses we wore. They were from C&A apparently, 

very nice. 

So, we have very few photos around the house, we are 

just not a family that displays our photos and it’s in a 

box, locked away in my sisters' room, which is why it’s 

such a palaver way of getting them, because I always 

have to get her and she's got a system. They used to 

be, so we used to have it in, I suppose, one of those 

side cabinets and they were usually made of glass, so 

very of its time. And I just think, I suppose it’s quite a 

shame, but as we've grown older the photos have gone 

less and we've got, like, photos dotted around the 

place but we don't have our photos on display 

anymore, and I think the reason my sister put them in a 

box was, A, she was going to digitize them in the way 

that you do, but also it was just the safest place 

because, like, each set of photos, like the ones that 

your dad and your brother did of the weddings, 

represents parts of our lives, some of which we just 

don't want to revisit and some which are just too 

precious to get out all the time. We've had, like, 

grandkids in the house since and I think it was just 

safer to just go “OK, we'll just put all this away”, rather 

than have kids hold them. But they are definitely 

something whenever there's an anniversary or a 



birthday, like a milestone they come out and, like, we 

create photos of everyone's life and so those photos 

are always in every big birthday that there is, because 

we do the same thing where we walk in and it's, like, 

“Surprise!” But there's the birthday photos. 

Interviewer: 

I know you've given me a small framed photograph. 

What is the significance of that photograph to you?  

Shahnaz Akhter: 

Oh my gosh, I've got so few of me as a baby because 

you just didn't have them at those times. One of the 

few photos of me in a dress because if you look at all 

the other photos, like, I've got photos which were 

taken on the first cameras people, well I'm in jumpers 

and, like, trousers. And I know that it was my dad 

holding me on wherever seat it was that your dad 

would have put us on, and so, yeah, it's kind of me. 

And also, kind of, that, kind of, connection again with 

my dad as well. That was there, but it's this, kind of, 

like, snapshot of … they must have taken that photo 

and sent it back to my uncle who couldn’t have kids. 

So, they must have said, you know, oh, look, we've had 

another daughter and, also, they're actually, they were 

proud to have a daughter and they didn't just go the 



way some Asians in those times … he took a photo just 

to send off to everybody, you know.  

And apparently, I was a right royal pain when I was in 

Pakistan. When I look at it, it reminds me of all the 

stories that I got told about my time in Pakistan, so 

whenever I look at it, it's there, but it's always near me 

as well. So, this is the first time in my life it's not been 

with me, because it's always there. Like, that photo is 

always on those shelves behind me, and I’m not a 

person that has photos of myself, but that's the only 

photo that actually has stayed with me, and I've got 

framed, and yeah. So, yeah, it represents a time that, 

of course, you can't get back that time, but it 

represents my relationship with my dad and my uncle. 

Because in Pakistan, like that's my memory of my 

uncles as well. So it's a really special photo to me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. Ramaben Patel 

Ramaben Patel, Masterji’s wife, played a central role in 

the running of Master’s Art Studio as well as caring for 

her family.  

Ramaben Patel: 

I came to Stoney Stanton Road in 1968. There was a 

shop there but we opened it around then. We repaired 

the shop by ourselves, and we made a studio, but we 

also had help from friends. His (Masterji’s) friends were 

Gurdevbhai, Prahladbhai, Kader and Mohamedbhai, 

and the four of them helped and made the shop fine 

(good condition). They repaired the electrics, joined all 

the plugs and sockets, fine, (installed) tube lights and 

all joined up and put in place. Because in the studio 

you need lights to do the work, work with flash lights. 

Two or three flashlights and cameras and so on. But 

first, in the studio you need proper lights and camera 

things and so on, and a darkroom. Then we made a 

darkroom, a small darkroom in the pantry, where black 

and white photography occurred, developed films, 

everything, a lot of hard work for the studio. The front 

room was decorated and we displayed photos your 

dad (Masterji) did. It was your dad’s ideas, your dad 

was a photographer, proper. If you are a proper 

photographer the government or council will give you 



a permit to open a studio – they do not give permits 

for ordinary people to open studios. 

The shop sold everything in those times. We sold 

albums – photo albums – mounts, frames and so on. 

