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m y mum and I had a tiff after she la-
belled me ‘spoilt’, saying I had it easy. 
“I cooked, cleaned and ironed to save 
money for your future,” she said. 

“I work on my magazine from 8 am till mid-
night,” I argued. “I do my family’s admin work, I 
manage the home, I am the backbone of their ca-
reers. You are judging me on the wrong parameters. 
Even your mother could have said the same thing.” 
My mother saw my point, and we made peace.

All women work hard – it’s just that times change 
and the work changes. While our cover girl Devita 
Saraf (p.22) was the CEO of her own company at 
24, Sheetal Kapoor spent that many years playing 
homemaker before establishing India’s most suc-
cessful e-retail kurta brand in her forties (p.12). 
Corporate high-fliers Priyanka Raina (p.6) and 
Sana Sood (p.20) left lucrative careers abroad to 
start something of value in India after having kids. 
One homemaker asks our clinical psychologist how 
to convince her husband to let her go out to work 
(p.40), while another homemaker Aarti Malhotra 
considers herself the CEO of her home (p.58).

Women of all generations work pretty darn hard, 
using whatever talents they have. Let’s give credit 
where it’s due this year, to ourselves and each other.

new year, new work

aekta@coralcontent.com
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Authors Aditi De and Shaguna Gahilote were part of  Penguin’s 
Readathon and Book Gifting Journey to celebrate its 30th anniversary

stories of
empowerment

kInDLIng A LoVe FoR ReADIng

In an initiative that gladdened 
the hearts of Indian book-lov-
ers, Penguin Books organized 
a 30-venue Readathon and 
Book Gifting Journey to cel-
ebrate its 30th anniversary in 
India. The venues – mostly 
run by women – were hand-
picked in acknowledgement 
of the selfless role they have 
played in their communities. 
They ranged from shelter 

homes, community reading rooms, informal schools to an environment 
documentation centre. Each venue was gifted 100 books and the reading 
session was conducted by a local author. One of the venues was Hippo-
campus Children’s Library, Bengaluru, with author Aditi De (in picture, 
above), who founded the popular children’s magazine Junior Quest.

Another venue was Broadleaf India, 
Darjeeling, a school for children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The reading was conducted by 
Shaguna Gahilote (in picture, right), a 
performance storyteller who heads 
two literary festivals. She has co-au-
thored a children’s book with her 
sister Prarthana, who also partici-
pated in the Penguin Readathon.
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Giving up her corporate life in the Netherlands, Priyanka Raina 
returned to India to raise a baby with ace cricketer Suresh Raina, 

and to give back to society in every way she could

p riyanka Chaudhary Raina’s 
10th floor apartment in 
Amsterdam is done up in 
quintessential Scandinavian 

shades of white and beige, and is 
flooded with sunlight. Having lived 
in the Dutch capital for a decade 
working in risk management for a 
global bank, Priyanka is accustomed 
to an organized existence, fresh air, 
her hot-yoga classes and watching 
live football, especially when Brazil 
or Spain play. Her husband, Suresh, 
too enjoys cycling anonymously on 
the city streets, or cooking up meals 
for them both and their year-old 
daughter Gracia.

But there is much work to be 
done in India. The sense of responsi-
bility that comes with having a baby 
made Priyanka acutely aware of the 
privileges she had and the lack of 
them for most Indian mothers. And 
so, when their daughter turned one 

year old, the couple announced the 
launch of Gracia Raina Foundation 
(GRF) in her name to create aware-
ness about maternal health, and to 
work closely with mothers and 
children on their physical and men-
tal health issues. And now Priyanka 
is committed to the cause.

Born in Ghaziabad, near Delhi, 
Priyanka’s father worked with the 
central government, and Priyanka 
and her two brothers had a shel-
tered childhood. After complet-
ing her engineering, Priyanka was 
picked through campus placement 
for a position in Wipro, Bengaluru. 
In less than a year, she got a job at 
ING bank, and moved to Holland. 

The wedding bells rang a few 
years on. She had known Suresh 
Raina since they were 10 years old, 
way before he became one of In-
dia’s most proficient batsmen and 
an international celebrity. Soon 

all for acause
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after their 2015 wedding, they set 
up a home in Delhi, and their baby 
Gracia was born a year later. Moth-
erhood changed Priyanka’s priori-
ties completely. 

“I felt bad when I realized that 
most women in India don’t have 
access to the same healthcare and 
emotional support that I did,” says 
the 31-year-old. So she set out to 
do something about it. She tied up 
with organisations for social caus-
es such as a Red FM initiative for 
the NGO Paalna, The Delhi NCR 
Food Bank Network, and an IIT 
Kanpur initiative to hold awareness 
camps for mothers and children in 
villages. “The aim of GRF is to sup-

port maternal and newborn well-
ness, while also providing opportu-
nities for a sustainable livelihood,” 
explains Priyanka, who is currently 
overseeing the setting up of a well-
ness centre in Delhi, a kind of ‘hap-
py zone’ and knowledge platform 
for mothers and young kids.

“My wife has been working very 
hard towards this and has put in a lot 
of time and effort,” vouches Suresh, 
who is training for IPL 2018. Pri-
yanka, in the meantime, is already in 
talks with a dietician and a midwife 
to give expert advice to underprivi-
leged mothers, and creating a digital 
solution for rural areas. There’s not a 
moment to waste. 

Clockwise from left: Priyanka on a visit to Nanhi Jaan, an NGO in Chandigarh; with husband Suresh Raina 
and daughter Gracia; during a visit to Paalna, an NGO in Delhi that works with orphans

India’s first woman bladerunner Kiran Kanojia was not born to run half  
marathons, but when destiny crippled her walk, she learnt to fly

By Ritu Goyal Harish

dash of 
courage

s he was the “stereotypical 
poor kid” who sat under a 
streetlight to study for her 
exams. Born the eldest of 

three siblings in Faridabad, Kiran 
Kanojia faced several obstacles in 
her education. Her parents, who 

ironed clothes for a living, barely 
made enough to pay her fees. Yet, 
supported by a customer of her par-
ents who saw her potential, she not 
only completed school but college 
as well, where she shone in academ-
ics and became a class topper early PH
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never be able to run.” Kiran made 
up her mind to prove him wrong. 

After recovering enough to travel, 
Kiran returned to her job in Hy-
derabad. A friend connected her 
to Dakshin Rehabilitation Cen-
tre, where she got an artificial leg 
and running blade. “The organiza-
tion not only encouraged me, but 
also made me realize that there is 
life beyond my accident,” she says, 
adding that meditation also helped. 

“I started to control my thoughts 
and realized the power this gave me. 
The accident had broken my leg 
but could not break my spirit,” says 
the 30-year-old.

At the rehabilitation centre, Kiran 
learnt cycling to improve her bal-
ance and then was introduced to 
running. A group called Hyderabad 
Runners started training her to 
build her stamina and strength. Her 
parents trusted the new technology. 

“You have only lost a body part, but 
your mind is free,” they told her.

Kiran started running with the 
blade but could not cover even 
400 metres at first. “Then gradually 
I was running 5 km, and then 10 
km,” she recalls. Though the friction 
between the blade and her stump 
caused her great pain, the sense of 
accomplishment after crossing the 
finish line turned Kiran into a dif-
ferent person. Soon, she completed 

a half-marathon, then six, besting 
her own timing each time. 

It’s not easy. Bruising, healing and 
pain management have become 
part of Kiran’s daily life. “People ask 
me, why do you run? Well, before 
my accident I led a typical corpo-
rate life. Now I live to inspire others 
– children, amputees, people with 
disabilities. I run for myself, I run 
for life. And each time I run, I know 
I am a winner.” 

11|journey

Kiran has completed six Half Marathons; her best timing is 2 hours 44 minutes at Mumbai Marathon 2015

on. Soon, she was picked to work at 
Infosys in Hyderabad as a test en-
gineer. With the weight of her par-
ents’ hopes on her back, Kiran set 
out to work in a new city. 

For her first holiday, the 24-year-
old caught a train back to Faridabad. 
She planned to spend her birthday 
on December 25th with her fami-
ly. As the train slowed down before 
arriving in Delhi, two miscreants 
hopped on board. One of them 

snatched Kiran’s backpack. It was 
fastened to her shoulder, and Kiran 
got dragged along towards the door. 
Unable to brush her off, the thieves 
cruelly pushed her off the train. 

