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Ep 5: Stephan Ekbergh – A maverick with a cause 

 
(Intro music begins) 

Hi, I'm Siew Hoon and I love to travel. More than that, I'm in love with the ability of travel to 

change lives. Welcome to A Life in Travel. This season is brought to you by Expedia Group – 

Bringing the world within reach.  

In this episode, find out how a young boy who grew up in Sweden and whose life was 

influenced greatly by music, found his calling in travel and in South Africa, where he runs 

Africa's leading online travel agency, Travelstart. 

(Music fades) 

 

SHY:  Hello Stephan. 

Stephan:  Hey, Siew Hoon. How are you? 

SHY:  Very good. Greetings from a very rainy day in Singapore. How’s Cape Town 

today? 

Stephan:  Oh, always lovely weather here. Even when the weather is bad, it's good. But 

today it's awesome.  

SHY: [Laughs] I was gonna ask you if that's one of the reasons why you moved. But 

let's go backwards a little bit. This podcast is about how travel has changed 

people's lives. I always believed that travel gives us wings, but it is also important 

to know our roots. Recently I was lucky enough to see Sweden through your 

eyes, and we visited Sweden together and Stockholm was all I thought it’d be. It's 

highly civilised, it’s very comfortable, it’s very orderly. So, why would anyone give 

all that up for South Africa?  

Stephan:  I think for me and my family, it was like many other people from Sweden that 

actually immigrate to other countries. Especially Third World countries, even 

though I wouldn't call South Africa a Third World country. When you live in a 

monocultural society like Sweden, even though I would say it's getting better 

because so many immigrants (have been) coming into the country over the last 

50 years, so that's changing very quickly. But it's almost like you live in this very, 

very controlled society, and you can see that in so many ways. In Sweden, at 

least when I grew up, there was always one dominating theme going on at the 

time. That could be anything from fashion to what you thought about sports, what 

you thought about culture what you thought about foreign policies, etc. I grew up 

in the ‘70s, born 1960, so Sweden was very heavily Socialistic influenced (sic). 
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The major Socialistic party had been running the country for 40 years. So that 

culture seeped through everything in the country, from schools to police, to TV, to 

media and culture in general.  

SHY:  You felt that it was too monotone for you? 

Stephan: Yeah. 

SHY:  So you grew up outside Stockholm, right? You grew up in Malmö, am I correct? 

Stephan:  No, I grew up in the countryside. I grew up in a one-horse town in southern 

Sweden with 500 families. It was a rural society heavily influenced by farmers. 

The area where I grew up, that’s where the Nazis in the Second World War, 

where they have their biggest support in Sweden. So, you can just imagine what 

kind of a place that was. My father was a Hungarian immigrant, my mother was a 

Latina blonde woman that (sic) looked very much like Grace Kelly. So, you can 

just imagine.  

SHY:  What was it like growing up in the countryside and in such a town that was so… 

as you described? What was it like growing up as a young boy then?  

Stephan:  Good question, actually. The first thing that comes to mind, I've learned you 

should always use the first thing that comes to mind, so remember when I came 

home with a – I've been to Malmö, and I read about Alice Cooper and I bought an 

Alice Cooper record. I think it was ‘School's Out’ and I brought it home and I 

absolutely loved it. The fact that I came home with an Alice Cooper record 

caused just crazy behaviour throughout the village amongst other parents. 

Contacting my mother, “We've heard that your son is listening to Alice Cooper. 

How can you let that happen?” etc [laughs]. 

SHY:  [Laughs] You were a rabble rouser even in those days. 

Stephan: That’s the first thing that came to mind. But you know, I shouldn't even mention 

what happened when I was in my ‘Aladdin Sane’ period of my life when I 

experimented with makeup [laughs]. Oh, my gosh. 

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY:  I'm getting the picture now as to why you would leave a monotone society like 

Sweden. It's interesting, your father was a refugee from Hungary? 

Stephan:  Yes. 
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SHY:  – and he came to Sweden for security and freedom, I suppose. And you, left 

Sweden for South Africa. So, it's like travel is in your family's blood.  