Also, taking photos, taking black and white photos – in 

those times it was black and white photography – black 

and white passport portraits, standing portraits, 

families, your dad (Masterji) also went outside to do 

photography such as weddings, parties, birthday 

parties, functions, important people coming, like the 

High Commissioner.  

In those times when a community function occurred 

they would ask your dad to take the photography and 

if someone had a baby, a new born baby, at the 

hospital they would ask your dad to take the photos. 

They would ask him to come as a friend so dad could 

take the photographs of the new born baby. Your dad 

used to go to London to take wedding photographs, 

and his friends would take him there, and once he 

went to Wales. He would also take photos of factory 

openings, factory parties and so on. If India’s children 

came to the UK for their engagements here, your dad 

would be asked to take their photos, and there are a 

lot of different photographs. And he took restaurant 

photos – when new restaurants were opening they 



would call your dad. Everyone would call him. When 

restaurants opened they would have these big 

important people at the opening, so they would call 

your dad to take photos of these important people and 

the opening of restaurants and your dad would take 

these photos. 

He would also take photos of music bands, tabla 

(Indian drums) music ... The young people, they would 

come into the studio and all sit down in a massive 

group and have their photographs taken. They used to 

like having their photographs taken as it was a memory 

for them, as it was their music band. Your dad used to 

take fine photographs for them.  

He also took photos at Hindu and Sikh temples, for 

occasions such as Jagran (overnight prayers) and other 

events taking place. When Mataji Jagran (overnight 

prayers) took place, when a Jagran happened, they 

would call your dad to take photographs. These would 

usually be all-night events and they would pick him up 

for these events. 

Then we started colour photography. We bought 

another camera. The first camera we had was a 

Rolleiflex, which was for black and white photos, which 

were good quality. We used the Rolleiflex for black and 

white photography and studio passport photos. Then 



we bought a Minolta Camera. Then we bought a 35mm 

camera, and then we started colour photography. We 

had a lot of work then.  

Then the Indian community had hockey and had a 

creative life, they had started games in those times:  

hockey, kabaddi, maybe football. He (Masterji) would 

go and they would call him to take photographs of the 

sports teams. He would also take photographs at 

Sidney Stringer Academy (a school in Coventry). The 

children would take him and say “Bhaija” (brother or 

friend) and ask him to take their photographs. He 

would take photos for them of bhangra dances, all 

dressed up nicely. There was a bhangra dance group. 

And weightlifting photographs. He also took carnival 

photographs for carnivals in the city, and he would 

take photos on our road of carnivals or processions 

going past.  

Then we would have about 10 – 15 families all at once, 

a lot of people would come (to the studio) at once to 

have their photographs taken. Big families would come 

to have photos taken, which would include the wife, 

husband, their children, sisters, brothers and their 

children. There would be 8 – 10 in a large family. They 

would come to have their photographs taken and the 

photographer would have to tell them how to pose to 



get the best photographs, and your dad, being a 

photographer, would get them to pose in the 

photographs, as the photograph is for life for him and 

it’s a photograph for life for them, and it’s a memory 

for life for them. They would be very happy – happy to 

have their photographs taken.  

In those days, people used to dress up in nice clothes 

to have their photographs taken, not ordinary clothes. 

They would have nice makeup and so on. English, 

photographs, yes, in those years it was Teddy Boys, 

spikey hair and fine, nice clothes, tight, tight trousers, 

nice jackets, shirts and colourful clothes for children, in 

fashion and they used to take their photos in style, and 

they would pose with their hand on their chin and 

pose. They were very fashionable, very nice fashion in 

those days. There were fewer girls to photograph then. 

Girls’ hair was long, in a more Indian style. They 

weren’t into English fashion. Very slowly, they started 

to cut their hair and fashion and that generation 

changed, and that was that. 

 

 

 

 



6. Jitey Samra in conversation with Mohinder Kaur 

Samra 

Jitey Samra is an oral historian, curator and activist 

with a background as an NHS practitioner in mental 

health. Jitey compiled and published the book Coming 

to Coventry, accompanied by a touring exhibition, 

based on oral and material histories with South Asian 

people who migrated to Coventry in the pre, inter and 

post-war periods. She has worked closely with The 

Herbert Art Gallery and Museum across several 

exhibitions, including playing an active part with Crafts 

of the Punjab, a V&A Maharaja Ranjit Singh exhibition. 

