
supply of tea from the 
garden at a more reason-
able price. “We were very 
clear that we did not want 
to export anymore. But to 
make our focus domestic, 
we would have to make the 
tea affordable. Who will 
buy it at R5000 a kg? We 
realised we can offer it at 
R2000 if people are able to give us 
the commitment that they will buy 
from us the entire year,” he says.

“There had been no real disrup-
tion in the domestic market,” says 
Kanoria who admits that being in 

the tea industry meant that 
they still had their distri-

bution channels intact 
despite the lockdown. But 
to bring about a structur-
al makeover, they realised 
that certain archaic pro-
duction practices would 
have to be altered. Agar-
wal explains that Darjeel-
ing tea’s uniqueness lies in 
the fact that as the seasons 

change, the same bush produces 
four different kinds of tea, each 
with a distinct flavour, colour and 
aroma. But traditionally, the in-
dustry has believed that the first 
and second flushes, the spring and 

WHILE the pandemic has only 
made things more acute, Darjeel-
ing’s tea industry, known to pro-
duce the “Champagne of Teas”, has 
been on the wane for years. Erratic 
rainfall and wind patterns, and a 
104-day strike in the Darjeeling 
hills in 2017 called by the Gorkha 
Janmukti Morcha (GJM) for a sepa-
rate state of Gorkhaland during the 
peak harvest season, when the re-
gion’s tea market was taken over by 
cheaper and lower grade teas from 
Nepal, contributed to this slump. 
A hit with international clientele, 
Darjeeling tea has also been una-
ble to reach its fans since the 2020 
Coronavirus outbreak.

At home in Kolkata during the 
lockdown last year, Sparsh Agar-
wal, was struck by how badly the 
Selim Hill Tea Garden, which has 
been in his family for four gener-
ations, was hit. “India has 10,000 
tea estates out of which only 74 are 
Darjeeling tea estates,” says Agar-
wal over a phone call from the hill 
station. “The dilemma that we were 
facing was that if we are the world’s 
best tea-growing region, how is it 
that these heritage, romanticised 
gardens are facing huge losses.” 
The student of political science 
and international relations who 
had begun work at the Centre for 
Policy Research in New Delhi, had 
fond memories of spending many 
a school break with friends at the 
family garden. He was determined 
to not let it slip into the hands of 
developers. He would make one 
last-ditch effort for its survival.

Realising the need to under-
stand the garden’s requirements 
along with those of the community 
around it, the family shifted base 
from Kolkata. Agarwal who is being 
mentored by Rajah Banerjee, well 
known in Darjeeling for running his 
ancestral Makaibari estate for 47 
years and pioneering the region’s 
organic tea movement, speaks of 
the need for the owners to live in 
the estates. Absentee landlord-
ism, he says, is an issue. Following 
Banerjee’s example, he moved to 
the family house in Darjeeling to 
ensure a more direct involvement 
with the garden’s operations.

Along with friend Ishaan Ka-
noria, an ex-investment banker, 
Agarwal launched Dorje Teas last 
month; ‘Dorje’ is derived from the 
region’s original name meaning 
land of thunder. They created a 
subscription system offering cus-
tomers all over India an annual 

summer teas, with lighter notes 
which have a big market in the 
west, are of superior quality, while 
the third and fourth, the monsoon 
and autumn flushes with bolder fla-
vours, are of inferior quality. “Be-
cause of this hierarchy that they 
themselves have created, they are 
not able to sell the third and fourth 
flush teas at a good price. So, they 
end up selling the first two at very 
high profits only to cover up the 
losses of the third and fourth. You 
are creating your own uniqueness 
into a disadvantage,” says Agarwal, 
whose Dorje Teas refuses to adhere 
to what he sees as a meaningless 
ranking system. Turning another 
‘disadvantage’ into an asset, the 
duo decided to embrace the leaves 
with their oddities. Agarwal says 
that after the tea is ready, it is put 
into a metal machine that breaks 
down the leaves. This is a prac-
tice created because the trade has 
been beholden to the international 
market where customers want their 
tea leaves the same size, a process 
where nearly 70 per cent ends up 
becoming residue. To avoid waste-
ful traditional practices, they de-
cided to do a simple hand-sorting 
and pack the tea directly. “The leaf 
sizes vary a little, but that’s where 
the charm of the product lies. If it 
is truly organic, it is not meant to 
be perfectly symmetrical.”