Stephan:  Yeah, we joke about it, me and my brothers that we’re probably Gypsies 

somewhere deep in our blood. Even though we asked our father and he would 

say that we definitely weren't, because Gypsies back then was a very bad word in 

Hungary, and I still think it is till this day. So, I think it's definitely there, and I can 

see my kids are the same. Now, some of them are seeking their roots back in 

Sweden, but some of my other kids, they want to explore the world as well. I think 

this is happening to a lot of families today. So, once this gets into your blood, I 

think the world is your stage and you don't look at a country as your home. You 

look at the culture, the civilisation. You look at the people around you, you look at 

the tribe basically, as your home. I've also noticed that over time, the more you 

travelled – today, my business does business across Africa, the Middle East and 

other places – you adopt (sic) very quickly to new cultures.  

SHY:  So you build your home around people rather than the place itself. It's interesting 

how you talked about Sweden being very monotone, and I certainly found it from 

the few days I spent, because I only saw a really may be a sliver of Stockholm. 

What I find interesting is, we took a boat out onto the islands, and we passed by 

the house where Benny Andersson lives, of ABBA. If we look at music, and I 

know that you're big into music, Sweden played a really big part in influencing 

pop music, clearly with Abba and then Max Martin who produced hits for Britney 

Spears. Why do you think such a small place has had such a huge influence on 

global pop music? 

Stephan:  Well, there's actually books written about this. I've only read one of them, but I've 

read a few articles, but so there is (sic) many things that they think that the 

reason why this is. One of them is, of course, that Sweden hasn’t had any wars 

for several hundred years. So, they have been able to focus a lot on culture 

instead of surviving. Another thing is that one of the good things that came out of 

this era when the Social Democrats was running the country was that they were 

very big believers in raising the standard when it comes to general knowledge.  

 So basically, anyone who had an idea, let's just say you wanna start the hockey 

club or a little group of people collecting stamps, for instance. Then you could get 

government grants. The grants weren't big, but you could collect certain grants. 

Also, they were very quick on a provincial level to allow people to have places to 

meet. For instance, if you had a band, you could ask for a room where you could 

practice your music. So, it was very easy to do things and you can even ask for 

grants to buy music equipment and other kind of things.  

 And also, to some degree, maybe the fact that we have a society where very 

early on, we had a very high divorce rate. So kids were left to their own device 
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(sic) to do whatever they wanted to do. And of course, kids like to explore what's 

new. So, all these things factored in.  

 But I think also, if we go back and look at, for instance, at Stikkan Anderson who 

was the producer behind Abba, you look at his background. You see that there 

was this tradition going very far back in Sweden in writing very simple songs that 

people could sing along to. He was a trader in that kind of chic music that he 

could sell to others. It was very simple sing-along tunes.  

SHY:  Yeah, like the ABBA tunes. Simple words and catchy melodies. 

Stephan:  Exactly, and Max Martin and Shellback and all these others that came, have built 

on ABBA, and ABBA was sort of built on this tradition on very simple sing-along 

tunes. That very much describes why Swedes are so much into very simple 

tunes. As you saw when you were there, Sweden is sophisticated on one level 

but Swedes like to simplify things a lot and that, I cannot describe why. But 

Swedes, they love simplicity – when it comes to design, arts and culture.  

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY: What’s your favourite ABBA tune? 

Stephan: I would say probably ‘Dancing Queen’. 

SHY: [Laughs] That's like the anthem for everyone. You had a career in music, you 

were a DJ. So that's why I wanted to ask you about music, and then you got into 

travel. Talk about when you first got into travel.  

Stephan: The story how I got into it, was a. quite simple one. I was full time DJ, I was 

working in the premier club in Malmö at the time, which was a club that was 

predominantly (patronised by) gay people and people from the arts community, 

and actors, and writers and stuff like that. It was a little bit like ‘Cabaret’ that 

movie with Liza Minelli and we even had our own drag show group there. So that 

was where I was working, this was in 1979, mind you. I was 19, I just moved from 

the village to Malmö, which was a big city to me. The thing was that being a DJ in 

those days wasn't considered a job. That was something that outcasts were 

doing. So I was kind of struggling with this, and I had a girlfriend at the time. Her 

mother was struggling to explain to her female friends what her daughter's 

boyfriend was doing. She couldn't say that I was working in a gay club, it 

eventually got to me. I thought, OK, I'll try to find a job. 

