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Life did not let Léon Melchior off lightly. At school he had to double his first year and got no further 
than his third year. He was 14 when World War II broke out. In the middle of the war his parents 
separated and he ran away from home, he no longer had a home. After the war, he got a job in the 
Limburg coal mines, where he worked underground for one and a half years and worked double 
shifts. Then he found employment with a building company and later he founded his own building 
company. His first order was to build a brick garden wall, his second job was installing a kitchen. His 
company grew and in its heydays employed 9.000 people.

In 1965 Léon Melchior moved to Lanaken, in 1971 
he sold his companies to devote all his funds, time and 
energy in horses, the sport and breeding. 

When people get older they often look back and talk 
about the past.  Léon Melchior was a great exception. 
He never looked back at yesterday, he talked about 
tomorrow, about the future. That was typically him. 
Léon Melchior always looked ahead and saw further 
than anyone else ever could. Therefore he was often 
misunderstood, but time always proved him right.

He talked quite rationally about his teens in the war:  
‘Age 16, my parents separated, I quarreled with my 
father, ran away from home and had nowhere to go. The 
German army offered me quarters, but if the American 
army had been here then, I would now speak English 

instead of German, and I would have joined them. What 
could I do at the time? I had no home and no ideals. 
Before I realised, I found myself at the East front. Beastly 
times’. After the war, he became a prisoner of war and 
spent time in the concentration camps in Vught and 
Maastricht. Among NSB men, SS men and collaborators. 
Léon Melchior did not understand what he had in 
common with those people. ‘Because joining the army 
had been purely a means of survival for me. I realised 
afterwards that I had been naive, but I had certainly not 
made a deliberate choice.

Because of all the war polemics, Léon Melchior never 
wanted to be bothered with politics. After the war he 
could not count on any support or friends. He has always 
realised everything in his life by himself. Léon Melchior 
has never had to say thank you to anyone. ‘That whole 
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post war period taught me that if you want to achieve 
something in your life, you have to do it yourself.’

After his stretch in the Limburg mines he found a job 
with the Coppes building company. In one of his rare 
moments of reflection Melchior still remembers his first 
wages: 100 guilders per month. ‘That was five guilders 
per day and I did that for five years. After that I started 
for myself.’ Léon Melchior benefited from the spirit of 
the age, after the war Europe had to be built up again, 
although at first no-one wanted to be bothered with Léon 
Melchior. He soon understood that the building world 
was a closed shop, where everyone helped each other. 

Even when he made the cheapest offer, he would not get 
the order. Melchior was the underdog and precisely that 
hardened him and made him a fighter. His competitive 
advantage was that even then he already thought out 
improvements, new building techniques. As an underdog 
he had to think and act better and faster. And because he 
could not count on anyone, there was only one solution 
and that was to realise projects himself. That forced 
Melchior to also become a financer. ‘The start was 
difficult and tedious. I remember that I once had to sell 
my gramophone record collection in order to pay out 
the wages to my staff. I had to distinguish myself from 
others and I could do so by working out new building 
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techniques. We were the first to work with horizontally 
and vertically sliding formwork. We applied that new 
technique in the construction of the new headquarters 
of Lufthansa and it would later become a standard 
technique for big buildings and storehouses.’

It was no coincidence that Léon Melchior, born on 
Christmas Day, had building companies that referred 
to the three kings: building company Melchior in the 
Netherlands, Kaspar in Germany and Balthazar in 
Belgium. 

In order to create his own projects, he first made a 
study of existing demand and used that information 
to his advantage. Storehouses, warehouses, malls, 
hospitals, schools … anything that was in demand 
would be supplied by Léon Melchior ready made. That 
was the key to his success. He did not only handle the 
construction work, but for a hospital, for example, he 
also supplied the beds. Melchior thought along with the 
client. For the GB in Liege he proposed that the shop 
should be bigger and he leased a building outside town 
as storage space. At the same time he developed a stock 
keeping system. After the war, expansion was the magic 
word and Léon Melchior built in Belgium, Germany and 
the Netherlands. In Cologne he built, for example, the 
Lufthansa headquarters. Then followed orders for big 
projects from Philips, GB (now Carrefour) and Hema. 
Melchior’s building company was also active in the 
public sector with the construction of hospitals and 
universities. 

