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DANIEL BRANTON (BIRNBAUM) 

ON HIS FAMILY’S STAY AT HOTEL PALÁCIO,  

ESTORIL, IN JUNE 1940 

 

Family group: 

Leopold Birnbaum (01.12.1895 – 25.06.1990) 

Josephine Birnbaum (01.08.1905 – 1957)  

Daniel Birnbaum (n. 13.01.1932) 

Judith Birnbaum (1936 – 1974) 

 

Place and length of stay: Hotel Palácio, 03.06.1940 – 10.06.1940 

 

Daniel Branton was born on 13 January 1932, in Antwerp, Belgium, to a wealthy Jewish 

family. His father, Leopold, or Poldek, was born in Poland, and had immigrated to the 

Belgian city as a child with his parents and eleven siblings. Professionally, the family was 

linked to the diamond industry. One of Poldek’s brothers, Michel, had moved to the 

United States where he had opened a branch of the family’s business. On his visits to 

the United States, Poldek met Josephine Bandes, from a Pennsylvania Jewish family linked 

to the wool industry, whom he would later marry. In 1927, Poldek became a naturalized 

American. The couple settled in Antwerp, where their children were born - Daniel in 

1932 and Judith in 1936. Daniel attended Lycée d'Anvers, a French school in the Flemish 

city. English, French and German were spoken at home. Daniel remembers his parents 

discussing political events in Europe with some concern. 
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Daniel Birnbaum, now Branton, in 1939 

 

On 25 September 1939, after the invasion of Poland by the German and Russian armies, 

Josephine and the children left for the United States. They settled on Staten Island, where 

they stayed for a few months at a maternal aunt's house, awaiting their father's arrival. 

In January 1940, they returned to Antwerp, as Josephine did not want to be separated 

from her husband. 

‘My father was very resourceful’ 

On May 10, 1940, hours after the German invasion of Belgium began, the family fled the 

country in their 1936 Buick. The car was loaded with luggage and mattresses were 

attached on the roof. They were headed to Portugal with the aim of returning to the 

United States. Daniel was particularly tearful because his parents had ordered him a 

bicycle, which had not yet arrived. Other family members were also traveling with them 

in another car: Poldek's brother Sylvain, his daughter Anne-Marie, who both had 

American nationality; Sylvan and Poldek’s mother, Chaja Cypres Birnbaum, Polish; 

Sylvain's wife Gisèle Blankenstein, Belgian; as well as the maid, Gabrielle Dormaels, also 

a Belgian national. Arrived in Bordeaux on May 25, Poldek's family, of American 

nationality, immediately received transit visas to Portugal signed by Consul Aristides de 

Sousa Mendes. They settled in Biarritz, waiting for Sylvain and his family, who had mixed 
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nationalities, to obtain their own visas.  As this process was delayed, Poldek and his 

family left, hoping to meet with the rest of the group in Portugal.  

At Irún, on the Franco-Spanish border, Daniel Branton recalls experiencing the moment 

of greatest anxiety in his escape. The family was ready to board the train bringing it to 

the Rossio station in Lisbon. With Josephine and the children already aboard, Poldek 

was held behind by the Spanish customs authorities on account of his car. 'My father 

pulled the car key out of his pocket and the guard took it.' Thus Poldek secured 

his place with his family. 

 

We have no information about when the family entered Portugal, or if they stayed 

anywhere else before arriving in Estoril, on June 3, checking-in at Hotel Palácio for a 

week. Daniel's memories of their stay there are diffuse. Every morning, Poldek walked 

through Estoril. Daniel recalls that, one day, his father returned from an open-air 

produce market near the hotel – possibly the Estoril market – praising the quality of the 

products on sale, a likely contrast to the situation that family had experienced in the 

countries they traveled through in their escape.  

 

Hotel Palácio in Estoril, in 1940, where the family stayed.  

On June 10, 1940, the same day the family checked-out of the hotel, they boarded the 

SS Washington. The ship had been sent by the U.S. government to repatriate American 

citizens fleeing a Europe at war. Daniel recalls that 'the ship had extra beds on part 

of the decks because it was trying to pick up as many US citizens as possible 

along the way.' Near the Portuguese coast, the ship was approached by a German 
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submarine, on suspicion of being an enemy vessel. Once the mistake was cleared, and 

the passengers recovered from their fright, the vessel headed towards New York on 

June 21. By this time, Sylvain Birnbaum's group had already obtained their visas from 

Aristides Sousa Mendes, granted on June 17. The mix of nationalities of this group, as 

well as the nature of visas, not authorized by the Portuguese political police, meant that 

they were assigned a residence at the resort town of Figueira da Foz. They stayed there 

until they boarded the Manhattan for New York, where they arrived on 18 July 1940. 

Giselle Dormaels would join them in January 1941, aboard the Lourenço Marques.  

 

The SS Washington, with the flag and country name at the beginning of the war. 

 

In September 1940, months after Poldek's arrival in the United States, and under 

pressure from Josephine, the family changed the surname to Branton. 'My mother 

insisted, she was so angry, she couldn't stand to have a German sounding 

name.  She invented our new surname ‘Branton’ to maintain the identical ‘B’ 

initial.' 

Between 1940 and 1941 the family lived in Brazil, near a mountainous area where other 

European refugees lived, probably Petrópolis. ‘That’s where I saw for the first time 

a snail almost the size of a melon’.  But Poldek's business did not find the expected 

success and the family returned to New York eight months later, eventually settling in 

Scarsdale, New York state until the end of the war. 

In 1946, after the war, the family received an official apology from the Spanish authorities 

for the confiscation of their car.  Poldek recovered it undamaged but because its 

carburetor was missing, it was not drivable.  On his next trips from the United States to 

Europe, he brought the heavy missing carburetor wrapped in a candy box and, after 

fixing his car, drove it to Belgium, where it was stolen a year later.  
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Most of Poldek’s siblings, except for his younger sister Augusta Schulsinger (46 years 

old) managed to leave Belgium – some went to Palestine, others to Argentine and the 

United States. But on 20 September 1943, his sister Augusta was deported from Belgium 

with her husband, Joseph (44), and children Marc (18), Miriam Sara (16) and Stephanie 

(13 years). They were on transport XXII B from the Malines transit camp to Auschwitz. 

None survived. 

Daniel Branton graduated in Biology, and is now emeritus professor of biology at 

Harvard University. He is happy to see that the accommodation bulletins signed by his 

parents were preserved, and to know that part of the memory of his family's exodus is 

kept at the Exiles Memorial Centre, not only for his children, grandchildren and great-

grandchildren’s benefit, but for the information and education of the public at large.  

 

‘I hope that my daughter may visit Portugal soon and see the place where we 

stayed for a few days during our flight’.  

 