SHY: [Laughs] Become respectable. 
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Stephan: [Laughs] Exactly. I went to the employment agency and they offered me a temp 

job at a travel agency. I was just so damn lucky to find that my boss was just 

fantastic. He loved technology, and he loved everything that was new. He was a 

bit of a maverick, and he was 30 years older than I am. He took me under his 

wings and taught me the craft of the industry. I only worked there for two years, 

but by that time I knew exactly how this industry, at least from an air point (sic) of 

view, how it worked. So, I'm forever grateful for that.  

 With that knowledge, I could later build my own companies. Of course, I was a 

restless soul already back then. That was actually the only job I've ever had. So 

that was my first encounter with travel. Then I went back to full time DJ-ing and 

later on, I acquired a small consolidator with two people that had failed, and I 

turned that around and built quite a big company. So that was sort of how it all 

happened.  

SHY:  Once you got travel in your blood, as you say, it's seeped into your blood and you 

landed on your feet. You are very lucky to find a great mentor. You were able to 

buy something and then turn it around. So, that was how you built travel. You 

built a very good business in Sweden, and then you decided to sell it and sort of 

just focus on South Africa. So, talk to us about what was behind that decision.  

Stephan:  Well, between that company that I started first and Travelstart, there was a long 

journey between those companies. There was about 10 failed startups, I would 

say, or success to some degree. But I was basically almost 10 years off the 

desert (sic) of trying to figure something out. When the Internet came, I just saw 

how it all fit together with my experience. I thought I could use everything that I've 

ever learned and put it into one place.  

 I think what happened was that I was restless and we became, after four years in 

business as Travelstart in Sweden, we were the household name there. And I got 

restless again. I figured what is next? I couldn't for my life understand where the 

industry was going because I thought already, this is now 2004, I figured either 

Google is going to disintermediate us or it's going to be done by some sort of 

meta channels which were growing quite a lot in those days.  

 I just knew that for me, I needed to design my life around a life that I wanted to 

live, and I didn't want my work to determine what my life looked like. So, I 

thought, I've done this in Sweden and now we're the biggest here, what is next? 

And I thought I am so over doing this in Sweden. If I don't do something different, 

I'm gonna suffocate here. And I think my wife felt the same. So we said come hell 

or high water, we should move to South Africa and see if we can build a new life 

there. And out of that, we will see what comes out.  
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(Music break) 

 

SHY:  I like that (part) “The life comes first.” Like you say, I wanted to design my life 

rather than have my work determine my life. That's why you went off to conquer a 

new market.  

Stephan:  But the conquering of the new market, that became sort of a little bit as an 

afterthought. That was more as a “Go look see,” you know, let's start up 

Travelstart in South Africa and see what happens. What happened was that I 

noticed market dynamics here that I never noticed in Scandinavia. I felt people 

were passionate about what we were doing. They were passionate about our 

brand. They liked my maverick approach, while they hated my maverick 

approach in Sweden, I was always sort of attacked because of that.  

 I actually felt more at home doing what I was doing in South Africa, and after five 

years of continuing to build the business in Scandinavia and building the 

business here, I said, “You know what? This is actually more fun.” If I look at 

what's left of my career in this industry, where can I do the biggest impact? And I 

felt that that answer was very easy. I felt (in) Scandinavia / Europe, the impact I 

could do there was quite small. I knew I could build a big company. I knew I could 

get rich, so it wasn't about that. But in Africa I felt I can change people's lives. I 

thought I could change the industry on the continent and to me, especially when 

you're not 20 or 30 any longer, I thought put those years that I have left in this 

industry. I wanted to dedicate those years to changing the industry on this 

continent, rather.  