Her left leg got jammed under 
the door. Terrible pain shot up her 
foot as it got crushed underneath.

Kiran’s co-passengers helped her 
back into the bogey, and she was 
rushed to a Faridabad hospital. 

On Christmas Day 2011, the girl 

who shared her birthday with Jesus 
lay in a hospital bed and was made 
to sign a consent form allowing 
doctors to amputate her leg. 

The decision left her faint. “So 
many questions flooded my mind. 
What would people think of me?” 
But her parents had no doubts: it was 
either her leg or her life. “Think of 
Sudha Chandran,” her father gently 
said. “She is a successful dancer and 
actress despite being an amputee.” 

It took a few months for Kiran to 
hobble back to life, but depression 
took deep hold. The phantom-limb 
syndrome left her disoriented. If 
that wasn’t enough, it was discov-
ered that a few staples used to seal 
the skin on her stump were not re-
moved. These had become embed-
ded in her muscles, causing intense 
pain. One of doctors then made a 
remark that Kiran would never for-
get: “You can walk, but you will 

L-R: Kiran trains daily, so her blade needs replacement every year; with her parents soon after her accident
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b 
efore 2008, Sheetal Kapoor 
was a housewife who spent 
her time running a large 
home, cooking and caring 

for her husband and two children, 
going to kitty parties, hosting din-
ners with relatives, and working 
out at the gym. But on April 24 
that year, her “real life began”. 

That was the day she stepped 
foot in her husband’s office. Near-
ly a decade later, the couple head 
one of India’s most popular kurta 
brands, Shree, a runaway ecom-
merce success, and Sheetal has no 
time for lunches and dinners.

An extroverted Punjabi lass, 
Sheetal was born and raised in 
Amritsar along with three siblings. 
Their father passed away when she 
was eight, and her young mother 
was dependent on her own fami-
ly to help raise her brood. Having 
completed her BSc in home sci-
ence, Sheetal moved to Delhi after 
her wedding when she was 21. She 
had two babies over the next three 

years, and spent the next 20 play-
ing the role of a prosperous busi-
nessman’s wife.

Then her children grew up, and 
her son went abroad to study. Un-
sure of what to do next, Sheetal 

Sheetal Kapoor spent two decades of  her life being the 
quintessential housewife, until she joined her husband’s garment 

business and turned it into an e-commerce success story

style
The Commerce of

Sheetal Kapoor

began accompanying her husband 
Sandeep to office, doing nothing 
except sharing lunch with him and 
chatting with the employees. His 
firm made unbranded garments for 
large retail chains, and there were 
often piles of samples thrown away 
at the end of an order. 

One day, when Sandeep was 
away, an educated scrap dealer 
asked Sheetal why she didn’t sell 
the leftover samples online. Shee-
tal didn’t know how to go about 
it, so he helped her set up an Ebay 
account, took a photo of one of the 
kurtas, and uploaded it. 

That same night, the kurta sold 
for $20, and Sheetal knew they 
were on to something.

With help from Ebay executives, 
Sheetal started an account under 

the name of Shree one afternoon 
in 2009. The first night, she sold 
25 kurtas. Soon, her company was 
selling 500 to 1000 pieces a month. 
In another year, she was retailing 
from several multibrand ecom-
merce stores, and by 2011, she had 
reached the biggies, Myntra and Ja-
bong. By then, her label Shree was 
giving so much business to her hus-
band’s factories that they stopped 
supplying unbranded garments to 
department stores altogether. 

Today, Shree’s 16 factories and 
180 employees churn out almost 3 
lakh garments every month, retail-
ing not just online but also through 
30 brick-and-mortar outlets across 
India, UK and US, with plans to 
reach 1000 by 2020.

At the basis of Shree’s success is a 

Shree kurtas are versatile, and women of all age groups can wear the same garment in different ways
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SHe gAVe oRDeRS To 
HeR FASHIon TeAM 

To DeSIgn gARMenTS 
THAT WeRe “MoDeST 

YeT MoDeRn” 

simple formula: “We do not make 
anything that Sheetal Kapoor 
wouldn’t wear,” says Sheetal with 
a straight face. Considering herself 
to be the prototype 
of an average, qual-
ity-conscious Indi-
an woman, she gave 
orders to her fash-
ion team to design 
garments that were 
“trendy but not 
Westernized, versa-
tile enough to wear 
both in India and abroad, modest 
yet modern.” These included ele-
ments such as three-fourth sleeves, 
silhouettes that flatter Indian body 
curves, fusion prints, high-quality 
cotton yarn, modern lowers, clean 

finishing, and machine-washable 
fabrics. The price range is afford-
able (`349–2999), with high vol-
umes being the key to profitability. 

The formula is ef-
fective, with Indian 
women of all ages, 
from UAE to Russia 
and North America, 
finding Shree per-
fect for their day-to-
day needs. 

Generous and 
gregarious, Sheetal 

treats her staff like members of her 
own family. “Main seedhi saadi nor-
mal bandi hoon (I’m a simple, nor-
mal person),” she says with a big 
warm smile. And you instantly see 
how extraordinary she is. 

a 
s someone who has been 
writing ever since she was 
a little girl and has now, by 
age 46, written nine books, 

several short stories, columns for 
various publications, been on sev-
eral panels and won awards, Kiran 
Manral still managed to get “rath-
er chuffed about” being shortlisted 
for the Femina Woman Achievers 
Award for Literary Contribution 
in 2017 “because I was in stellar 
company”. But it is precisely her 
candidness and approachable public 
persona that attracts her 50,000 so-
cial-media followers and fans. 

Writing has been both jour-
ney and destination for the Mum-

bai-based TedX speaker, who is also 
a votary for women’s rights, and 
champion for social causes such as 
protection of children from sexual 
abuse. And like good wine, she is 
getting better with age – both in 
the nuances of her writing, and in 
the self-awareness of her opinions.

Having lost her father at age nine, 
Kiran was a latchkey kid “when 
the phrase wasn’t even coined”. 
With her mother working at the 
State Bank of India, it was an unset-
tled childhood for the single child, 
as they had to keep moving bank 
quarters every few years. Frequent-
ly making and leaving friends left 
Kiran a bit of a loner. “As a teen, I 

For author and columnist 
Kiran Manral, writing 
has been a process of  

self-discovery, and, like her 
books, she is peeling away 

layers of  social conditioning 
as she goes along

inside 
the 

writer’s 
mind

Kiran Manral

Sheetal (centre with scarf) with her fashion team in her central Delhi head office. She insists on negative 
feedback from customers so that she can keep bettering her products.
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went through a phase of complete 
introversion,” she recalls.

Majoring in English literature 
and then moving to advertising 
and later journalism, Kiran worked 
across a spectrum of beats and pro-
fessions. “I have a very low bore-
dom threshold,” she explains. At 25, 
she married her college sweetheart, 
a stock-market professional. Sever-
al years later, they had a son, and 
Kiran gave up the corporate life in 
favour of motherhood. She chron-
icled her mom life on a blog that 
was rated one of the top parenting 
blogs of the time, and soon realized 
that writing while “the brat” was at 
school was a good way to keep her-
self creatively fulfilled. 

Though Kiran stopped writing 
fiction from college till her late 30s, 
it all suddenly erupted out of her 
in one go. She wrote her first novel 
before turning 40, and in less than 
six years, wrote several books across 
genres, from romance to humour 
and non-fiction. Her accomplish-
ments, however, never struck her 
until she met author Kiran Nagark-
ar at a lit fest. He asked her what 
kind of books she wrote. “I apolo-
getically replied I’d written chicklit, 
humour and romance and he might 
not enjoy them. He firmly and gen-
tly told me that he would love read-
ing them, and that one should never 
think that way of any writing one 
does,” she says. It was an eye-open-

L-R: Kiran Manral with Bollywood actress Tisca Chopra at an event hosted by SheThePeople.tv

“I’Ve LeARnT THAT I CAn 
LIVe ouT THe LIVeS I 

WRITe So InTenSeLY THAT 
CoMIng bACk To MY 

oWn LIFe CoMeS AS A  
bIT oF A JoLT”

L-R: At the Hindu Business Line Women Achievers Conference 2017; with her book All Aboard in a bookshop

ing moment:  “Now I embrace ev-
ery genre I write with great pride.”