She has participated in BBC Radio 4’s ‘Three Pounds in 

My Pocket’, as well as the BBC Arena programme 

‘Everything is Connected’ on the life of George Eliot. 

She has been active with several Coventry City of 

Culture projects, including ‘Humans at Work’. She has 

received awards from several organisations, including 

Asian Fire Service, Godiva Trust, Coventry Voluntary 

Action and Coventry & Warwickshire NHS Partnership 

Trust, for active contributions to communities. Born 

and brought up in Coventry, Jitey has a passionate 

interest in documenting the diverse South Asian 

histories of the city for future generations, through life 

stories, before earlier generations and their memories 

are lost to time. 



Jitey Samra: 

Mohinder Kaur Samra came to England in 1963 to 

Birmingham. She was engaged to get married to Giana 

Singh Samra in Coventry. She had her Sikh wedding 

ceremony in Smethwick Gurdwara and came to live 

with her husband and extended family on Burnaby 

Road. Similar to other Asian brides at that time, the 

wedding at the registry office was considered a legal 

formality.  

Mohinder had gone to have her wedding registration 

with her husband and both had decided to have a 

photo. They both went to Masterji as he was a family 

friend. It was considered disrespectful not asking the 

elders of the family before going or doing anything 

together, even as a married couple.  

The fact that Mohinder was pregnant at the time and 

having a photograph could upset senior members of 

the family due to the fear of being jinxed. Pregnant 

Asian women would wear shawls or stay discreetly in 

the background. Mohinder has another photograph in 

which one of her sisters-in-law was also pregnant. She 

had cut it so that it only showed their top halves. 

Men would often have two jobs to earn enough to 

have a better life. Women did not generally work out 

of the home. Nevertheless, the women were the 



backbone for the success of the South Asian 

community. In Masterji’s studio his wife would do all 

the background preparation and take photographs of 

friends. 

Mohinder’s husband was a bus driver and had a retail 

business specialising in children and women’s clothes. 

Mohinder was the main person in the shop and she 

retired after over 45 years. The photographs taken of 

her husband and children with their pet Alsatian dog 

are very treasured and important to them as he died 

shortly after at the age of 32, leaving his 28 year-old 

wife and four boys. 

The friendship between Ramaben Patel Mohinder grew 

after the latter was widowed. They share a lot of 

respect and understanding as women with fond 

memories and stories. 

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

I lived on Stoney Stanton Road for a long time and I 

used to have a shop – now I'm retired – and it was a 

clothing shop for children’s clothes, ladies’ clothes and 

uniforms. So, when we came from the city and came to 

(the studio) … because your father (Masterji) is the 

only one person who is a photographer, you know, so 

everyone go to him. He worked for the GEC (General 

Electric Company), but he worked this (as a 



photographer) as well, your mom and dad so that I'm 

able to get registration (ceremony) photo we had after 

that, we had other there.   

It was in August 1963 and at that time they hadn't got 

a studio, they lived in a house and Masterji was 

working in the GEC and part-time evenings, weekends 

he worked for photography, you know. So, all of the 

people in Coventry goes to him, those were a lot, you 

know, and all my sisters, everybody coming, visitors, 

we all go together. We were coming from the city 

centre.  

I was pregnant and I thought I would have photos 

taken as a reminder. And we had a photo taken and we 

stayed for a little bit. When we came home the family 

asked “where have you been this long time?”, you 

know. We told them, because we thought maybe they 

would say “why (did) you go by yourself?”, you know. 

At that time everything was different, we had to have 

respect and we hid things because they say, you know, 

we can't do it without their permission. And we never, 

they never asked permission. Yeah, but I thought, they 

thought I was pregnant, you know.  I have (it) 

somewhere but I don't know where it is, something like 

this on my side but I don’t show my stomach, it was 

like this (posing). 