SHY:  Do you feel that you have? I mean, how many years has it been now? Has it 

been 20 years in Africa? 

Stephan:  We've lived here 15 years now. No, absolutely. I mean, it's absolutely going in the 

right direction, and I'm very happy that we took the decision. I'm not happy, 

maybe, that I sold off the Scandinavian entity, because I think to some degree I 

could have kept it. But anyway, it was a decision I took at the time.  

SHY:  Well, maybe, on hindsight, there is a saying that you can never conquer a new 

shore until you've fully left the old shore. So maybe it was good to have that sort 

of real clean break where you did sell off your business so you can just kind of 

focus 100% on building that new business. What was the most challenging part 

of building that new business on a new continent?  

Stephan:  I think the biggest problem or the biggest mistakes I did in the beginning, was that 

I thought that this sort of more Scandinavian style of management would work 

here. Where you embrace everybody, you have a very flat organisation structure 
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and you work together as a team, there's a lot of trust built in. That did not work at 

all. Trust factor is very low in Africa and also in South Africa. If they can screw 

you over, people, they will. That took me a few years to understand that. And not 

until I get an interface between myself, who understood me and somebody that 

respected me and I respected back, and where there was 100% trust, I could 

start to become more myself. But I'm not a kind of manager that's going to poke 

in every detail, even though I am a detail-oriented person. But I'm not gonna 

check up on you doing your work every day. And unfortunately, some people do 

not respect you if you do that.  

 Just to give an idea, I had a blog that I was writing in every day and I'd been 

doing it for six years. I found out that people, suppliers, staff and others, they 

read – because when you write the blog, I think you have to be quite honest 

about things. And honesty and vulnerability is (sic) something that they see as a 

sign of weakness, often. Of course, I'm not at all a weak person in my profession. 

I can be vulnerable, but I also know exactly what I want.  

SHY: It’s interesting in some societies, being honest and vulnerable as a leader is 

considered progressive and that makes you strong. Because then people 

embrace you. But in some societies, that’s considered a weakness. That’s an 

interesting –  

Stephan: – yeah, I think once you have built up a security framework around you, you can 

of course be vulnerable. I think you have to be, as a leader, you can only be 

credible if you are vulnerable to each other. But, when you have this approach of, 

“Come on, we're a team, we can do this together, these are my flaws,” you know, 

they would see that as a sign of weakness. And they'll just try to grab whatever 

they can from you and I've been eaten many times over in Africa because people 

took my kindness and my vulnerability as a sign of weakness. And boy, were they 

wrong.  

SHY:  [Laughs] So you toughen up.  

Stephan:  Yeah, I’ve toughened up a lot. Yeah, sure.  

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY:  You run an online travel agency that really takes care of travel for Africans in 

Africa wherever they travel. We know very little about the African travel market 

other than Cape Town is this wonderful destination that actually, a lot of 

Singaporeans are going to. What are some of the key trends that are happening 
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in the travel market in Africa right now? Why should we be excited about the 

African travel market?  

Stephan: I think that there are quite a few things to be excited about. First of all, we work in 

the technology sector, so the whole offline to online migration is very interesting. I 

think the whole fact that people are using mobile as a means of doing everything 

in their lives drives this whole technology adoption quite a lot. I saw already a few 

years back that paying with mobiles, both here and in Kenya, people adopted that 

very quickly. But, when you go to Scandinavia, very few are using their mobiles to 

pay anything. So I'm excited about that. And like in many emerging markets, 

people are skipping one stage of technology for the next one, and I find that is 

quite exciting. Then, you have the fact that people are becoming more and more 

mobile. If you look in South Africa, for instance, there is a lot of people from the 

Eastern Cape working in the Western Cape, (and) they use very, very insecure 

modes of transport. You know buses are very bad, and they get screwed by the 

bus companies. So there's a lot of stuff to do there. We find that very exciting, 

and this is happening across Africa, how people move around. 