Writing, for Kiran, has been as 
much about learning as express-
ing: “I’ve learnt I can be stubborn 
about carving time out for myself 
to write much to the annoyance 

of my immediate family. I’ve learnt 
that I can live out the lives I write 
so intensely that coming back to 
my own life comes as a bit of a jolt. 
And I’ve learnt that there is nothing 
else I would rather do than tell sto-
ries and read stories, and that I am 

blessed I am able to do so.”
With each passing book, one sus-

pects there are many layers yet to 
unfold in Kiran’s process of self-dis-
covery. From a mommy-turned-de-
tective and a single mother’s search 
for love, to an older woman’s com-
plex memories, and an intriguing 
story of a woman waking up in an-
other body; from social-media posts 
that have gone from gentle day-to-
day humour to outspoken criticism 
of political forces that threaten In-
dia’s secular character and freedom 
of dissent, Kiran appears to be peel-
ing away her own inhibitions, social 
conditioning and limiting self-be-
liefs as she goes along.

But she would brush away in-
sinuations at deeper motives if you 
asked: “Heavens, I don’t think my 
life has any message except, be kind, 
be honest and do your work with 
dignity.” Wisdom dressed in sim-
plicity. Just like Kiran herself. 
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e 
very important man in Beeya 
Vohra’s life was in the Army, 
and she would have been too 
if rules permitted women to 

join the armed forces when she 
was young. Instead – after spending 
her childhood across India as Army 
kids are wont to do – she studied 
English literature and then set out 
wherever her heart took her. 

“After my MA in linguistics, I 
realized academics could wait. But 

horses couldn’t,” says the 55-year-
old who now runs a horse-riding 
academy in a Delhi suburb. 

An opportunity to train with 
horses for a year in the UK flagged 
off a lifelong career for the younger 
Beeya. She soon realized she loved 
teaching children to love horses too, 
and began noticing the calming ef-
fects of riding on people with dis-
abilities or special needs. 

On her return to India, Beeya 

got married to an Army officer, 
and moved to Chandigarh. There 
she began teaching riding to chil-
dren and was soon hooked. After 
her husband’s retirement, in 2001, 
she set up her own Beeya’s Riding 
Facility on a rented farm in Delhi. 
The horses found their way to her 
– abandoned by their owners af-
ter growing old or unwanted foals, 
they often came to her in terrible 
condition. Beeya and her team of 

10 nurtured them to health and put 
them to use teaching riding. Today, 
she has about 35 horses on her fa-
cility, from a year to 25 years  of age. 

Though riding is a hobby for 
many of Beeya’s students, many also 
participate in championships, so 
she trains them in all the required 
movements and dressage. “Do the 
leg yielding,” she calls out to a teen-
age student in training for the Ju-
nior National Equestrian Champi-

onship in Bhopal in late December. 
To another she hollers, “Turn on 
the haunches!” A cute little girl of 
five rides a pony in the centre.

“Beeya is just fabulous,” says the 
girl’s mother, Ambalika Jaising-
hani. Ambalika was a rider herself 
as a child, and had heard of Beeya’s 
formidable reputation even then. 
When she had kids of her own, she 
started sending them for training to 
Beeya as soon as they turned three.

Beeya believes there is a lot of 
scope for therapeutic work with 
horses. But there are challenges too, 
as the low fees she charges students 
doesn’t help to cover the costs of 
running a large facility.

The sun goes down as children 
ride in circles, one behind the oth-
er. A horse has its shoes replaced. 
Beeya’s eyes dart everywhere, not-
ing everything: “This is not just a 
passion. This is my life.” 

For Beeya Vohra, riding and rehabilitating horses and teaching 
children to love them is more than just a profession or passion

ride of love
L-R: Beeya with her husband, who runs an artificial limb centre in Chandigarh; with the mother of a student
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staying 
happy Shappy

Sana Sood journeyed from a corporate life in Washington DC to a startup 
in Delhi, with a secret wedding in Hawaii along the way

c 
ould you give up a life you’ve 
led for 27 years, throw away 
a high-flying corporate ca-
reer in the power corridors 

of Washington DC, and fly to a new 
home in India with two babies to 
start from scratch? Sana Sood did. 
And she brought along her husband 
Nitin, who clearly loved his wife 
enough to drop his own job and 
launch a startup with her in India. 
Yes, it’s just bizarre.

Born Sana Hoda in Gorakhpur, 
UP, Sana grew up in Assam and Me-

ghalaya where her father worked 
in the civil services. When he got 
a job at the World Bank, Sana and 
her two siblings moved with their 
parents to the US capital. After 
completing her Master’s in foreign 
affairs from George Washington 
University, Sana fell in love with 
Nitin, who was doing his MSc in 
computer science at the same insti-
tution and was taller than her. She’s 
5’10”. It was a clincher.

But it was also tricky. She was a 
Muslim from UP and Bihar, he was 

a Hindu from Punjab, and there 
was an army of relatives with diffi-
cult questions in between. So they 
did what anyone would do in such 
a situation. Nitin wrote an email to 
Sana’s dad asking for her hand in 
marriage, and they proceeded to 

elope to Hawaii, where they wed 
with the sea and sky (and a lone 
photographer) as witness.

They showed the same sponta-
neity a few years later after their 
two sons were born. “Shall we give 
up our careers and move to India?” 
“Yeah, why not.” And so they land-
ed up in Delhi, without a plan. But 

there was a desire to create some-
thing of value together. So, in 2016, 
they launched the social retail por-
tal HappyShappy.com, where users 
can not only save photos, but also 
go a step further and contact ven-
dors to purchase the item in it. 

The portal is more than just a dig-
ital scrapbook – these ‘saves’ are ac-
tionable and translate to real-world 
sales. Vendors can use it to display 
their wares, and users can collect 
useful links for future purchases. 

With their commanding person-
alities and all-American sense of 
humour, Sana and Nitin make an 
attractive couple. It’s hard to speak 
to Sana without Nitin interjecting 
with wisecracks. When she does get 
a word in, she is focused, allowing 
pressure to propel her: “A lot of 
people are relying on us; we moved 
the seven seas to do this. Failure is 
not an option.” For a change, Nitin 
doesn’t joke about it. 

L-R: Sana eloped with Nitin to Hawaii to wed alone, with only a photographer as witness; now with two sons

“PeoPLe ARe ReLYIng on 
uS. We MoVeD THe SeVen 
SeAS To Do THIS. FAILuRe 

IS noT An oPTIon”
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the seat of
power

With her confident public persona and her company’s impressive 
performance, Devita Saraf, the CEO of  Vu Televisions, is a fast-rising 

icon of  women’s empowerment 
By Aekta Kapoor

a year ago, the day before 
Donald Trump’s inaugu-
ration ceremony as US 
President, India woke up 

to a full-front-page advertisement 
in two national dailies featuring 
Trump and Devita Saraf. The copy 
said, “Congratulations, Mr Pres-
ident”, and the footnote declared 
Devita’s credentials as founder and 
CEO of Vu Televisions. It went on 
to add Devita’s optimism about “a 
strong and inspired relationship be-
tween India and USA.”

Indian Twitterati went on over-
drive that day, with various voices 
calling out Devita for her “unsubtle 
self-promotion” and “waste of PR 
money’’. Rival newspaper websites 
carried nasty editorials. It seemed 
as if many just could not get over a 
young woman aspiring to the “old 
boys’ club”; certainly if Mukesh 
Ambani or Ratan Tata had put 

out such an ad, they wouldn’t have 
been called “narcissistic”. 

All trolls fell silent three days later 
when the Wall Street Journal carried 
an interview of Devita. Instead, 
the cash register began to ring, 
and hundreds of stores across India 
lined up to retail Vu TVs. A cab-
inet minister conveyed to Devita 
that the ad had been well-received 
by the political establishment as 
well. One of Devita’s biggest com-
petitors in the TV market asked a 
mutual friend how much she’d paid 
for the advertisement. 

“Tell him I didn’t charge Donald 
Trump anything,” she replied with a 
sardonic smile.

Having been CEO “for 40% of 
her life”, Devita has business in 
her blood, and would rather be ad-
mired than liked. Born in Mum-
bai a year after father Rajkumar 
Saraf launched Zenith Computers, 

Devita Saraf is not just 
the founder CEO but also 
the brand ambassador for 
Vu Televisions, and has 
modelled for its latest 
campaign shoot
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she grew up with an older broth-
er in a disciplined environment as 
their mother, a former Economics 
professor, insisted on “well-bred, 
well-rounded” children who ex-
celled in both academics and life. 

