
Having just celebrated a 
birthday, I spent the morn-
ing after the party opening 
presents. I am not one of 
those whose invitations say 
‘No presents please.’ Not 
only will I end up getting 
far more flowers than can fit 
in my house, I take childish 
pleasure in receiving gifts. 
In my defence, I also like 
giving gifts. 

Opening presents comes 
with its fair share of delight 
and surprise. One can eas-
ily spot when someone has 
invested time and effort 
in finding a gift suited for 
them. If you know a person 
really well, picking a gift is 
easier as you know their 
personality and their tastes. 
Or you know what they as-
pire to have and can afford 
to give it to them.

At times though we have 
all been stuck thinking what 
to give a person who has ev-
erything. You just have to 
apply your brain and you 
can surely find something 
unique. It’s not the cost of 
the gift that matters; it’s 
the thought that goes into 
it. One such time, I figured 
out the night sky in the 
city at the time of the per-
son’s birth and gave them 
a framed copy of it. It didn’t 
cost much but I put in the ef-
fort to show the person how 
special they are to me and 
they appreciated it. 

So what do you give a per-
son that you like but do not 
know very well? There’s 
a range of other products 
like scarfs and perfumes 
that would pass muster. 
Jewelry? Yes, but requires a 
little more thought as it has 
to be chosen based on the 
personality of the person. 
For example, tiny trinkets 
are practically invisible on 
a person like me. There are 
some who ethnic styles, but 

others who don’t.
Home decor? We are get-

ting into trickier territory 
here. Perhaps you have vis-
ited the person’s house ear-
lier. Have you observed their 
choice of interiors? Will the 
gift you plan to give fit in well 

or will it look completely 
out of sync, no matter how 
expensive your choice of ar-
tifact is? So if you got them 
that table lamp or candle 
stand, they might not use it. 
Worse yet, they might think 
that you recycled this gift. 

All this is too much trouble 
and you reach for a drink to 
juice up the old gray cells. 
And then you think, heck 
why don’t I just take a bottle 
of alcohol or a box of choco-
lates? Well, make sure they 
are duty-free, unless of 
course the wine is from your 
own vineyard.

Talking about recycling 
gifts, I did find the easi-
est and most transparent 
way to do so. This was at a 
Christmas party hosted by 
an American who lives in 
my neighbourhood. Each 
guest had to bring a recycled 
present wrapped in red gift 
paper and leave it below 
the Christmas tree without 
a message or a card that 
could identify the donor. 
Guests drew lots and the 
person whose number was 
called could go to the pile of 
gifts and pick a gift. They 
could take till the count of 

10 to pick one and had to 
open it immediately. It was 
amusing to see the range of 
expressions depending on 
what they found inside the 
gift box.

To add to the fun, the next 
person could either choose 
a gift from the pile or they 
could instead choose any of 
the gifts that were already 
opened. So even if you 
got something lovely, you 
wouldn’t be able to relax. 
Somebody else could just 
take it away from you. The 
moaning and the groaning 
when that happened was 

hilarious.
I found a pattern too - 

men usually went for what 
looked like a bottle. And if it 
turned out to be a candles-
tand or a vase, they were 
bitterly disappointed. One 
year, one of the guys spent 
an entire evening trying to 
cadge the bottles of wine 
that were in the gift I picked. 
He kept trying to talk me 
into taking scented candles 
that ended up as his gift. An-
other guy was miffed when 
he ended up with a cup and 
saucer, and wanted a mug 
instead. 

Women on the other hand 
were content with what they 
got. Though they envied 
those who got something 
better, they rarely tried to 
barter it for something else. 
What does it say about us? 
Nothing too drastic - we 
know not to sweat the small 
stuff. And really another Di-
wali or Christmas will come 
around and some people 
just might end up getting 
the re-recycled gifts. In fact 
it might boomerang and just 
go right back to the sender. 