 Then also another thing, this sort of Airbnb-ification of the accommodation side 

and also food delivery, is growing so fast it's unbelievable. We find that that's very 

exciting. We made an investment in one of these companies helping 

guesthouses and private property owner(s) to distribute their content to the likes 

of Airbnb and Booking.com etc. So that is very exciting. Then, other areas 

(which) I think that's also very exciting is actually people coming into Africa, which 

is growing tremendously. That's something that we're looking a lot at. I think as 

it's getting easier and easier to find decent accommodation at good prices, this is 

also very exciting. In the past, it's been very, very expensive (to book) 

accommodation. Even today, to go on safaris are super expensive, we're talking 

about $2000 a night per person and up. We invested in this company, SafariNow 

that does low cost Safari vacation which is I think, very exciting. So, there's a 

whole bunch of stuff that excites me about this.  

SHY:  Yeah, it's a huge continent. Sounds like what's happening in Africa is very much 

what happened in Asia, and is happening in Southeast Asia. With, as you say, 

this leapfrogging to mobile, this love for instant technology to deliver us food and 

transportation. It sounds very similar, the parallel tracks of the development of the 

travel industry. What do you think is the biggest impact travel has had on a 

continent like Africa? Because you said that you wanted to start up a travel 

business in Africa because you have the ability to change lives.  

Stephan:  So, you said the biggest change travel has done to this continent. Africa is an 

interesting place in that sense. It's also Africa, mind you, it's 60 countries, 60 

countries with more than hundreds and hundreds of different cultures. And I think 
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what I like about Africa is that it's still a raw diamond. When people look at this, 

they see corruption, illiteracy, they see malaria, they see HIV, they see all these 

things. But actually, when you come here, you see that if you just give people a 

decent chance to get some sort of education and a decent chance not to get sick, 

a decent chance to go to the bathroom, a decent chance to eat food, they are as 

smart as anybody else, you know. And that's what I love about being here. Here, 

you can see the future to some degree being created in real-time, so I like that.  

 I think travel in Africa is a little bit different because I see so many people like 

myself, who's made some sort of career overseas. They come here and they 

want to use what's remaining of their career or post-career to give back to some 

degree. And I don't want to overplay this whole thing about giving back. But it's 

really, I think especially for an entrepreneur, when you can invest into something, 

it could be monetary or it could be in a human being or in an organisation, when 

you can see how they grow, that is actually very satisfying. I think all 

entrepreneurs are driven by that. I think for every traveller that comes here, I 

often see a piece of Africa crawls under their skin and they want to come back 

again and again and again, and do something here because they see that they 

can make some sort of impact on the continent. I find that quite exciting, I must 

say. 

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY:  We talked about music in Sweden and how the formula of really simple words, 

catchy lyrics and this simplicity, is very successful as a formula. At the same time, 

you've been in travel tech for so many years and technology, instead of 

simplifying travel, has really complicated travel. It's really made it even more 

complex for people in the industry. We can reach everyone right now, but it’s like 

we can reach no one, because everyone is so fragmented. Do you think this 

simplicity formula could be applied to travel at this point in time?  

Stephan:  It all boils down to what we mean by that question. I mean you are right that we 

are complicating things. My belief is that the more options people have, the more 

confused (and) the more angry (sic) they will be. Just look around (at) the 

Western world today. People are angrier than ever because they have more 

options than ever before. I always say that a good war would distill things down to 

what life is really about. I think people should chill out a little bit. But I think what 

we need to do as providers in this industry or us trying to build companies here, is 

trying to focus more around the customer needs.  
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 From Travelstart point of view, we've distilled it down to, yes, technology is 

getting more and more commodified and getting more and more the same across 

the line. One website might be blue, one might be red, another orange. One 

might have four steps in their process, one might have three, but it's more or less 

still the same. So, what can differentiate us more actually, is the price you offer 

the customer. But the bigger problem is for us to survive as an industry is, of 

course, the platforms around Apple, Google, Amazon, etc. How do we 

differentiate ourselves so we don't become just a feature in a platform? And I 

think that's something that we as an industry need to think about. Otherwise, we 

are going to be disintermediate, just like we disintermediated the high street 

agencies and I don't think we should take anything like that for granted. We all 

live on borrowed time anyway, so I think we need to do something decent with 

the time that we have here.  