Habituated to hard work, the 
children were also exposed to din-
ing-table talk of business and tech-
nology. On visits to their father’s 
office, little Devita would observe 
the respect her father commanded, 
and resolved, “That’s what I will 
be. I will run a company like him.”

She also observed, however, the 
way women in their family back in 
Rajasthan were treated: “Women 
were indulged, but had no power 
or respect. They were ‘back-end 

support’ to the men in their lives.” 
The realization kindled in her the 
desire to challenge the status quo 
and change attitudes. 

Dynamic, cheerful and extro-
verted, Devita won friends easi-
ly while growing up, and began 
working in her father’s company 
from the age of 16. Unilaterally, 
she made a decision to study busi-
ness in California, shocking her 
family who had never let her out 
of sight for more than a few min-
utes. But they acquiesced, and De-
vita spent the next four years doing 
her own laundry, studying, work-
ing, attending classes in IT, lead-
ership training and global business 
from University of Southern Cal-

ifornia, Los Angeles, University 
of California, Berkeley, London 
School of Economics and Har-
vard Business School. Uninterested 
in the many male classmates who 
chased her, she kept her eyes on the 
prize. “The more you ignore men, 
the more they come after you,” 
the award-winning entrepreneur 
philosophizes in retrospect.

Worried that his daughter would 
stay back in the US, Devita’s father 
lured her to India to join his busi-
ness as marketing director. Just 21, 
she began training with his em-
ployees who had seen her as a child, 
working her way up department 
by department, earning their trust 
and respect. “There’s a perception 
that if a businessman has a son, the 
daughter is redundant,” explains 
Devita, adding that her very pres-
ence changed the way people saw 
women. “People assumed that the 
new girl boss would be a pushover, 
but soon realized I was as serious 

and driven as my dad,” she narrates. 
In 2006, when she was 24, De-

vita launched Vu luxury televisions 
in US and India, an enterprise 
that would make best use of her 
creative streak and her company’s 
technological and manufacturing 
expertise. They grew in leaps and 

bounds. Today, Vu offers a range of 
29 TVs, and has a turnover of `800 
crore. Developed in California and 
Mumbai, and made in Korea and 
China, the brand’s USP is its com-
bination of intelligent features and 
glamorous branding. 

With 14 offices around India, 
they sell about 3 lakh units a year 
through 25 standalone stores, 1600 

L-R: Devita at work with her team; she is quite the fashionista and has walked the ramp for designer friends

“PeoPLe ASSuMeD I’D be 
A PuSHoVeR buT Soon 

ReALIzeD I WAS AS SeRIouS 
AnD DRIVen AS MY DAD”

L-R: At the Economic Times Awards in October 2017; the controversial advertisement in the Times of India
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multi-brand outlets, and an ex-
clusive tie-up with Flipkart. “The 
share of Vu grew to 40% of the total 
market-share in the TV category 
for us,” a Flipkart executive testi-
fied in an interview to the Economic 
Times. One of the fastest growing 
TV brands in various segments, 
Devita is looking to sell double the 

number of TVs next year. 
A regular on the ‘most power-

ful women’ lists by Indian business 
publications, Devita is nonchalant 
about being a female high per-
former in a male-dominated indus-
try. “The concept of ‘man’s world’ 
isn’t relevant in a knowledge econ-
omy. The computer can’t tell your 

gender; your ability to process and 
think is more important. The gen-
der battle has been replaced by a 
mental race, thanks to technolo-
gy,” opines the 36-year-old, who is 
a fan of Rolf Dobelli books. 

Devita does not believe in giv-
ing up her femininity in order to 
fit into traditional corporate codes, 
either. “You can be both feminine 
and tough. Boldness is paramount. 
I am constantly bringing courage 
to the table,” she says.

Believing that India can be a 
superpower only if women are al-
lowed to develop their potential, 
Devita has launched a leadership 
foundation to “mentor and guide 
young women to pursue their 
dreams and think beyond societal 
boundaries that limit them”. She 
frequently speaks at forums like 
TiE and TEDx, and contributes to 
public policy-making. 

It takes guts for a single woman to 
defy cultural expectations in India. 
When she decided to model for Vu 
ads, Devita was criticized: “What 
is wrong with you? What will your 
future in-laws think?” But a sup-
portive environment where wom-
en can perform without inhibition 
is precisely what Devita demands: 
“When I fight, I fight for a country 
of young women”. Her life’s motto 
leaves no doubt about the direction 
she’s headed: “Aspire to be an icon-
oclast. However far you come, you 
can always go further.” 

Empress of  Events
SHALInI AgARWAL, JAIPuR

born and raised in Kolkata, I was married off soon after com-
pleting my Ba to a businessman with marble production 

mines in jaipur. Over the next many years, I devoted myself 
to being the perfect wife, daughter-in-law and mother.

In the meantime, my mother had started her own sari 
brand in Kolkata at the age of 55. To encourage her, I began 
holding exhibitions in jaipur for her saris in 1999. Slowly, oth-
er friends joined in, and we made it a regular event.

I worked quietly at organizing regular exhibitions until my 
own daughters grew up and went away. after that, I decided 
to make my hobby into my career. I began holding lifestyle 
exhibitions with the title aspiration in cities like jaipur, udai-
pur, Surat, ahmedabad and Vadodara. We now do about 10 a 
year, and are associated with FICCI and FLO. I also co-found-
ed nine Dot Squares, the only design festival of its kind in 
India that gives space to startups and regional craftspersons.

India is going through a tumultuous transition at present, 
but the future generation will benefit from all these changes 
and sacrifices. I dream of a time when India will no longer be 
a third-world country. Private enterprise and collaboration is 
definitely a good way to get there. 
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sindhis
From running a book-delivery service to writing about India’s wealthiest 

Sindhis, there has never been a dull moment for Maya Bathija

keeping up 
with the 

b orn in Salem, Tamil Nadu,  
to a Sindhi moneylending 
family who were consid-
ered the backbone of local 

industry, Maya Bathija had an easy 
childhood as the daughter of “a big 
man in a small town”. Being the 
second of three children, she also 
had a need to be “seen and heard”, 
which later led her to journalism.

An incorrigible reader since her 
boarding-school days in Yercaud, 
and later as a college student in Sa-
lem – both one-horse towns with-
out bookstores at that time – Maya 
got her monthly dose of quality 
reading through mail-order sub-
scriptions, or through her father 
who would bring back bestsellers 
for her whenever he travelled. Mar-
ried at 20, Maya moved to Mumbai 
and, just three months after hav-
ing a baby boy, went to work at a 
nearby bookstore on Napean Sea 
Road owned by Jennifer Kapoor, 

who founded Prithvi Theatre. The 
exposure to Mumbai’s intelligentsia 
opened the young Maya’s eyes to a 
new world.

Nine years later, when her daugh-

ter was born, the family moved to 
the posh Mumbai suburb of Ban-
dra and Maya once again took up 
a job at a local bookstore. Her job 
required her to run to and from 
warehouses and she developed a 
bond with godown owners and 
book publishers. Her husband – 
who ran his own software firm – 
encouraged her to start something 
of her own. And so, in 1998, Ma-
ya’s Dial-a-Book service was born. 
Within a year, she made waves for 
her meticulous knowledge of books 
and ability to source even the rarest 
ones within 48 hours.

The first of its kind, her small 
business had a good run over seven 
years before bookstore chains got in 
on the act and began offering sim-
ilar home-delivery services. Then 
her husband suggested they set up 
a magazine together, The Sindhian, 
covering the Sindhi community 
across the world. With Maya as head 

of content, the magazine soon took 
off, and Maya ended up travelling 
the world, meeting new people and 
writing about new experiences.

A bout of cancer slowed things 
for a year. Despite losing her hair 
to radiation treatments, Maya began 
to live life with a vengeance, devel-
oping new dreams and goals. “I tell 
people it’s not the scariest thing in 
the world. There is life after cancer,” 
she says matter-of-factly. 

In 2015, Penguin came calling 
with an offer to write a book on 
five billionaire Sindhi families. The 
topic was right up Maya’s alley. The 
book, Paiso, was released in Novem-
ber 2017, and the experience trig-
gered Maya to focus more on her 
writing, especially biographies and 
her own personal memoirs. “There 
is no glass ceiling; we create it with 
the way we think,” she says, adding, 
“You need to get out of your com-
fort zone if you want to grow.” 