PS: Now I understand why 
some people conscientious-
ly note down who gave them 
what. I used to think it’s to 
make sure they give some-
thing of equal value back 
but perhaps it’s to avoid giv-
ing them their own gift back. 
Or may be to do exactly that! 
Sandhya Mendonca, author, bi-
ographer, and publisher, casts a 
female gaze at the world in this 
column.
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The Indian baby products 
industry can be described 
as nascent at best. With very 
few options available on the 
market (and even fewer lux-
ury ones), parents would of-
ten resort to buying expen-
sive baby products when 
travelling abroad or request 
visiting family members to 
bring what they needed. 
To address this gap in the 
market, Mallika Bakshi 
founded The Baby Trunk in 
2019, a brand that has since 
grown by leaps and bounds 
in popularity. She recently 
spoke to the Sunday Guard-
ian about her brand’s vision. 
Excerpts from an edited in-
terview:
Q: When did you start The 
Baby Trunk and why?
A: I have never been part of 
my family business, but my 
father always encouraged 
me to find my own wings. 
Hence, I’ve had an interest-
ing journey from the time 
I graduated from college 
with a double degree in 
History and the Theory of 
Arts. From there I worked 
in the sphere of luxury 
with brands like Bulgari, 
Christie’s, and Judith Li-
eber to name a few, before 
joining a luxury PR firm 
in Delhi. I even consulted 
for an international art in-
vestment fund. In 2019, 
I decided to embark on a 
business of my own. I was 
keen to do something asso-
ciated with newborns but 
from a luxury perspective 
and geared at the Indian 
market. At the time, I had 
friends who had started 
having children and when I 
needed to gift them unique 
and high-quality products, 
I would only have the op-
tion of buying presents 
from abroad.

In India, the options avail-
able then simply weren’t 

elevated in terms of quality 
or even a variety of designs. 
When you touched the 
products – whether it was 
a dohar or duvet – they just 
weren’t soft. Ideally, baby 
products should give the 
feeling of sleeping amongst 
the clouds, to mimic how 
they felt in their mother’s 
womb! But the products 
available here were no-
where near that. 

I also strongly believed 
that the Indian market had 
the strength and capac-
ity to produce high quality 
products of this kind, but 
because of lack of exposure 
or lack of drive, it just hadn’t 
happened. My agenda was 
to create baby products that 
were eye-catching and made 
with pure fabrics that were 
organic.

The other aspect I was 
keen to introduce was beau-
tiful packaging. Before this, 
the gift wrapping was just 
pink and blue. It contained 
no beautiful elements like 
stickers or ribbons. Fortu-
nately, I had enough expe-
rience in the luxury market 
to know what a consumer 
wants. I realised that gift-
ing was as much about the 
experience of unboxing as 
of the actual gift. Of course, 
the product inside is also 
extremely important – it 
should be exquisite yet du-
rable and made with fabrics 
and elements that a mother 
can trust. It should be hy-
poallergenic so it doesn’t 
scratch the baby, and you 
can keep it for future chil-
dren in the family. Most im-
portantly, it should be made 
in India, which will also en-
sure its cost effectiveness 
and adherence to an Indian 
ethos.

By providing access to 
high quality products in 
India itself, we were also 
saving parents the effort of 
having to travel specifically 
to shop for their baby’s ar-
rival or ask someone else to 
shop for them. 
Q: How did you ideate the prod-
ucts and brand vision for The 
Baby Trunk?
A: Between 2017 and 2018, 
I did a lot of research – both 
internationally while trav-

elling and in the domestic 
market – to see what was 
available. I visited fabric 
mills around the country 
to check on quality and in-
tensely examined the best 
products to see the kind of 
material and technology 
being used. Then I inter-
viewed mothers to un-
derstand their needs and 
what they felt is lacking in 
the market. Fortunately, I 
received plenty of positive 
feedback on our product 
line. Then we chalked out 
our product categories and 
shortlisted the best vendors 
that wouldn’t compromise 
or cut corners. 

My mother is my source 
of inspiration and strength 
because she has excellent 
taste, and my father is my 
mentor on the financial as-
pects. They both helped me 
a lot. At the end of the day, 
I was fixated on my vision 
of starting a niche label that 
would also conform to the 
American and British lev-
els of testing before being 
put on the shelf. 