SHY:  What should we hold on to? What should we in travel hold onto? Because, you 

know, you say a differentiator is price. I mean, you can't really compete on price 

alone because, you keep going down and down until there are no margins. So, 

what do you think is the heart of what we can hold on to in travel, say your travel 

company, and that will really make it stand out from the rest? So that it does not 

become a commodity within Apple or within Google or within other platforms.  

Stephan:  No, when I said price, I'm thinking about options as well. It's not only about 

product X costs 5% less than the competition, that is (a) very slippery slope that 

nobody wants to go down. I am thinking about having more options to choose 

between, even though people do get confused by having more options. Yeah, I 

think it's an interesting question that we're struggling with here. The way that I 

look at my company groups, if we look at the evolution over the past three years, 

what we as Travelstart group, really want to do? We want to be a great company, 

and right now we are an OTA. We're selling primarily flights, hotels, cars, but we 

are not sure that that's exactly going to be our core business in 10 years from 

now, which is why we invest in new verticals, new business models, etc. I think 

that for us, at least, that's where we see a big differentiator. How we can provide 

value to the continent where we are, because not necessarily will this business 

model that we have today, be around in 10 years from now. Not here and maybe, 

not anywhere else. I love companies like IBM that's been around for more than 

100 years who have sort of managed to reinvent themselves. Same thing with 

Sony and Samsung and some of these wonderful Asian companies. We want to 

be one of those companies that are around in 10 / 20 / 30 years from now. And if 

we want to, we need to invest in what's next. And actually, (even though) you 

don’t always know what is next, but you can see when certain business models 

are fading out. I think that to some degree, customers’ needs will always be the 

same. I think people will always want decent service. I think people will always 
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want a great deal. The question is just how they get it and where technology can 

be a help in this.  

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY:  I guess the other thing is people will always want to travel, right?  

Stephan:  Absolutely. That's actually one of things why I really love this industry. I think that 

this is not going to slow down, I think this will just continue to increase. Of course, 

modes of transportation is (sic) hopefully going to change a lot. I love what Elon 

Musk is doing with these Hyperloops. I think they should develop the train 

networks a lot more. I don't know if I told you when we were in Sweden, about all 

these groups working against people flying, they call it flight shame. I think there 

is also a hashtag around this now and actually the tourist industry in Sweden, 

charter operators are really struggling with this now. All these raging 

environmentalists, they are really putting a lot of shame and blame on people 

who are flying.  

SHY: That seems to be a movement towards rail travel, taking the railway instead. Or 

buses.  

Stephan: Yeah, which you can do in Europe, but you can't do that in Africa. Even in South 

Africa, you can't take buses because it would take four days to get to a place 

when you can fly there in a heartbeat. But I think those things are interesting to 

look at to see what's going on.  

SHY:  Yeah. Interesting trends that are developing. Let's come back to you as a 

traveller, to wrap up. What is the best holiday that you've ever had, Stephan? 

Stephan:  Yeah, that's a good question. I've had a few, I mean, we've had many good 

holidays. Maybe I would rather say (for) life-changing holidays, then I would say 

definitely when I first came to South Africa in 1989. I came here with my brother, 

we rented a car and drove around the country for a month, spoke to people. That 

was a trip that really changed my life forever, and I'm forever grateful that I did 

that travel. I would say that was a trip that stood out in my book.  

 Otherwise, I would say one of the coolest thing was, this is going back 30 years 

as well, going to the Amazon Forest, going to Manaus and going on a 1-day trip 

into the jungle and staying at a simple lodge there. I thought that was absolutely 

amazing and I learned a lot from that trip as well. I saw what the downside effect 

of tourism, and people leaving agricultural work (to) instead making these 

souvenirs for people, and they made more money from making one souvenir out 
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of wood than one days’ of work. So people stopped farming the land and instead 

doing these things for tourism. I don't want to think what it is now, 30 years later. 