Find out what the demand is, create a market and then 
realise it. That was the concept of Léon Melchior. And 
thinking along with your client. If a project was too 
expensive, he would finance it himself and then lease it 
out. Everything was possible, ready-made for the client. 
His ideas were creative and innovative. The secret of his 
success? ‘All my life I have always had the feeling that 
there must be a solution for every problem. The more 
difficult the problem, the more I like it. Maybe that made 
me a good builder, because I always found a solution 
for everything. You know, when I started, I was no-one 
and I did not know anyone. I went to play cards in hotel 
L’Empereur in Maastricht to get to know people and 
there I received my first orders.’ He never got anything 

the easy way. He was always looking for a niche in 
the market. At one time he invested in material and to 
make that pay he constantly had to find new orders. An 
important aspect was that he was always surrounded 
by good staff. He considered this very important. 
‘Creativity is important, but more important is that 
you get the best out of your employees, allow them to 
think for themselves and develop. And to be grateful to 
them. When they produce good work, you should not 
be too mean to pay for it. I may have been a rock-hard 
businessman, but I never forgot how important the social 
contact with my employees is. You can never do it all by 
yourself, you always depend on good staff.’ Enterprises 
never formed a problem for Léon Melchior: ‘First of all 
you have to take something up for which you have a 
feeling, then analyse it to see if there is a market for your 
idea, maybe even create such a market yourself. And not 
unimportantly, always aim for modernization, because 
then you are ahead of the others. That is how I built up 
Hans Anders. 

Everything always goes up and down and when you 
have reached the top, you must sell, it is as simple as 
that.’ 

Léon Melchior founded an investment company in the 
80s. His holding participated in several companies and 
did project development. He even got orders from the 
government in Aruba. In the Low Countries everyone 
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wrong, after a year he met all the requirements. Léon 
Melchior had to lose weight. You do that with sport. 
But he did not like the idea of running laps. Well, horse 
riding is a sport, isn’t it? In no time at all he lost 10 
kilograms.  

At the time, he owned hunting grounds in Montenau. 
When you walked there on foot, the game would flee, 
but when you walked on horseback, the animals would 
not be frightened. Léon Melchior started his horse 
career as a recreational rider. After a while this no longer 
formed a challenge, so he built a paddock and started 
showjumping. He bought his first showjumping horse, 
Richette Z, for 3,000 guilders. 

is bound to know of one project of Léon Melchior; 
Hans Anders opticians. From a small business with eight 
shops, Hans Anders, under management of Melchior, 
grew into a market leader with more than 200 outlets. 
Hans Anders is possibly his most famous project for the 
outside world, yet it was only the top of the iceberg of all 
the other realisations and participations. 

In 1986, just after the birth of daughter Judy Ann,  Léon 
Melchior and his wife Judy Anne left for a tour around 
the world with their boat that would last several years.

Horses
Horses came into Melchiors’ life in a curious way. 
With some pride Léon Melchior once showed me a 
photograph of him jumping a 2.05m wall : ‘I had only 
been riding for two years at the time. But to be honest, 
riding up to a two meter wall is easier than jumping a 
whole course of 1.50m.’ Was Léon Melchior a better 
talented entrepreneur than a rider? ‘Not only talent, 
but hard work, persisting and not giving up are more 
important qualities. And you should also consistently 
follow the path you have taken.’

Léon Melchior explained that horses came into his life 
at the doctor’s orders. He needed a lot of money for his 
projects. The credit company sent him to a doctor and 
he refused to allow him the credit. Melchior proposed 
a deal: give me my credit now and in one year’s time I 
will meet all your health criteria. They agreed, but they 
never believed that he would manage to do it. They were 

Richette Z

The hunting lodge in Montenau (B)
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Zangersheide
‘One of his best horses was Heureka Z. When she got 
lame in  the left hind leg, he decided to breed with 
her. He sought the advice from several studbooks and 
was amazed by the lack of knowledge and expertise. 
It must be possible to do better, Melchior thought. In 
the agricultural sector they improved the performance 
of all stock with purposeful breeding. Why not do the 
same with horses? And, as in his building period, Léon 
Melchior started his breeding first with research. What 
was the best studbook in Europe? Which families supplied 
horses with better sport results? Average age was very 
telling about the health of the horses. The development 
of his breeding philosophy was the result of logical 
thinking. Léon Melchior applied his entrepreneur’s spirit 
also in breeding. But he was creative and inventive again 
and that clashed with the established studbooks. The 
foundation of his own studbook was the logical next 
step. Melchior was proud of the fact that he would 
change the breeding of sport horses into breeding for 
performance. And he followed the same recipe as was 
used for cows, pigs and chicken. Selection on extreme 
characteristics; specialisation. 