We opened our first store 
in the Santushti shopping 
complex because we were 
the only one of our kind 
there. Our store was deco-
rated with a beautiful and 
welcoming English aesthet-
ic. We even created a candle 
that was chemical free and 
replicated the smell of new-
born babies, which was kept 
burning in the store all the 
time and became a popular 
item.
Q: Which are your most popu-
lar products?
A: We offer a wide variety 
of product categories, but 
my main product is the ma-
ternity cloud pillow. It’s a 
labour of love that took our 
team over two years to build 

as it’s backed by science and 
offers untold comfort. You 
can’t find anything like this 
in other shops because we 
use proprietary technol-
ogy. It comes in three parts 
which can be easily sepa-
rated and brought together 
by very high-quality Velcro. 
It supports your back so 
you can use it while sitting 
and watching TV or while 
sleeping. It also works great 
for post-natal purposes. In 
its entirety, it can be used 
across the length of the 
body, but it can also be sep-
arated into parts to support 
your spine, your bump and 
your legs to put the baby on 
while breastfeeding. 

This product has become 
very popular with our cus-
tomers as it’s really soft, 
very practical yet so chic 
and beautiful. It’s a very 
well designed and thought-
ful product. Another USP of 
our product line is our use 
of gender-neutral colours so 
you can shop with us even 
if you don’t know the sex of 
the baby. 

Most of all, we want to 
concentrate on what is most 
important for the baby and 
the mother – something that 
will be truly valued. Soon, 
I’m coming up with a line of 
super luxe kaftans that can 
be worn during pregnancy 
and after. They will be made 
with Egyptian cotton that’s 
very rich and beautiful.  

I’m proud to say that we 
started off as a small exper-
iment and in the process, 
I’ve discovered that the sky 
is never the limit. We have 
miles to go still, and we look 
forward to the journey!
Noor Anand Chawla pens life-
style articles for various pub-
lications and her blog www.
nooranandchawla.com.

Welcoming Life, Without Conditions

You look at the world, 
you look at two or 
twenty things, and 

an immediate discrimina-
tion arises within. You pick 
one of those things, think-
ing that one particular ele-
ment, object, or option is 
better than the rest. That’s 
how the mind operates- it 
perceives diversity, and di-
versity bewitches it. 

“Here is one thing, and 
there is another thing. I like 
this, I dislike that. I have 
to go after this and have 
to drop that. This thing 
is higher than that. Now, 
I need to go for the next 
thing”. At the centre of all 
choices is the assumption 
that when it comes to heal-
ing the discontentment 
within, one object is better 
than the other.

One feels continuously 
incomplete because noth-
ing really satisfies us. There 
is always something more 
to be had. Also, there is the 
threat of the attained ob-
jects being lost. One event 
seems more favourable 

than the other. One object 
seems totally different than 
the other, and hence better 
or worse. After all, don’t dif-
ferent objects have differ-
ent names, forms, shapes, 
sizes? All their sensual 
properties seem different, 
so they have to be different!

Inspite of their very ap-
parent differences, is it pos-
sible to see mental objects 
as one in some fundamen-
tal way? Yes, if you are not 
repulsed or enamoured by 
one of them. Take, for ex-
ample, happiness and sad-
ness. Most of us want hap-
piness too badly and are 
too repulsed by sadness. 
However, it is possible to be 
so contended within that 
happiness and sadness do 
not matter too much. Hap-
piness can come as a guest; 
you do not need to turn it 
away. Sadness too can come 
as a guest, there is no need 
to not welcome it. But you 
have been desirous of one 
for long and scared of the 
other. So, it becomes diffi-
cult to see that neither can 
happiness give you what 
you really want, nor can 
sadness take away anything 
from your essence. In that 
sense, both these fleeting 
experiences – happiness 
and sadness – are one.

Feelings and experiences 
are not to be taken so seri-
ously that you start chas-
ing or resisting them. Don’t 

you feel hungry everyday? 
How special is that? Don’t 
you feel sleepy or thirsty 
everyday? If happiness is 
not special, it will be a de-
light. If sadness is not spe-
cial, then you’ll be able to 
carry it lightly. Let tears be 
just tears, they should not 
hold great meaning. You 
can cry freely and there 
is a delight in that, but it 
is unseemly when tears 
erupt from a suppressed 
state. You see the precipi-
tation that comes from the 
clouds? And then there is 
the formation of dew drops 
on the leaves early morning, 
and then there is the erup-
tion of volcanoes. When 
volcanoes erupt then too it 
rains—it rains ash and lava. 
Why must there be so much 
suppression of sadness that 
when it erupts, your entire 
being shakes like the place 
around the mountain?