L-R: With Harish Fabiani, one of the billionaires in her book; on a safari; with her kids at the book launch

Maya Bathija



m y husband Afzal was go-
ing to be in Amritsar for 
a night and I offered to 
book a room for him 

online. “Find me something old-
world, something classy and charm-
ing in Amritsar,” he said. 

“I doubt I will find anything like 
that in Amritsar,” I replied. 

Unlike me, Afzal is not a realist. 
He can imagine anything anywhere. 

I am not only practical, but I am 
also very efficient when I receive in-
structions. I found a homestay with 
an elegant website, photographs of 
luminous curtains, enchanting dark 
wood furniture and an aesthetic feel 
that was minimalistic – all of which 
made me think that this would be 
a very expensive place to book. I 
showed the photos to Afzal and no 
such thought occurred to him. He 
asked me to book it, and immedi-
ately began to fantasize about a sec-
ond visit when all of us would stay 
together in those large rooms. 

“People with homes of this sort 
probably don’t like children occu-
pying their property,” I told him. 
“We will have to speak in whispers.”

The difference between Afzal and 
me is that he is a dreamer and I am 
khadoos – a grouch. 

I dialled the number on the web-
site and my call was answered by 
a very gracious, polite voice – by 
the woman who was the owner of 
the homestay. I spoke in my most 
courteous manner to match hers. 

She had grown children who had 
moved away. The homestay ensured 
her husband and she had company 
every now and then, and the mon-
ey that trickled in helped maintain 
the estate. I agreed with everything 
she said. We discovered common 
friends and nostalgic connections 
with Pondicherry and the Aurob-

indo Ashram. She told me of the 
room charges. She said my husband 
could pay when he arrived; a room 
would be ready for him. 

“Money is not important, peo-
ple are important,” she said. “Yes, of 
course,” I replied. She gave me the 
number of the caretaker who would 

31

january 2018

excerpt excerpt

january 2018

| |30

Filmmaker and columnist Natasha Badhwar’s book My Daughters’ 
Mum chronicles her life as a journalist, wife and mother. Written with 
a rare honesty, insight and humour, it also touches upon the problem of  

everyday discrimination in modern India. An excerpt.

You May Say 
I’m a Dreamer
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with this couple with a posh accent 
and an elegant house in Amritsar. 

While I had immediately writ-
ten them off, Afzal was sure that 
he wished to engage with them. 
Whereas I felt snubbed, he was 
calm. He told me to make the ad-
vance payment online. “It is im-
portant for this woman to meet me, 
Natasha,” he said. “What good will 
it do if we get offended and start 
fighting with people? How will we 
deal with those who are really dan-

gerous if we don’t face up to those 
who are our own?” 

“I will book you a really fancy 
room elsewhere,” I said, feeling rash. 

“This woman at the homestay 
needs to meet people like me,” Afzal 
argued. “Trust me, I have studied in 
Tilak Dhari Singh Chhatri Inter 
College in Jaunpur, a senior school 
for upper-caste Hindu boys. I was 

the only Muslim in my batch. Boys 
would search for me just to see 
what I looked like. The son of the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad leader in 
the city became my best friend. He 
took me under his wing to protect 
me. Eventually I became the favou-
rite student of the teachers.”

“So you think this lady will see 
your beautiful face and twinkling 
eyes and feel better about the 
world?”

“Exactly,” he said. “I’m sure she 

has a beautiful, antique porcelain 
tea set. I want to have tea with this 
couple. It will be charming.” 

The difference between Afzal 
and me is that while I spend a lot 
of time worrying about the state 
of the world, this man always has a 
good cup of tea on his mind. 
Excerpted with permission from Simon 
& Schuster India

answer the door if she wasn’t there. 
Everything about our conversation 
was positive and warm. It offered 
the instant high that many online 
chats and phone exchanges do – 
when we seem to connect with 
strangers who reaffirm our faith. 

As the conversation drew to a 
close, I mentioned my husband’s 
name to confirm the booking. 

After that, the lady stopped 
sounding very articulate. I wasn’t 
quite sure what had happened as I 
hung up. I dialled her number half 
an hour later and directly asked the 
question that troubled me. “I felt 
some hesitation on your part before 
I ended our last call,” I said. 

“No, it’s not that,” she replied. “I 
want you to make a full payment in 
advance via bank transfer.” 

“Is there a problem because you 
heard a Muslim name?” I asked. 

“We have to be careful, you know. 
My husband and I had some Mus-
lim friends ourselves. It’s not that 
we don’t like Muslims. You know 
how the world is these days.” 

She then told me an elaborate sto-
ry about a Muslim woman who had 
stayed as a guest, borrowed some 
money from her and later duped 
the family. She was concerned that 
she had to share information about 
her guests with the local police and 
she would have to answer awkward 
questions if Afzal stayed. 

I told her I would call her back. 
This is when I discovered the real 
difference between Afzal and me. 

I narrated the episode and said 
there was no reason to stay with 
people who regarded him with sus-
picion because they equated Mus-
lims with terrorists and con men. 

Afzal insisted that he would stay 

L-R: Snippets from a conversation with Natasha’s daughter Naseem; Afzal with their youngest daughter

L-R: Natasha with her three daughters; snippets from a conversation; Afzal walks the girls to school
PH

OT
O 

CR
ED

IT:
 S

IM
ON

 &
 S

CH
US

TE
R



35

january 2018

personal groWth personal groWth| |34

trapped in 
resolutions

New Year Resolutions 
often lead us into a trap 

of underachievement and 
despair. How about a new 

way to begin New Year?
By Kay Newton
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ave you fallen into the 
New Year Resolution 
(NYR) trap? I have on 
many occasions. I used to 

say things like: “On the 1st, I am 
going to start going to the gym 
three times a week. I am going 
to stop drinking red wine totally. 
I will create an awesome online 
life-changing course and have 
5,000 followers by next week.”

Every time would I fail. Usu-
ally within 48 hours of setting 
the NYR. And then I would feel 
like a failure for the rest of the 
year. My self-talk for the next 12 
months would go something like 
this: “Let’s face it, you are never 
going to be slim and fit. There’s 
a birthday coming up next week, 
just one glass or red wine won’t 
hurt and if it turns into a bottle, 
no-one will be counting. Who 
wants to follow you? You have 
nothing different to offer than 
anyone else out there, your course 
will be a disaster, why waste effort 
writing it.”

That is, until last year 2017, 
when I truly did something dif-
ferent. I want to share the secret 
with you right here. No one needs 
to suffer the NYR blues again!

I now love the New Year and 
the new beginnings it brings. For 
me, the first few weeks in January 
are all about reflection and very 
rarely about doing anything new. 

We are so busy doing things in 
life, we never really stop to just 
take time to be familiar with our-
selves and celebrate the fact that 
we are here, right now on earth 
having this awesome experience, 
even if it may not feel like it at 
the time!

With a pen and paper in hand, 
I remap everything that happened 
to me the previous year. The 
highs and lows, the goals set and 
the achievements made, whether 
large or small, the people I have 
met, old friends and new, the sad-
ness and happiness, the tears and 
the kisses, the familiar places re-
visited or the new lands explored, 
the new foods tasted, music lis-
tened to. The list is, in fact, end-
less, yet the more you write, the 
more you get a sense of who you 
are and what makes you tick. 

Once you can see the words on 
paper, the next step is to celebrate 
each one. Let the emotions run 
over you, whether good or bad, 
strong or weak. All is as it needs 
to be right now. You are perfect 
in every way, in this very minute, 
and a celebration is in order.

With your list in hand and a cel-
ebration of life achieved, you are 
then in a fabulous place to begin 
looking ahead and mapping your 
future. If you look back at the 
events from the previous year, you 
will see that some events were un-

january 2018
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expected and you dealt with them 
as best you could. Others needed 
planning over time, a step-by-step 
approach and others were just spe-
cific dates in the calendar.

Following this approach, you can 
begin to map your days of celebra-
tion, holidays, work schedules and 
kilos to be lost each month. 

You cannot, of course, plan for 
the unexpected events yet you can 
choose how to deal with them 
when they arrive. It is not rocket 
science; it is all about planning and 
preparation and celebrating each 
and every win. 

For example, my youngest son 
will graduate from University at the 

end of July and I cannot wait to be a 
proud mum. I want to lose 12 more 
kilos in 2018; this won’t happen on 
one specific date so I will need a 
daily/weekly/monthly action plan 
for the goal to be achieved, from 
exercise to meal plans. This will in-
clude watching my consumption of 
red wine, yet I know I am not ever 
going to stop altogether – that is far 
too unrealistic! 