Jitey Samra:  

Did the family see the photograph? Afterwards? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

Ahh, Not really. Afterwards we hide it and it was our 

secret. 

Jitey Samra: 

So that's your first memory of the photograph? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

Yeah, that’s the first memory, yep. 

Jitey Samra:  

With your nieces and their children, and you're 

wearing some beautiful clothes … (looking at a photo) 

Mohinder Kaur Samra:  

Yes, because I was younger! *laughs* 

Jitey Samra: 

So where did you have these photographs taken?  

Mohinder Kaur Samra:  

On Stoney Stanton Road, because I have a shop, they, 

all my friends, nieces, nephews, came here to visit me 

and they say “let's go to have a photo.” 

Jitey Samra:  



And where did you go?  

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

We all dress up here and we all go over there. 

Jitey Samra: 

Over where? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra:  

Over to Stanton Road, to Masterji’s shop. 

Jitey Samra:  

So, these were the first photographs you had taken in 

the studio?  

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

I think, maybe, because when we opened the shop I 

knew, we have to dress up if we go. So when my 

husband was in the shop, I go. All we have is photos. So 

everybody is looking forward to come to Coventry. So 

they are, every time they come they get a photograph. 

Jitey Samra: 

So who used to take all the photographs? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra:  

Masterji. He was young at that time as well, and we 

made friends with Masterji’s wife, you know? Yeah, 

first time, Widdrington Road, because we used to live 



over there and because we are a similar age and she's 

in their studio, because that's something new fashion. I 

used to sell (clothes), but I first wear it and my husband 

use to say “that's it, new English clothes.”  

Jitey Samra: 

So you were you very trendy? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

Yeah. So, I sell it, when people see it looks nice, they 

buy it. Yeah, we put on we were very fashionable 

because that time when we see the video. Sari is not 

over but we were used to wearing because this is used 

on the weddings in the parties so very much because 

we are looking forward that time. But we write a letter 

coming in this day and staying two days and we go. 

This is the first time we go to (the) studio. Yeah, this is 

my son Billie’s birthday and he was five. 

Ramaben Patel: 

I took it.  

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

Yeah. 

Jitey Samra: 

The house has been altered since then, because even 

now the shop there used to be a doorway into the 



shop from that side. So there was a lot of stock in here. 

And the rooms were smaller. The kitchen was bigger. 

Ramaben Patel:  

Your dad (Masterji) was not here. Yeah, I took pictures.  

Jitey Samra:  

In your studio? 

Mohinder Kaur Samra: 

She (Ramaben Patel) would be there if your dad is not 

over there, yeah. But mostly we told him we are 

coming, and your mum would not be doing much 

because you were small children and she had a lot to 

do deciding where to sit the chairs and so on, the 

scenery, everything. 

Jitey Samra: 

The photograph was in India, my in-laws went back to 

India in the 60's. They returned, leaving the children, 

but before my mother-in-law went, they had this 

photograph taken in your dad’s (Masterji’s) studio. 

Again, it’s my mother-in-law, her daughter, her eldest 

daughter-in-law and then it’s got her daughter, with 

her 3 children at the time, she had the three, my sister-

in-law with her four at the time and that’s my husband 

on the side. So, when she went, he was 6 years old. So, 

when she went back to India, she left him with her 



daughters-in-law to look after but the fact that this 

photograph was taken before she went to India. 

She made a trip twice, in 1965 and 1966, but this 

photograph again is one of a few that my husband has 

got. But they had this taken in the studio, which was 

really very nice, and everyone recognised the back and 

the carpet. It’s very important because all of these … I 

mean, my sister-in-law, she’s a great gran now. The 

other one, I mean they are great-grans and the little 

children there have got grandchildren of their own, 

some of them. 

Tarla Patel: 

History … 

Jitey Samra: 

Yes, it one of few because, for a start I would say it’s 

very important to my husband because he was left at 

such a young age, and having that memory of that 

photograph is quite significant, and he hasn’t got any 

with his mum otherwise. He’s got one when he was a 

baby and I think this one is probably the only other one 

he’s got, besides when he got married – she came 

then. 

Tarla Patel:  

It’s a treasured possession. 