They also saw within the ensu-
ing crisis an opportunity to initiate 
holistic changes, thus birthing the 
Selim Hill Collective, a programme 
aimed towards community welfare, 
wildlife conservation and regener-
ation through taxonomies of local 
species, strategies for site-specific 
conservation and plans for a wild-
life corridor for elephants. They 
want to systemically move away 
from the model of a colonial, com-
mercially exploitable plantation 
towards a more inclusive garden 
with stakeholder participation. An 
idea that’s helping them get here is 
Echoes, a series of conversations on 
the state of the hills, which began 
on July 2 with a first session with 
Rajah Banerjee. Filmmaker Chait-
anya Tamhane whose short film Six 
Strands is about a fictional story 
set in the hills and tea gardens of 
Darjeeling, will also be one of the 
guests, informs Tata Institute of So-
cial Sciences graduate and friend 
to Agarwal, Anant Gupta, who is 
behind the project. 

The series is part of the collec-
tive’s larger objective of enlisting 
the help and skills of researchers, 
writers, artists, conservationists 
and ecological historians. “The 
collective is about addressing 
economics, politics and the envi-
ronment in a dynamic and innova-
tive way using Selim Hill as a trigger 
point to jump start forest corridor 
schemes, women’s empowerment 
and waste to wealth initiatives,” 
shares Rajah Banerjee. The suc-
cess of the collective is assured 
because of what Dorje will bring 
to the table short-term, he thinks. 
“The moment it’s successful, all the 
other plantations which are on the 
threshold of keeling over, will auto-
matically have a solution.”
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↑ Climate 
change, the 
repercussions 
of an extensive 
strike 
concerning the 
demand for a 
separate state 
in the hills of 
North Bengal in 
2017, a sagging 
export market 
and archaic 
management 
styles in the tea 
estates are some 
of the reasons 
to have brought 
Darjeeling’s 
tea industry to 
its knees; (Top 
left) the team at 
Dorje Teas

Just your 
cup of tea MANGESH Surve, director at 

Envicare Technologies Pvt Ltd., 
a water treatment company in 
Pune, believes recruiting the right 
employees for your business is half 
the battle won. “It matters more for 
an SME [small and medium-sized 
enterprise] like ours because some-
times, we invest in a resource only 
to see them leave the company or 
fall woefully short of expectation.” 
What had compounded the prob-
lem is the absence of face-to-face 
interviews since the Coronavirus 
outbreak last March. This, say 
experts, is hampering the evalua-
tion of a candidate’s attitude and 
preferences, as well as assess vital 
non-verbal cues.

Enter graphology. The term re-
fers to the analysis of the patterns 
found in a person’s handwriting 
to identify his or her psychologi-
cal state. Interestingly, the study 
of handwriting is now being used 
as a tool by many like Surve to help 
them read between the lines when 
choosing candidates. “We hired a 
graphology agency to help in the re-

cruitment process. Since they 
are professionals, they 
are able to make a fairly 
accurate assessment by 
analysing signatures. We 

haven’t regretted our 
decision on can-
didates whom 
we hired using 
this tool.” Since 
2020, Surve 
and his team  
have hired five 
staffers with 
the help of 
graphologists. 
Symbiosis In-

stitute of Business Management, 
Pune, ranked among the top 14 In-
stitutions of India in Business and 
Management Studies, also used 
graphology this year to glean in-
sights into aspirants. ECRIVONS, 
a startup founded by Amya Mada, 
helped  panelists who interviewed 
the candidates virtually, in making 
the assessment. 

Sudhir Kove is a Pune-based sci-
entific logo designer and grapholo-
gist. According to him, graphology 
is also being actively employed in 
the jewellery making business and 
by companies involved in handling 
sensitive and confidential data. “A 
lot of money and information is at 
stake in both cases,” he says, “there-
fore, you need to make sure that the 
people you are handpicking can be 
trusted.” While integrative graphol-
ogy focuses on types of strokes and 
their relation to individual person-
ality, holistic graphology looks at 
the movement, form while writing, 
and space between words or sen-
tences. “Although legit, it [graph-
ology] is not an organised science; 
it has grown organically without 
extensive literature available on 
the subject. It’s technical because 
when we talk about handwriting, 
we are looking at angles, curves and 
pressure, among other things.” But 
what makes handwriting a robust 
tool is the fact that it is a neural 
activity, involving the coordinated 
effort of the conscious and subcon-
scious mind, nerves, and muscles. 
According to a study performed at 
the Indiana University, the mere ac-
tion of writing by hand unleashes 
creativity not easily accessed by any 
other means. 