But that's the downside of tourism. So in a way, I think it's a responsibility that we 

have as an industry, making sure that cultures doesn't (sic) get diluted too much.  

SHY:  At the same time, I think we also have a responsibility to ensure that the money 

that we spend in-destination does go straight to the local communities whose 

places we are visiting. 

Stephan: Yes, yes. 

SHY: It’s a fine balance. So again, you are big on music, so is there a song that you 

hear when you think of Africa? That life-changing holiday in Africa with your 

brother, was there soundtrack to that? 

Stephan: You know what? [Laughs] Yes, there is. Again, you should always go with the 

first thing that you have in your mind. This is crazy, so we were in the complete 

outback in one of the homelands here in South Africa in ‘89 and we're driving 

along this gravel road. We were so dirty and we saw these tribes people, they 

were painted in their faces and women walking around bare-breasted. Finally we 

got something on the radio (laughs) and it was Roxette ‘You've Got the Look’. 

SHY: No! [laughs] 

 Stephan: [Laughs] I’ll never forget it, we couldn't believe it. Here we were, and then there is 

Roxette, which is a Swedish band of course, playing ‘You've Got the Look’. We 

were looking at that, looking at these people. That was the first thing that came to 

my mind. So that's the soundtrack of Africa.  

SHY:  Well, that's globalisation, isn't it? What makes you heart beat faster, Stephan? Is 

it, is it books, or is it creating art? What makes your heart beat faster?  

Stephan:  I love writing, but I do take a lot of inspiration from music as well and also from 

art. If I just look at this weekend that went, I was studying something about 

Herbert von Karajan who was the conductor of Berlin's Philharmonics. I bought a 

box set with him with 320 CDs, so I'm working through that now. I was (also) 

reading up on the story of Deutsche Grammophon, which is incredible. So 

Deutsche Grammophon almost went bankrupt, when they decided to do a box 

set of vinyls of Beethoven’s 9 Symphonies. The owner, she was a very prolific 

woman. She decided that they were going to go ahead and release this and they 

thought that they were going to sell maybe 5000 copies. They sold over 100,000 

copies of this box set and it was the biggest hit any gramophone company at the 

time have ever made. So, I take inspiration from everywhere, and I love to bring 

in inspiration from both art, music, literature into my work. At least, that's where I 

find my inspiration.  
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(Music break) 

 

SHY:  Is there another adventure in the offing? Is there a book in the creation?  

Stephan:  Yes, so there is several books in the creation [laughs] and hopefully one day I'll 

have the time and discipline.  

SHY:  I hope it's not 320 CDs, like Herbert von Karajan. 

Stephan:  No, I have a few ideas on books. Started a few of them, but I'm so busy with my 

work that I don't have the time to do it. And part (of the reason) why I actually 

have to stay away from it is because I love it too much. I get so ensnared into the 

writing once I get down to it that I forget about my work. I have to realise that the 

work is my first commission, I need to finalise this. I've got a responsibility to the 

owners and to my staff and various stakeholders, of course. I believe that you 

need to do things well and not half-baked, and that's why I want to finish this off 

well first. Whatever that means, I don't know, but the proof will be in the pudding 

somehow. And then I will have time to dedicate the rest to the storytelling and the 

writing.  

SHY:  Well, we look forward to that book when it comes out or an art piece from you or 

a piece of music from you because I know that you will constantly be inspired and 

continue inspiring us. Thank you, Stephan, for your time.  

Stephan:  Oh, thank you. It was great talking to you. Thank you so much.  

 

(Music begins) 

You’ve been listening to ‘A life in travel’, a podcast hosted by me, Yeoh Siew Hoon. 

Each season, we will feature stories of cool people doing cool stuff in a cool industry, folks 

who’ve built lives in travel and those whose lives have been changed by travel. 

If you enjoyed this episode, please go to alifeintravel.net, and subscribe and review us, and tell 

us who else we should be interviewing. We are open to ideas. 

This season of ‘A life in travel’ is brought to you by Expedia Group – Bringing the world within 

reach.  

Thank you for listening.  

(Outro music ends) 
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