And as for the online course 
and the 10,000 followers, why not 
come and join me for the five-day 
Ditching Mental Baggage Chal-
lenge, which starts on January 15th 
right here: Facebook.com/groups/
MidlifeStressBusting/  PH
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Last year was an epic year for me and there is not space enough to elaborate; here are just a few highlights

What No One Ever 
Told you about

brEaSTfEEDiNg

Breastfeeding your baby is a natural process but it’s not always 
effortless. There are plenty of  surprises in store for first-time mothers

By Hansa Makhijani Jain
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Hello, mom guilt! Is my child 
getting adequate milk? Is that all the 
breast pump can suction out of my 
boobs? If I eat this or drink that, can 
I produce more milk? Sundry such 
thoughts occupy your mind 24X7. 
The hormones are crazy: Right 
from fertilization to getting your 
first period after delivery, there’s a 
hormonal hullabaloo inside you. 
Breastfeeding is just as important 
for the mother as the baby because 
it acts like a hormonal reset (it can 
even help you lose the baby weight). 
So don’t give up on it. 
Pregnancy was the easy part: So 
you thought not being able to sleep 
while pregnant was the hard part? 
Do yourself a favour and pamper 
yourself before the bundle of joy 
arrives. You won’t get a full night’s 
sleep (or a mani-pedi, facial and hair 
spa) for a long time to come. 
Everyone has advice for you: 
From your maid to your neighbour, 
breastfeeding is everyone’s business. 
While most advice is good-spirited, 
it can get annoying if you’re strug-

gling with latching on or maintain-
ing a decent supply. 
Re-lactation is a thing: Even if 
you couldn’t breastfeed because 
you had a complicated delivery or 
a premature baby, there is a ray of 
hope for latecomers: you can trick 
your body into lactating again. It 
may take effort and a lot of patience 
(and maybe the help of a lactation 
consultant) but it’s possible.
Formula is not the devil: While 
breast milk is the best meal for your 
baby, formula is not all that bad ei-
ther. In fact, even if you are breast-
feeding, one serving of formula a 
day will make weaning easier.

Hansa’s baby, Dhruv

motherhood|38

W hen I was pregnant, the 
experience I most looked 
forward to was breastfeed-

ing a tiny little baby. This vision gave 
me the strength to go into the op-
eration theatre for a C-section after 
a challenging pregnancy. But what 
happened afterwards was the real 
challenge. Here are 10 things they 
don’t tell you about breastfeeding.
It’s not the easiest thing in the 
world: Breastfeeding may be nat-
ural for most mammals but it’s not 
effortless. The nipple size and shape 
also matter. Then there is the latch 
– I haven’t paid as much attention 
to angles since geometry classes. If 
your baby doesn’t get a good latch, 
breastfeeding is an #EpicFail. 
Breast milk comes in after two 
or three days: When it does, your 
breasts will feel stone hard and en-

larged and maybe even dispropor-
tional. Till then, you have potent 
colostrum or pre-milk to take care 
of your baby’s teeny-tiny stomach, 
which is about the size of a walnut 
and can only hold about 30ml. 
The more you nurse, the more 
milk you produce: The only way 
to produce enough breast milk is 
to nurse your baby as much as you 
can. Breast pumps will not help 
your body manufacture the same 
hormones (prolactin and oxytocin) 
essential for producing breast milk.
Breasts leak: This is embarrassing! 
Sometimes there will be a gush of 
milk coming in and the baby won’t 
have the appetite for it or will be 
napping. This mostly happens at 
night so a sleeping bra with nursing 
pads will be your saviour. You can 
also pump to relieve your breasts. PH
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“FRoM YouR MAID 
To YouR neIgHbouR, 

bReASTFeeDIng IS 
eVeRYone’S buSIneSS, 

AnD eVeRYone HAS 
ADVICe FoR You”
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A homemaker from Delhi asks our in-house clinical psychologist Smriti 
Sawhney Joshi how to convince her husband she wants her own career

voiceless desires

I have been married for 18 years and 
have two teenage children. I had 
done my MbA before marriage and 
had briefly taken up a job. But after 
marriage, my husband and his fami-
ly did not want me to work. I did not 
insist back then. However, now with 
the kids grown up, I have a craving 
to have my own career. I recently did 
some organising work for a family 
wedding, which really boosted my 
confidence. I wish I had a full-time 
career, maybe in event management, 
but how do I convince my husband? 
He is adamant against it.

Dear reader,
I appreciate your strength in 

opening up. This is a very sensitive 
subject but an important one for 

any homemaker desiring to carve a 
niche for herself outside the home. 
In our culture, especially once mar-
ried, any desire for a big change in 
a woman’s life calls for her husband 
to be on board with her, else the 
whole process can become chal-
lenging or even devastating for 
their marriage. Most men simply 
follow what they have observed in 
our patriarchal culture, while some 
others have doubts about what 
would happen to their family sys-
tem or risks involved once their 
wife embarks upon her career jour-
ney. Many people assume that ca-
reers are synonymous with making 
money and if the husband is earn-
ing well, the wife doesn’t need to PH
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work. This thought can sometimes 
create an ego issue for the husband. 

First, self-reflect as to what a ca-
reer means to you and are you ready 
to deal with the challenges you may 
face as a full-time working woman. 
This would be a huge change for 
you too and you would need your 
kids’ and husband’s support in man-
aging both your worlds. Would ask-
ing for their help be okay with you? 
Else you may end up frustrated and 
unhappy in both roles, as a home-
maker and as a career woman.  

Then, just talk to your husband 
about what having a career means 
to you and how it’s not about the 
money but to feel productive and 
creative. Tell him how pursuing 
your career would help you feel 
complete and happy, which means 
better health for you as well as hap-
py relationships. Listen for his ob-
jection points and be empathetic 
about them and tell him that you 
respect and understand his views. 
Ask for his help or opinions on 
how you could together resolve is-

sues that he has in mind. Here are a 
few things that can make him resist 
the idea of your taking up a full-
time career:
1. It goes against your husband’s 
belief and value system.
2. It may lead to changes in your 
family system (change in your role 
leading to changes in other people’s 
involvement in home chores or 
their routines).
3. It may simply be a matter of tak-
ing a leap of faith, which your hus-
band is afraid to do.

Have small conversations when 
both of you are in a good mood. 
Rome was not built in a day and 
you would have to give yourself and 
him time to absorb this change. 

Assess your husband’s receptivity 
towards your ideas. If you still face 
resistance, then you have to take 
a call, which means: (1) Continue 
with the status quo, or (2) Be asser-
tive, have a plan of action ready and 
act out on it to pursue your career. 
This, of course, would be a chal-
lenging process so don’t hesitate in 
seeking professional help to main-
tain a calm, stress-free mind. 

MAnY PeoPLe ASSuMe 
THAT CAReeRS ARe 

SYnonYMouS WITH 
MAkIng MoneY AnD 

IF THe HuSbAnD IS 
eARnIng WeLL, THe WIFe 
DoeSn’T neeD To WoRk.

Smriti Sawhney 
Joshi is one of 

India’s first certified 
telemental health 
providers. She is a 

clinical psychologist 
with over15 years of 

experience in the field 
of mental health.
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t 
he word ‘bonsai’ means a 
plant or plants growing in a 
shallow pot. Grown in an ar-
tistic manner following strict 

rules about styles and proportions, 
a bonsai looks like a grown tree in 
miniature. The art of bonsai started 
in China and then Japan in the 10th 
and 11th centuries and came much 
later to the West and then to India.

I have always felt that, in one’s 
twilight zone, one should have 
hobbies with a therapeutic value. 
I was married to an Army officer. 
In those days, the young officers 
were moving out from one station 
to another or to field areas in the 
mountains or remote borders. So 
the family was never settled, and 
the wife often had to stay alone 
in a separate accommodation with 
the children away from cities. There 
were no TVs and mobiles in my 
time. Most of us had no transport 
either. So from the beginning, I had 
to have resources of my own to fall 
back upon. That’s when I devel-
oped a varied set of hobbies. After 
my husband retired, we settled in 
Chandigarh, which is a haven for 
older people. I was fond of garden-
ing, reading, playing bridge, theatre 
and music. Chandigarh had all. So 
old age has never been boring.

