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         seemed to me an extraordinary suggestion bordering on the fantastic. The thought of an aging admirer stealing a woman’s head
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      Prologue

      
      The most important thing to know about Margaretha Zelle is that she loved men. The most crucial thing to know about her is
         that she did not love truth. When it was convenient, she told the truth. When it was not, or when she found the truth tedious,
         she invented what might be kindly called “alternative truths”—and unkindly, “lies.” For her, what was factually true never
         seemed as essential as what should have been true. By the time she had transformed herself into Mata Hari, she was highly
         skilled at fashioning the world to her liking.
      

      
      She was a creation from beginning to end, a character in a play that she continuously rescripted. She changed her name as
         often as some women change hairstyles.
      

      
      Only once in her life did she acknowledge this fact about herself, and it was when she was in prison, in imminent danger of
         being convicted of espionage and sentenced to death. The severe conditions of her imprisonment, the catastrophic collapse
         of the world she had created, and the brutal destruction of her identity had driven her very near to madness. With painful
         insight sharpened by her teetering on the edge of the abyss, she wrote to the man who was her captor, accuser, and interrogator, trying to explain:
      

      
      
         There is something which I wish you to take into consideration, it is that Mata Hari and Madame Zelle MacLeod are two completely
               different women.

         Today, because of the war, I am obliged to live under and to sign the name of Zelle, but this woman is unknown to the public.

         I consider myself to be Mata Hari. For 12 years, I have lived under this name. I am known in all the countries and I have
               connections everywhere.

         That which is permitted to Mata Hari—dancer—is certainly not permitted to Madame Zelle MacLeod.

         That which happens to Mata Hari, they are the events which do not happen to Madame Zelle. The people who address one do not
               address the other.

      

      
      This was probably the moment of her greatest self-understanding.

      
      In this telling of her life I have steered as close to the truth as I am able—but in her case, the truth is an ever-shifting
         and elusive wind.
      

   
      
      1

      
      The Little Orchid

      
      HE TAUGHT HER to think of herself as special. She was his little princess and he loved to show her off. He bought her wonderful dresses
         in vivid, flamboyant colors—once a dress of scarlet velvet that she wore to school. She twirled to show her father how the
         skirt flared out, and he beamed and told her she was beautiful. She did the same for her friends at Miss Buys’s exclusive
         school, and they looked at her with wide eyes. They pretended to be shocked, to think it was a scandalous dress for a girl
         her age, but she knew they were only jealous. They were better suited to the subdued colors they habitually wore. They could
         have afforded a dress like hers easily, but they never could have worn such a garment with her flair. Their pallid skin and
         colorless hair and lack of personality condemned them. Only someone like her, with thick, darkly waving hair, compelling eyes,
         and café au lait skin—only someone whose very essence cried “Look at me!”—could get away with it.
      

      
      One of her school friends in a moment of genius called her an orchid in a field of dandelions, and she was, even then. And
         she knew it. She knew it because she was different from everyone else. She knew it most of all because of the way her father
         treated her, as if she were infinitely precious. His love gave her a wonderful feeling.
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      Adam Zelle was the prosperous and handsome father of Margaretha Geertruida Zelle, the future Mata Hari, and her three brothers.
         She was his favorite child. (The Mata Hari Foundation/ Fries Museum)
      

      
      She was born on August 7, 1876. Her younger brother, Johannes, was born two years after her, on November 26, 1878. Then in
         1881, on September 9, came twin boys, Arie and Cornelius. The birth of her brothers never displaced Margaretha from her place
         in their father’s affection; she was always the favored child in his eyes. She probably believed he loved her more than he
         loved her mother.
      

      
      On her sixth birthday, her father surprised her with a goat cart, a bokkenwagon. It was the most marvelous gift she had ever received. The vehicle was an exquisite miniature phaeton as fine as the ones
         the rich drove with their superb horses. Hers was pulled by a matched pair of stout goats with fine horns. All her friends
         clamored to go for a drive in it, and she loved indulging them. The neighbors clucked their tongues at the extravagance of
         such a gift, and for a little girl too! It would only make her vain and give her ideas about her own importance. They should
         have known that she already had those ideas, that she had learned them at her father’s knee.
      

      
      The extraordinary goat-drawn phaeton was remembered by Margaretha’s former classmates and many others in the town de cades
         later. “It was an amazing bit of foolhardiness, which put Margaretha absolutely in a class by herself!” So said one of her former friends in 1963,
         when she was well over eighty years old and Margaretha was long dead. Others spoke of the gift of the bokkenwagon as the most unforgettable event of their childhood years.
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      In 1882, on Margaretha’s sixth birthday, her father gave her a goat carriage—a magical and extravagant gift. (The Mata Hari
         Foundation/Fries Museum)
      

      
      But that was typical of Adam Zelle: he loved to be noticed. His daughter was in some ways his most becoming accessory. He
         was vain about his full beard and his good looks. He always dressed well, in a top hat and flowered waistcoat that flattered
         him, to advertise the quality of the goods produced by his hat factory and for sale in his haberdashery. Some people called
         him “the Baron,” as a jibe at his pretension and posing, but he rather liked the nickname, assuming it was a recognition of
         his natural superiority.
      