Don’t resist tears. Cry 
gently, without suppres-
sion or inhibition, like mild 
rain from the clouds or the 
smooth formation of dew 
on the little leaves—nobody 
even came to know and the 
little dew drop found its 
way into being — that could 
be the quality of your tears. 
But sadness makes us go 
mad. Our tears don’t flow, 
they erupt because we are 
so scared of sadness that we 
suppress it forcibly for long 
and one day it erupts like a 

volcano. Let it rather flow 
gracefully.

Similarly, laughter can be 
organic, unforced, beauti-
ful in its meaningless and 
purposeless flow. There 
is the gentle breeze, and 
then there is the huge gust 

coming from an industrial 
fan. We want happiness 
so much that we construct 
artificial ways to have it. 
Have you seen industrial 
fans? They are really huge. 
Stand in front of them and 
you’ll be violently blown 

away. That’s how our hap-
piness usually is— a manu-
factured product desired in 
large quantity.

There is the sweetness 
contained in fruits—in a ba-
nana, guava, or mango, and 
then there are these fizzy, 

aerated drinks containing 
sugar. Our happiness is 
like that fizzy drink with so 
much sugar.

Spirituality is not about 
abandoning dualities such 
as happiness and sadness. 
It is about welcoming them 
without resistance, expec-
tation, or attachment. You 
tell me a joke, I’ll laugh—it’s 
fine. But I’m not desperate 
to hear a joke, or am I?

If one of my pets dies, 
I’ll weep; I won’t pretend 
equanimity. Does one have 
to pretend to be some-
one who is never hungry? 
Then why do we have to 
be someone who is never 
angry? If you do something 
mischievous, I’ll be angry, 
but the next moment if you 
do something funny, I’ll 
laugh—though I’m not dy-
ing to laugh. That takes the 
toxicity out of both laughter 
and anger.

A note of caution nev-
ertheless: One must keep 
making the right choice 
endlessly before coming 
to choicelessness. So, one 
must honestly ask, “Have 
I, if not endlessly then at 
least for long, made the 
right choices in life?” Only 
then can one honestly de-
clare, “Now, I don’t need to 
choose because all appear 
one to me.” Otherwise, in 
the name of ‘Oneness’, one 
would just wickedly fulfill 
his desires. The grain and 

the flesh are one, so why 
should one not consume 
the flesh of the chicken or 
the goat? After all, “All is 
one”!

“All is one” is not an objec-
tive statement. “All is one” 
does not refer to the chicken 
and the goat and the grain 
being objectively one. “All 
is one” refers, not to the ob-
jects, but to the subject and 
the relationship that the 
subject strikes with the var-
ious objects. To you, as long 
as one thing appears more 
desirable than the other, 
how can “All is one” be true 
for you?

The house and the road, 
the TV and the radio, or the 
table and the chair are ob-
viously not materially one. 
I am rather talking of the 
mental meaning or subjec-
tive significance that these 
objects hold for you. Are 
you perceiving them dif-
ferently in context of your 
desire, thinking that one of 
them will fulfil you while 
the others won’t? If yes, 
then you need to look at 
everything, including your-
self, more carefully. 

Acharya Prashant is an IIT-
IIM alumnus, a Vedanta 
exegete, philosopher, social 
reformer, and a national best-
selling author. To read more 
thought-provoking articles by 
Acharya Prashant, visit askap.
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The baby trunk seeks to revolutionise 
the Indian baby products segment

As you give, so you might 
receive (recycled) gifts 

One feels continuously incomplete because nothing really satisfies 
us. There is always something more to be had. Also, there is the 
threat of the attained objects being lost. One event seems more 
favourable than the other. Inspite of their very apparent differences, 
is it possible to see mental objects as one in some fundamental way?

At times though we have all been stuck 
thinking what to give a person who has 
everything. You just have to apply your 
brain and you can surely find something 
unique. It’s not the cost of the gift that 
matters; it’s the thought that goes into it. 
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