There was a cactii and bonsai so-
ciety here that used to have annu-
al shows. Our house does not get 
enough sun for cacti, so I tried bon-
sai. I bought plants, pots and books 

- or borrowed from the libary - to 
begin with. I would take my driver 
early morning, make him climb big 
trees and cut mature sides! One such 
pilkhan side, which I cut from the 
mother tree, took a year to throw a 
single tiny root in the ground. My 
gardener could not believe it, and 
my delight in this miracle was un-
bound! Today, it is over 50 years old 
if you count the age of the original 
tree. My bargad tree is equally old 
and has thrown aerial roots.

Bonsai is a hobby of love and 
constant vigil. You have to buy baby 
plants; pot them in soil prepared 
with bonemeal, NPK, sand and ma-
nure; prune the branches, wire them 
and re-pot them. I cried when I lost 
a plant because I had not mastered 
the correct care. Bonsai has taught 
me to value life. It is a gift that na-
ture has given to human beings. All 
the finer arts have no discord any-
where. They fill you with peace and 
a positive attitude. You learn to love 
everything beautiful. 

“one pilkhan SIDe 
Took A YeAR To THRoW 
A SIngLe TInY RooT. MY 

DeLIgHT In THIS MIRACLe 
WAS unbounD! ToDAY, IT 

IS oVeR 50 YeARS oLD.”

bonsai
musings

A meaningful hobby 
learnt in youth often reaps 

dividends in old age
By Sunanda Jain
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Fashion designer Rina Singh’s label Eka takes the most 
soulful weaves of  India to global shores

re
writ
ing
 the 

rules
t hough her work is rooted in India, Rina Singh does 

not subscribe to the notion of ‘maximized’ Indi-
an aesthetics. “There are many Indias within India,” 
says the fashion designer, who designs for personal-

ity types and not ethnicity or regional identity. Mostly, she 
makes things she herself could wear, comfortable, not too 
body hugging, something that reflects her unique character 
and not just the season’s trends. And that’s how the 42-year-
old has managed to rewrite Indian fashion in her own way.

Soft, fluid and moving, 
Rina Singh’s creations 

are guided by ideals 
of comfort and 

sustainability
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Born into an agricultural family in Saharanpur, Uttar 
Pradesh, Rina studied in a boarding school near Mohali, 
Punjab. She spent her summers learning to cut, sew and em-
broider, and became the go-to fashion expert for her cous-
ins. She was married young into the royal family in Jodhpur, 
and overnight her lifestyle became far more opulent. She 
had a child. Then she realized a life of “chained aesthetics” 
was not one she wanted to lead, and left her marriage. 

She moved to Delhi and joined Wigan & Leigh College 
on a scholarship. Introduced to the Indian crafts move-

ment under her men-
tor Archana Shah, and 
along with her col-
lege-mate Sandeep, she 
began travelling across 
the west coast of Gu-
jarat, meeting master 
craftsmen in the vil-
lages and documenting 
their work. She got a 
chance to present her 
final collection in the 
UK, where she picked 
up the nuances of styl-
ing and presenting. 

Over the next de-
cade, she worked with 
an export house, then 
with NIFT Gandhi-
nagar as faculty, and 
finally with ITC Wills 
where she worked be-
tween India and Ita-
ly and got interested 
in international retail. 
Along the way, she 
married Sandeep, and 
had her second son. 

And it was then time 

47fashion |

Eka is reflective of Rina’s 
personal ethos of simple 

living, connected to her 
upbringing in a family of 

agriculturalists
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to stop and take stock.
Rina gave up her 

job and began working 
with Sandeep in the 
crafts sector. In 2010, 
she made a small collec-
tion, and headed to UK 
for a show. After four 
days, she still hadn’t got 
any orders. Then some-
one told her about an 
avant-garde store, Egg. 

By a quirk of fate, 
she met its found-
er Maureen Doherty, 
who asked to see Ri-
na’s designs. The next 
day, Rina went back 
with her suitcase full of 
clothes, and got her first 
order. “The benchmark 
was set; I never had to 
compromise on my 
aesthetics after that,” 
reminisces Rina.

Naming her new la-
bel Eka, which means 
one, Rina began show-
ing her line internationally, in New York and Paris, besides 
London, and launched in India in 2014. They now retail 
from all major multi-designer stores across all metros in 
India, and through 150 stores worldwide. With over 100 
full-time employees, her brand works in collaboration with 
about 200 weavers across the country. Rina has a deep re-
lationship with her craftspersons, developing new prints, 
weaves and blends with them. “Despite the challenges of 
working with a rural workforce, we’ve largely been able to 
deliver top-quality products even in large quantities,” she 
says modestly. “We’ve learnt from failure.” 

The label uses only handwoven 
natural fibres such as 
cotton and wool, and offers 
silhouettes that are versatile 
and globally relevant

fashion|48 49fashion |
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Even after all this time and 
conflict, Kashmir is still a 

jewel in india’s crown. a 
tourist family bonds over 

snowballs and kehwa
By Aekta Kapoor

paradise 
diaries a 

lot has happened in the 30 
years since my brother and 
I first visited Srinagar as 
tourists with our parents. 

Education, work and marriage 
took us to different corners of the 
globe. We have two children each 
– mine grew up in India, while 
his were raised in the US.

Kashmir itself has changed. The 
insurgency broke out, thousands 
died, many thousands more dis-
appeared, an elected government 
was dismissed, an underground 
militant struggle became a mass 
movement, the Indian Army took 
over, the Armed Forces Special 
Powers Act was clamped on the 
valley, a war was fought with Pa-
kistan, and border skirmishes be-
came everyday news. 

Travelling to Kashmir for a hol-
iday seemed out of the question.

But the tourists are gradually 

coming back, lured by the breath-
taking sights and the crisp Hi-
malayan mountain air, drawn to 
the history and culture of India’s 
northernmost state. For me, it was 
a teachable moment. I could nev-
er forget a question my younger 
daughter had asked when she was 
11 and had first learnt about de-
mocracy in school: “So, is all of 
India a democracy?” she’d asked, 
innocently. My husband and I had 
looked at one another, unable to 
reply with a truthful “yes”. A visit 
to Kashmir was an opportunity to 
show these kids the different sides 
of a democracy like India, and 
how privileged – and blinkered –
we are in metro cities. 

The flight from Delhi to Sri-
nagar was short and pleasant. On 
the drive from the airport to our 
hotel, our mini-bus driver Javed 
cheerfully updated us about the 

51travel travel| |50

A view of the cottages 
at Vivanta by Taj after 

snowfall in Srinagar
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Clockwise from top left: Shikara ride on Dal Lake; the premium indulgence room at Vivanta by Taj Srinagar; 
the sunset as seen from the hotel; snow-capped Gulmarg. Facing page: The hotel as seen from the lakeside

weather (mostly cold and cloudy, 
with sub-zero temperatures) and 
pointed out the various landmarks 
on the way. Entering the tempera-
ture-controlled confines of the Vi-
vanta by Taj was a relief of huge 
proportions, as the chill outside had 
started to sink into the bones. The 
welcome kehwa was truly welcome.

Over the next three days, our 
rooms were our haven of warmth 
and comfort, though the fog oblit-
erated our view of Dal Lake despite 
our strategic position atop a hillside. 
The kids piled into one another’s 
beds, took selfies and Snapchat-
ted, while the adults bonded after 
years in person instead of Skype. 
Missing my husband who was away 

researching a book, I did yoga my 
10-year-old niece instead – which 
she said she’d been taught at her 
gymnastics class in California – 
while my brother ran around ensur-
ing his five-year-old wore socks at 
all times, my dad watched Bigg Boss, 
my mother forwarded WhatsApp 
messages, and my grown daughters 
huddled together staring into their 
phones, bursting into spontaneous 
giggles every now and then.

But we didn’t just stay in the ho-
tel, though the food was great, the 
views fantastic and the central heat-
ing tempted us to do so. We also 
took a shikara ride, shivering in the 
cold, smiling for a photographer 
who had no other customers but 

us. We had a fab meal at the famous 
Ahdoos after visiting all the key 
gardens of Srinagar – there were 
no flowers, but the trees preened 
in glorious shades of yellow, green 
and auburn. We drove up to the 
stunning Gulmarg, where most of 
us saw fresh snow for the first time 
in our lives, and where we took the 
cable car – called the gondola – up 
to a viewing point to make snow-
balls and snow angels. We had more 
kehwa, bought pashminas and wal-
nuts, and posed in Kashmiri clothes. 
In short, we did everything we had 
done 30 years ago.