Piet Raijmakers experienced his finest sport moments in 
the colours of Zangersheide: ‘Everything that was done 
and developed at Zangersheide was always first opposed 
and looked down upon and yet every studbook eventually 
followed his example. Do you know why every other 
studbook was light years behind with the introduction 
of things that Zangersheide had already implemented 
many years before? Because Léon Melchior was a 
misunderstood genius. He was misunderstood because 
he was thinking and acting faster than all the others. 
The old guys from the studbook with their bowler hats 
rode the slow train, while he had already been riding the 
high speed train since the 70s. When we look back half 

a century today, we can objectively establish that every 
breeder and every studbook now fully agrees with Léon 
Melchior. Only they did not know or realise that yet 40 
years ago. What kind of people in history have caused 
progress? Visionaries, geniuses that looked many, many 
years ahead, and Melchior was such a person for the 
horseworld in the 70s, a visionary.’

Léon Melchior was one of the first to bring the best 
stallions to the best mares. That was revolutionary 
already, for until then every stallion owner had his own 
region in which his stallions served all the mares. Melchior 
was not interested in which stallion owner offered what 
stallion, but he believed that it was important to know 
about the parents and grandparents of the stallion. Léon 
Melchior was the odd man out, in all the sectors. At his 
initiative horses were screened on health. In the sport 
horses were already medically examined, but in breeding 
this was unheard of. Again, he was laughed at.

Zangersheide did not only lay the basis for today’s 
breeding, also the sport has gone through a metamorfosis 
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because of his initiatives. Thanks to Léon Melchior the 
sport became more professional and one could actually 
make money with the sport. Johan Heins, Willy van der 
Ham, François Mathy, Eric Wauters, …they earned their 
first money in the sport thanks to Zangersheide. Before 
Zangersheide, was there anyone who believed that you 
could make money with horses and the sport? In those 
days only riding schools generated money from the 
sport. The riders that rode international championships 
or Olympics were appointed for political reasons. As a 
simple farmer’s son you would never reach their ranks. 
The sport was nothing to write home about in those 
days and the same applied to breeding. 

Piet Raijmakers: ‘You bred with whatever the local 
stallion owner had on offer. And when he had five 
stallions in his horsebox, you, as a breeder, should not 
ask for the one at the back. Too much trouble. The 
first stallion that came from the lorry would serve your 
mare and that was it. And nobody bothered about this 
then, not about the choice of stallion or the pedigree. 
There was no purposeful breeding at the time. And then 
suddenly Léon Melchior appears at the Utrecht stallion 
selection. Almé Z and Ramiro Z easily outshone all the 
other stallions. But instead of receiving applause he was 
booed at and figuratively carried off covered with tar 
and feathers. Remember, the stallion owners from those 
days were a protected species! Almé Z and Ramiro Z 
came from top-class families and had top-class sport 
records behind them. Nowadays they would be on the 
wish-list of every breeder, in those days they were tarred 
and feathered. And Melchior did not offer those stallions 
to make money, not at all. He just wanted to offer the 

breeders a chance to breed with better stallions to 
upgrade the sport. Nowadays this has become common 
practice, but forty years ago they believed someone was 
telling them that there was ice in the desert.’

Léon Melchior never recognized any borders or limits, 
in any respect. Limits did not exist for him and when 
he encountered one, he simply moved it. One thing is 
certain, without him and his ‘Zangersheide’, we would 
still be in the embryo stage of ET, AI, OC. Everyone 
agrees nowadays, Léon Melchior and Zangersheide have 
broken open sport and breeding and made them gain 
momentum.