In many European countries 
and the USA, it is an officially ap-
proved science, shares Kove. And 

aNJu MaSkerI ↑ Employers are looking for 
character clues from the handwriting 
of candidates while hiring during the 
pandemic when in person interviews 
aren’t possible. PIC/GETTY IMAGES 

↑ Mangesh Surve, director at 
Envicare Technologies Pvt Ltd., a 
water treatment company from Pune, 
hired five employees last year with 
the help of a graphology agency that 
analysed their handwriting

↑ Sanjeev Chandhok, Chandigarh-
based graphologist, founded 
My Disha-Guidance to Discover, 
a platform to assist students, 
professionals and homemakers 
thrive. Here, he uses a combination of 
graphology and psychometric tests to 
give people direction

To check out the 
Selim Hill Tea 
Garden’s Dorje 
Teas subscrip-
tion service, 
visit https://
dorjeteas.com/ 
or @dorjeteas, 
INSTAGRAM

Beware! 
Curve 
ahead
How you dot your ‘i’, square your ‘t’ and 
offer breathing room between letters 
could determine if you are getting your 
next job. To make up for loss of face-to-
face interviews in the pandemic, 
firms are turning to graphology to 
hire talent they can trust

Sparsh Agarwal and Ishaan Kanoria started Dorje Teas offering 
an annual subscription plan that brings Darjeeling’s famous four 
seasonal flushes to your doorstep; (Right) Rajah Banerjee ran his 
ancestral Makaibari tea estate for 47 years. Following his example, 
Agarwal, who sees absentee landlordism as a problem, 
moved from his Kolkata home to live on the estate

Going forward
Sparsh Agarwal says that he has used the insight from Makaibari, 
which was not only the world’s first tea factory established 
in 1859 but also the first tea estate in India to attain organic 
certification, in going towards the domestic market. After Lipton, 
Makaibari’s Apoorva brand was the largest for Darjeeling tea in 
India. The young entrepreneurs of Dorje aim to hit at least 50,000 
subscribers in the first year, with plans to expand into the milk 
tea market as well. They are also one of the only brands offering 
green tea from Darjeeling, which they say doesn’t have the bitter 
aftertaste other green teas do. Moreover, packaging will be done 
only upon receipt of orders, unlike other brands, to ensure the 
teas retain their freshness for longer. The pandemic has created 
a huge shift in migration patterns, with people returning with new 
skills. The key now will be to capture those talents, they believe.

Sudhir Kove, scientific logo 
designer and graphologist

There’s much more demand than before 
to learn about graphology, as well as hire 

handwriting analysis services; we have 
been unable to keep up. We’ve started 
conducting bootcamps on weekday 
evenings to teach the basics

in India, people are now warming 
up to it professionally. Since the 
pandemic, his business has seen a 
50 per cent growth. “There’s much 
more demand than before to learn 
about graphology, as well as hire 
handwriting analysis services; we 
have been unable to keep up. We’ve 
started conducting bootcamps on 
weekdays between 7 and 8 pm for 
people to learn the basics. Priced at 
R299 a session, it’s also affordable.” 

Handwriting analysis not only 
identifies where our strengths lie, 
but also how we best channel them, 
thinks Chandigarh-based Sanjeev 
Chandhok. Last year, he founded 
My Disha-Guidance to Discover, 
a platform to assist students, pro-
fessionals and homemakers thrive. 
Here, he uses a combination of 
graphology and psychometric 
tests to give people better focus 
and direction. Through the hand-
writing samples—at least one or 
two pages of lucid writing—they 
make a basic assessment. “You can 
gauge upbringing, character, state 
of mind, and even health conditions 
through your handwriting,” he says. 

In the lockdown, he admits to 
having encountered umpteen cases 
of anxiety, confusion and depres-
sion among students and profes-
sionals. “Through our webinars, we 
are trying to help participants iden-
tify signs in their handwriting that 
could point to any of these. But first, 
we ask participants whether our 
preliminary analysis about them is 
correct. After we make the analysis, 
when they confirm and give their 
consent, we go ahead to provide 
ways to deal with the challenges,” 
shares Chandhok, adding that most 
often, people are astounded by the 
accuracy of the analysis, accepting 
suggestions on tweaking their writ-
ing and practice using mindfulness 
techniques. 

According to Kove, graphology 
has the power to change lives. He 
gives his own example to drive 
home the point. “My parents were 
daily wage construction workers. 
Today, if I run my company, it’s 
because I worked on myself, and 
the way I write and think.”

anju.maskeri@mid-day.com

Turning their attention away from exports for 
the first time, the young inheritors of one of 
Darjeeling’s heritage tea gardens are aiming to 
revive its struggling tea trade with a subscription 
service and moving away from the exploitative, 
colonial model to one that drives community 
welfare and ecological reform