Jitey Samra: 

They treasured the photographs when they were sent 

to India because that’s what photographs were for – 

send them back home. But because the colour fades 

over there because of the sun, the photographs aren’t 

cared for as much and are not treasured in the same 

way, they put them in a frame in the sun and colour 

fades. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Asha and Parmjit Mior, Jaswant Kaur Johal 

Jaswant Kaur Johal is from the village of Pharala in 

Punjab, India, and emigrated to Coventry in 1961. Her 

husband, Joginder Singh Johal, had emigrated to the 

UK from the village of Jandiala in 1949, and he became 

good friends with Masterji in 1951. Jaswant, Joginder 

and their four young children emigrated to Canada in 

1969. Joginder and Masterji continued to keep in touch 

until Masterji’s passing in 2018. 

Parmjit Mior (née Johal) is the youngest daughter of 

Joginder and Jaswant Johal. She was born in Coventry 

and moved to Vancouver, Canada, with her family at 

the age of 1. Parmjit lives in Vancouver with her 

husband and two daughters, Asha and Maya, and 

works as a Registered Nurse in palliative care. 

Asha Mior is Parmjit’s eldest daughter. She was born 

and raised in Vancouver, Canada, and is of mixed 

Indian and European descent. Asha is currently a 

student at the University of Toronto, where she is 

majoring in global health. She first connected with 

Tarla Patel in 2018 while writing a speech about her 

grandfather’s friendship with Masterji. 

Asha Mior: 

Yeah, it's really cool having these photos because, I 

mean, obviously I've never lived in England. I'm sure 



that however bad your Punjabi is, mine is a hundred 

times worse – I barely understand a thing. But one of 

the ways that I have been able to kind of connect with 

my heritage and with my family's past is through these 

stories about how my grandpa emigrated to England 

and then how my mom and her siblings were raised in 

England for a while before moving to Canada. And 

these pictures really kind of put a face in the stories 

and I can see what it was like back then. And you know, 

it kind of adds a more real dimension to these stories. 

You can see what they were like and how young they 

were. And yeah, it's really fascinating.  

I was thinking about my speech, not too long before I 

hopped on this call and thinking about when I 

presented it, it really stuck with me. This is going off on 

a bit of a tangent but how after I did my speech, there 

was one of the men who was judging, and he was part 

of the competition. He was Indian and he came up to 

me afterwards and he was asking all about my 

grandpa, and I'm thinking, do they know each other? 

Like, why is he asking these questions? And it turned 

out they didn't know each other, but he was just so 

fascinated by the story because it was so much like his 

own story. And so even though it was the story of my 

grandpa and my family, he felt connected to it because 

he too had emigrated from India and experienced a lot 



of those same things. So, I think it's interesting, these 

photos, and I think what Masterji did with these photos 

is created not just a history for individual families, but 

for the descendants of South Asian immigrants.  

Basically, it's a collective history as well as just a family 

history. So, I look at these photos and I see where my 

own family came from, but then I also see where all of 

these immigrants from India came from and what their 

experiences are like. So, it's really fascinating to see 

these pictures. 

Parmjit Mior: 

And they certainly, like, my individual one of myself, 

you know, it has in my yearbook, again, it was the only 

photo for me, of me, I didn't know what I know if I 

didn't have that picture, I wouldn't have known what I 

even looked like at that age or, you know, during my 

time in England. So, I really, I was saying to the girls, I 

really leaned heavily on that photo because it has 

taken me through a lot you know, whenever I was 

wondering “growing up what did I look like?” I didn't 

know I had a little bit of curl in my hair. And so when I 

look at Asha’s baby photos, and we put them side-by-

side and you can actually see a resemblance. 

Asha Mior: 

There is a really strong resemblance there. 



Parmjit Mior: 

And you know, but for that picture I never would have 

known, you know, because there is no other picture. 

These, in fact, the group picture, I only became aware 

of those I think when I was in my late teens because 

my dad had some, like, a suitcase full of pictures, which 

we weren't, you know, even aware of until I was much, 

much older. So it really was just those little passport 

pictures that we had. And you know, for when I 

graduated from high school and they wanted a baby 

picture wall that has the baby picture I have, like, so 

it's, you know, it really meant a lot to me because that 

was my only sort of record of my time in England, you 

know, something tangible that I had, you know, so it 

really … I love that picture, I just love it.  

