
An interview with Erik van Zanten, author of A Heart of Wood

What inspired you to write this book?
I don’t mean to sound wishy-washy, but it was the company and my colleagues who actually inspired 
me. I studied history but don’t really do anything related to that. This was the perfect opportunity to 
express that part of me again. I enjoyed that very much.

How did you write the book? Where did you begin?
I suggested the idea to the management, after which they immediately handed me some old anni-
versary books from the beginning period in Indonesia. I started reading those. I made a list of former 
owners and employees whom I wanted to talk to and interviewed them. That was actually the nicest 
part of the project. For many former owners, the company was a life’s work that they enjoyed talking 
about. I also researched in the National Archive in The Hague, which has many documents about the 
old Deli Company.

What was most challenging in this process?
To take a somewhat dry story about a company and write it in an interesting and appealing way within 
its historical context. A company’s history is not necessarily an entertaining and catchy story; of course, I 
wanted to do justice to what actually happened and simultaneously make it accessible. I hope I suc-
ceeded.

What do you think of the final result?
I am pleased with the result. I very much enjoyed seeing how the company responded to it by gifting 
the book to all the employees and translating it for foreign employees. I am also very happy about the 
design, which came out really good.



Why should people read this book? What makes this book so interesting?
I think the book is especially interesting for someone who has a connection with the company. But 
even aside from that, the book also discusses some interesting topics, such as the Indonesian period, 
the tobacco trade in Amsterdam and the rise of the DIY sector. Hopefully, it enhances the feeling of 
solidarity among the employees. It turns out that the companies that united to create Deli Home have 
far more similarities and things in common in their past. Over the years, it emerged that these compa-
nies are actually not so different from each other, contrary to what people thought.

What is the most noticeable thing you learned about the company from writing this book?
Mostly, the scope of the company at the beginning of the twentieth century. Deli really was one of 
the largest companies of the country. I also enjoyed learning about the development and process of 
purchasing Fikszo and JeWe, which happened more recently.

Do you have any ambitions of undertaking similar projects?
Not right now, but my mind never stands still. I always think about my artistic and literary side, which I 
hardly use in my daily work, but which I very much enjoy occupying myself with. So, who knows, may-
be something will come up sometime soon. If anyone wants to make a suggestion, I will be pleased to 
hear about it. In the meantime, I am also greatly enjoying myself in the supply chain!