But the difference was painfully 
palpable: soldiers at every few feet 
in Srinagar, convoys of dozens of 

army trucks blocking traffic in the 
outskirts of the city as they moved 
from one sensitive location to an-
other. “All the stone-pelting hap-
pens in south Kashmir,” Javed said 
regretfully, “but we here in Srinagar 
are labelled the bad guys.” There 
were only a handful of tourists.

At the top of the mountain in 
Gulmarg, the gondola operator 
asked my daughter, “So what do 
you think of Kashmir?” “It’s beau-
tiful,” she replied, dazed by the pris-
tine snow. “When you go home, 
please tell your friends we are nor-
mal people,” he said with a sad smile. 
She gave me a forlorn look. There 
are some things you wish you didn’t 
have to teach your children. 
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what thecards say
This is what 2018 will be like, says tarot reader Alka Mahajan

aries
This year you would be able to see 
events in a more objective perspec-
tive. You are unstoppable as circum-
stances that blocked you from prog-
ress have moved away. You are now 
ready to exchange ideas in profes-
sional as well as relationship issues. 
Go ahead and conquer!
taurus
This year you need to unlock your 
memory box, develop your un-
tapped potential and listen to your 
intuition to guide you. Look within, 
find the truth and use it to your ad-
vantage. Don’t hesitate to commu-
nicate your feelings if you do not 
want to be misunderstood. A year 
of fantastic professional growth and 
settling of issues relating to property.

gemini 
Loving relationships are highlighted 
this year. A marriage of minds or the 
alchemical energy of merging turn 
lead into gold. However, do not try 
to impose yourself on the other. 
The winning energy is so powerful 
this year that it can create a touch of 
magic. Express your creativity. You 
will be surprised with the results.
cancer
Dare to be different, reckless and 
passionate this year. Adventure and 
action are in store. This is the year 
to express your daring streak and 
toy with new ideas. There will be 
footloose and fancy-free individuals 
who come charging into your life 
so keep your guard up and do not 
become an emotional fool. 

leo
This shall be a year for fresh in-
formation that you might not rec-
ognize. Keep your mind and eyes 
open for any possibility that could 
kick-start new projects or ideas tak-
ing shape. See them as resources to 
help you make a decision. 
virgo
Success, adventure, happiness and 
love are all on your way this year. 
You will feel alive, brazen, promi-
nent and regal and will use your 
strengths to make major positive ac-
complishments. A new fulfilling re-
lationship may begin, one that will 
have a positive effect on your life. 
libra
Stop feeling powerless. You do have 
choices and there is a way out if you 
use the power of logic and clear 
thinking. Free yourself from your 
troubles by letting go of limiting 
concepts or ideas.
scorpio
Perseverance is the name of the 
game in 2018. Understand your 
pitfalls and potentials. Remove the 
defensive facade and let go of the 
emotional baggage to improve rela-
tionships. Learn to say ‘No’. Persist 
and be resourceful at work. 
sagittarius
This year you would be at the cross-
roads of life and have to look care-
fully at all the issues to be resolved. 
You are going through a ceasefire in 
a relationship clash. Give up the bad 
influences in your life but ensure 

that your decisions are not manipu-
lated by others. Live in the moment. 
capricorn
This year is perfect for initiative 
and invention. Do not let the sense 
of omnipotence blind you to your 
true needs and intentions. You 
might have to share the power with 
someone else to make a success of 
your plans. Being indispensable will 
help you in the long run.
aQuarius
Your words are highly motivating 
for those who have given up hope. 
Your Samaritan streak is at an all-
time high this year and you are a 
high achiever in business ventures. 
The people you help along the way 
would bless you with all their heart. 
You produce magical results.
pisces
It’s going to be a year of reflection, 
deep thinking, looking within and 
soul searching. Inner healing may 
be needed in order to create a more 
emotionally balanced way of look-
ing at life. Look to your inner guide, 
spiritual belief, deity or guardian 
angel. Do not hesitate to seek ad-
vice from a wise mentor. 

Alka Mahajan is 
an educationist, 

professional tarot 
card reader and a 

certified counsellor 
and psychotherapist. 

Write to her at 
alkamahajan1@

gmail.com.PH
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lifelong resolutions
for the smart woman
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won’t make it happen. Move on!
Good girls died with Y2K: Your 
body is not a negotiation contract. 
Virginity and false modesty will get 
you no brownie points, not even in 
heaven! Enjoy life, and live it to the 
fullest. If he judges you for sleep-
ing with him, then he isn’t worth it 
anyway, so go ahead and impress the 
only person who matters: yourself.
Negotiate your relationships 
like you would a job: You don’t 
have to accept the first offer that 
comes by if it isn’t worth your while. 
Learn to negotiate your space, your 
rules, and expect the perks and pro-
motions as well. Ask for what you 
want, because he won’t figure it out 
on his own.
Mrs. Sharma and her daughter 
will always have a better life 
on Facebook: That’s probably be-
cause they may have a better phone 
camera, or better hashtags. But their 
reality is probably as depressing or 
regular as your own. So stop scroll-
ing down their newsfeed, and look 
through the elaborate charade. If 
their life was that fun, they wouldn’t 
have time to post it on Facebook. 
And I say this from experience!
It’s never perfect, and if it is, 
you should worry: Remember 
the phrase, “Too good to be true”? 
Well, if it is crossing your mind, 
then that means that it probably is. 
The best relationships aren’t perfect; 
they aren’t exhilarating or full of 
adrenaline rushes. Mostly, they are 

like that comfortable pair of jeans at 
the back of your cupboard, which 
make your butt look great, but you 
keep forgetting about them in the 
routine of life. So non-perfect is just 
fine, and be happy for it. 
He isn’t as smart as you think: 
I keep falling into this trap all the 
time. We have all been brought up 
to think men are smarter and stron-
ger and more in control than wom-
en. But we’re now realizing that 
men are probably more confused 
and out of control than we are. So 

stop having too many expectations, 
pull up your socks, and get your life 
together, yourself.
This may just be the best it will 
ever be: Tomorrow isn’t coming, 
you won’t lose those two kilos, the 
promotion will not make you hap-
pier, and Prince Charming lives 
only in Disneyland. What’s happen-
ing right now is your life, and this 
moment is all you will ever own. 
So live it, don’t hold anything back. 
Here’s to a rocking 2018. 

IF He JuDgeS You FoR 
SLeePIng WITH HIM, He 
ISn’T WoRTH IT AnYWAY, 

So go AHeAD AnD 
IMPReSS THe onLY one 

WHo MATTeRS: YouRSeLF.

t he only thing New Year Res-
olutions do is remind me of 
my fading memory, especially 
short-term memory, as most 

of my resolutions do not last lon-
ger than the fifth of January. So, in-
stead, I’ve made a list of resolutions 
for life. Not that I am smarter than 
the average Jane, but here they are. 

Make no time for losers or 
jerks: I have a three-strike policy 
with men: three strikes of irritation 
and they are out. Consider this: You 
don’t have time to waste on those 
with addiction and substance abuse 
issues. If he hasn’t committed in 
two years, he won’t! If you aren’t his 
priority, then begging him for time 

By Unsanskari Stree
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CEO Homemaker
AARTI MALHoTRA, 52, DeLHI

my most enduring memory of childhood is the sight of my 
widowed mother sitting calmly in a shop by the side of 

one of Delhi’s busiest roads selling petroleum products. Hav-
ing lost my father when I was 16, I was intensely close to my 
courageous maa, who raised me and my two brothers in her 
shadow, working hard all day so that she could feed us well. 

at 21, I got married to a young businessman in Delhi, 
and completed my Ba when I was three months’ pregnant. I 
later had two sons, who are now grown up.

My mother bequeathed to me complete devotion to-
wards one’s family, and so I chose to put my energy into my 
kids. I encouraged them to develop their unique talents; 
I took care of their wellbeing; and now I am helping them 
set up new businesses of their own. I believe that being a 
housewife and mother is the most responsible job of all, and 
I take it very seriously. The ‘maid culture’ of Delhi irritates me; 
I believe wealthy homemakers are creating a generation of 
entitled snobs by palming off childcare duties to paid help. 

It was my pride to cook nutritious meals for my kids when 
they were small, and now to support them in their ventures. a 
homemaker’s contribution to the world is invaluable. 
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