Jaswant Kaur Johal and Parmjit Mior: 

She says I'm lucky that I even have that picture. Some 

people have nothing. 

Tarla Patel: 

That's an interesting point. Did not a lot of people have 

their photographs taken? 

Jaswant Kaur Johal: 

We had no pictures at that time.  

 



Parmjit Mior:  

Of the previous older generation? Yeah, right. Yeah, so 

she says there is a picture of her mum and dad, but, 

you know, like, her grandma, there's no picture of her 

grandmother. So certainly, in India, you know, that was 

I think quite a luxury really when people got their 

photo taken.  

There was another group photo that came up to my 

attention, I think in the early 2000s, where I was in that 

group photo. It was when we were leaving England. 

And so, it would have been the same period of time as 

this picture, but that's it. Like there is nothing else out 

there and I love my expression on it. I just think it was a 

fantastic picture your dad took and it just, it captured a 

lot for me because, you know, I used to, even when I 

was little, I used to sit there and stare at it and think 

“oh, what was I like and what was I thinking when this 

picture was taken? What was my life like at that 

point?” 

Jaswant Kaur Johal: 

Yeah, whole family in Canada, not in India, 

Parmjit Mior: 

But at the time we took the picture they had all come 

to England. So then, like, they were either in the 



process of coming, so she doesn't have, like, all of her 

siblings and her mom had emigrated to England as 

well. In the 60s. That trip was really, really special to 

me, actually, and I talked about that because it 

connected me with my dad's family, most of them all 

live in England. And there was something very, very 

special about that trip because I was able to see 

relatives I've never seen before. So many decades 

later. We actually stopped I think after we saw your 

dad (Masterji). We went to the house that I was born 

in, where these pictures were done, on Ransom Road. 

So, there was a lot of personal meaning during this trip 

and I was really, really, like, so happy to actually see 

your dad and the studio because I knew how much that 

picture itself meant to me. And also the relationship 

between your dad and my dad. That was very special 

because I was trying to connect to everything in my 

dad's past in that trip. And that was, you know, like I 

think he was the only friend, actually, that I got to see 

on that trip. So it was it was very, very special. And I 

think I was telling you, your dad, was kind of explained 

to me, you know, you took this picture of me that 

meant so much to me, because this is the only picture I 

ever had. So it was really … I'm really thankful because 

I know shortly after that trip your dad passed away and 

then my dad passed away. You know, and it made me 



feel really like it was so nice to hear that your dad say 

“oh, I was just talking to your dad”, you know, and that 

connection so many decades and decades and decades 

is thousands of miles apart. Years apart and 

generations later we're still connecting and that was 

always very special to me. That's what I really wanted 

to happen. You know, just to connect my children with 

my dad's past was really important. So, you know, 

when my mum visits and it's been hard, like, with 

COVID, but, you know, it's this past year, we haven't 

seen a lot of her, but we do try to make a point of 

talking about the past and getting stories and so when 

we pulled out pictures a couple of weeks ago it was 

nice to, you know, hear like “oh, that was this person”, 

because there's some people I don't know who they 

are. And perhaps some of my relatives in England 

might know, but they may not either.  

Jaswant Kaur Johal: 

Thank you so much. I very much like to speak to you, 

you know, otherwise I have no chance. Thank you. 

Parmjit Mior: 

Yeah, is there anything else you wanted to say? Yes, 

no, no, I didn't know if there was any memory you 

wanted to share. You sure what is you all the memories 

back? 



Jaswant Kaur Johal: 

So you're bringing memories back to her which was 

nice. Those pictures, I remember even when we used 

to go to the Stoney Stanton Road to take pictures on 

the one bus. 

Parmjit Mior: 

She was saying that when she went to see your dad to 

get the boat photos done and she got a case of the 

giggles, she said it was so funny because she goes “I 

don't know why I was laughing so much.” And then 

your dad started to laugh. Yeah. And then he was like 

“you know what, I'll just come to your house and get 

the pictures done.” They're better. 

 


