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SUMMARY 
 

Norbert Zeelander was born in Antwerp, Belgium on February 24, 1938. He was the first-born in 
a middle class family. His family had lived in Holland for hundreds of years but subsequently 
moved to Belgium for business. As he was two years old in May of 1940 when the family left 
Belgium, Norbert’s recollections are from what he was told and from photos. 
 
Norbert was told that when the bombing of Belgium began his family, together with his father’s 
parents, drove south towards France. It took them nine months, moving from farm to farm to stay 
ahead of the Germans. Norbert learned that his father’s brother killed his family and committed 
suicide. 
 
Norbert’s family stayed at one farm for one and a half years where his sister was born November 
1941. When the Nazis drew near in late 1942 or early 1943, they escaped through Spain to 
Portugal. Norbert describes the train ride with German soldiers on the train and that his parents, 
who had false papers, were helped by a network of people including the stationmaster. He also 
believes that the Dutch Red Cross was involved in their escape from France, through Spain and 
Portugal, where they boarded a ship to the West Indies. The family stayed in a large refugee 
camp with other Dutch people. Eventually they went to Curacao, a Dutch island.  
 
After the war, the family came to the U.S. but because they had entered illegally they had to 
return to Belgium for two years to await their quota, where Norbert recalls much antisemitism. In 
1948 the family returned to the U.S.  
 
Norbert expresses the impact of psychological characteristics that he feels are related to his 
family’s experiences with which he still struggles:  developing into a loner (since he was without 
any playmates while in hiding), nightmares in which he is always running, being angry and quick 
tempered as an adolescent, especially when faced with antisemitism.  He describes how he coped 
with these emotions by keeping very busy and working long hours to which he attributes his later 
success in business.  Norbert explains that because he was never in a camp or a ghetto he never 
considered himself a "survivor" until the 1985 American Gathering of Holocaust Survivors in 
Philadelphia. See also the interview with his father, Theodore Zeelander from 1985. 
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