Torrance moms grow baby-products business from infancy 

By Muhammed El-Hasan 

DAILY BREEZE 

If there’s any truth to the adage, “Do what you know,” then Heather 

Hamda and Linda Suh chose the right business.

The Torrance residents each gave birth to a first-born child one day apart in May 2001. Their experiences of motherhood and a desire to nurture a new business led them to open “cloud b” in September.

The Rolling Hills Estates firm recently launched a line of infant products including one item designed to help junior sleep through the night while minimizing the threat of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, known as SIDS.

 “Being a new mother is the best experience to know what kind of products need to be out there for new mothers and fathers,” said Hamda, senior vice president of inventory and fulfillment.

It all started when Hamda and Suh were having trouble getting their baby girls to sleep through the night.

Hamda was on leave from her job at a shipping company handling logistics. Suh was on leave from her job working as a project manager for Hamda’s husband, Nader, who runs a Web design company called TechnoInteractive.

A friend from Europe sent Suh a baby sleep bag, like a sleeping bag used in a crib. Suh tried it on her daughter, Madeleine, and was rewarded with silence. Madeleine slept better, Suh said. Madeleine couldn’t kick off the sleep bag like she kicked off her blankets.

Suh also appreciated that she didn’t have to worry about Madeleine’s blankets bunching up around her face, one of the suspected causes of SIDS.

 “It worked so well with my daughter,” Suh said. “Then I wanted to give it as a gift. But I couldn’t find it anywhere.”

Having studied fashion merchandising and design in college, Suh bought some fabric and sewed a duplicate on her sewing machine. Suh gave the finished product to Hamda for her daughter, Yasmeen.

Again, it worked.

 “We thought this is too good to be true,” said Suh, who serves as the company’s vice president of product development.

The two friends began to brainstorm. Their warm and fuzzy motherly instincts mixed with cold business ambition. The sleep bag was popular in Europe, but little known in the United States. A few Web sites and specialty boutiques around the country carry the product.

Sought advice 

 “We decided we should get a business plan going,” Suh said. “So we went to Nader for help.”

With Hamda and Suh’s vision, and Nader Hamda’s business skills, they built a company.

Suh started experimenting with different designs for the sleep bag. She made a few prototypes that Heather Hamda took to trade shows in search of retail outlets to carry the product, which they named the LullaBag.

They secured $70,000 in outside investments so far. They hope to reach $1 million.

The two friends started branching out, designing other products including a swaddling blanket and spill cloths. They contracted out the production to a sewing business in Westminster. They also created an advisory board of professional women with children.

The LullaBag’s first design included buttons, said Ruth Demonteverde, a Manhattan Beach pediatrician who sits on the advisory board. “But a button can be a choking hazard. So we changed it to ties,” said Demonteverde, a mother of two.

The LullaBag also helps keep the baby sleeping on its back, a position considered safer for preventing SIDS, Demonteverde said.

Nader Hamda is serving as cloud b president and CEO, handling day-to-day business matters while also running his Web design business.

Finding a market 

 “Our strategy is to get as many diverse retailers as possible to understand where our product lines fit in the market,” Nader Hamda said.

So far, at least 16 California stores carry cloud b products, including Just Ducky in Rolling Hills Estates.

But the LullaBag has competitors. Aside from the handful of businesses that offer a similar bag, there are companies that produce baby sleep positioners to keep a baby from sleeping face down.

Avon, Mass.-based The First Years makes numerous infant products including the Airflow Sleep Positioner that can force sleep on the back.

 “The First Years has helped alleviate the uncertainty of how to deal with SIDS by offering its Airflow Sleep Positioner which helps hold the young infant in position,” said David Kalis, senior product manager for The First Years, in an e-mail. “The market for sleep positioners is strong, and is estimated at over $3 million in annual sales.”

The one drawback for Suh and Heather Hamda as their business grows is that they have less time to be with their girls.

 “I like to say that I started this company because Madeleine was the inspiration,” Suh said. “But I can’t forget that I need to spend time with her, too. I’m trying to manage the business and also be a mom.” 
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