      
      In 1873 he had his greatest social triumphs, the first of which was marrying Antje van der Meulen from nearby Franeker. Although
         Antje was thirty-one years old, only two years his junior, and not a young woman in her first flush of marital eligibility,
         she was from a family with higher social standing than his. He felt the marriage was a major step up for a rising young merchant
         in a provincial capital in northern Holland. Later that year, Zelle was selected to be in the mounted Guard of Honor when
         King Willem III visited their town, Leeuwarden, in the province of Friesland. Zelle prided himself on his horse manship and
         was honored to be selected to represent his town. He had his own portrait painted, showing him on horse back and in full uniform.
         Many years later Zelle presented it to the new Fries Museum as an important work it ought to display. It is a mediocre piece
         of art but an excellent example of Zelle’s personality.
      

      
      Ten years after these triumphs, in 1883, Zelle’s haberdashery business was doing so well that he moved his growing family
         into a beautiful old brick house at 28 Groote Kerkstraat. It was a fine residence and doubtless he felt himself established
         as one of the most important burghers of Leeuwarden. He hired more servants and sent his pretty daughter to learn elegant
         manners, music (both singing and piano), exquisite handwriting, and French at Miss Buys’s school; his sons were growing into
         strong and good-looking boys, and he planned a good education for them, too. Although Amsterdamers might claim that Leeuwarden
         was rural and unsophisticated, Zelle felt the town in which he had been born and raised was an excellent place. It boasted
         nearly 27,000 inhabitants.
      

      
      After another six years of acting the baron, Zelle found that Leeuwarden no longer seemed so splendid. His investments and
         business ventures went so far wrong that on February 18, 1889, he was forced to declare bankruptcy. The failure must have
         been a bitter comedown to a proud man. The news was probably a great shock to his family, for men of his background did not
         discuss financial matters with their wives and children. Leeuwarden was no longer a place where Zelle could live and hold up his head.
      

      
      He left for The Hague on July 15 to look for work. His family was left behind, crowded into a cheap upstairs apartment on
         the Willemskade, a much less fashionable address than Groote Kerkstraat, with little money to live on. It was the family who
         had to face the pitying looks and whispered words about their sudden turn of fortune.
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      In 1889, Adam Zelle went bankrupt and divorced his wife, who died two years later of shame and poverty. The adolescent Margaretha
         was sent to live with relatives who found her difficult, with few prospects for a good marriage or a useful career. (The Mata
         Hari Foundation/Fries Museum)
      

      
      For Margaretha, her father’s departure for The Hague less than a month before her thirteenth birthday must have felt like
         a desertion. Didn’t Papa love her anymore? How could her birthday come with no goat carriages, no fancy dresses, no gifts
         from him at all? She was by then honing her excellent linguistic skills on English and German as well as French, but there
         was no loving Papa to applaud her academic triumphs or to admire her pretty dresses. He had left her, and the effect must
         have been shattering.
      

      
      After ten months, on May 31, 1890, Zelle returned to Leeuwarden and his family. Margaretha may have expected the golden days
         she remembered from her younger years to resume, but Zelle was unable to support his family and equally unable to reconcile
         with his wife. The neighbors overheard violent quarrels. By the end of the summer, the couple filed for a legal separation,
         which was granted on September 4. In conservative Friesland in the nineteenth century, a legal separation was a scandalous act, fuel for gossip and smug or knowing nodding of heads. A decent man and his wife would
         simply have come to an unspoken agreement and lived apart. But a legal separation? Even in disgrace, they might have said,
         that man Zelle had to call attention to himself.
      

      
      Zelle moved to Amsterdam, nearly ninety miles away, where he was soon living openly with another woman. His wife stayed in
         Leeuwarden trying to hold her family together. On May 10, 1891, Antje Zelle died. The announcement in the newspaper read:
      

      
      
         This day it pleased the supreme architect of the universe, to take away from this earth, after a grievous suffering from February
               21, 1889, my dearly beloved wife, loving mother of four helpless children, Mrs. Anna van der Meulen Zelle, at the age of 49
               years. Adam Zelle Corneliszoon [son of Cornelius].

      

      
      The date mentioned—February 21, 1889—was three days after the public declaration of Adam Zelle’s bankruptcy. There is no evidence
         of what happened on this date; perhaps it took three days for the word to spread throughout Leeuwarden that “the Baron” was
         bankrupt. Perhaps Antje had only enough courage to hold her head up for three days against the titters and snubs that plagued
         her. The intertwined causes of Antje’s “grievous suffering” were almost certainly humiliation and poverty.
      

      
      On the afternoon of Antje’s funeral, piano music was heard issuing from the Zelle house hold by those passing in the street.
         People in Leeuwarden were surprised, even shocked. Music was considered an entertainment and hence indecorous in a house of
         mourning. “I was playing; it was the pain I felt,” Margaretha told a friend solemnly, enjoying the opportunity to dramatize her sorrow just a bit.
      

      
      Neighbors looked after the Zelle children for some weeks while more permanent arrangements were made. In November, Johannes, the older boy, was sent to Antje’s family in nearby Franeker.
         The twins were sent to their father in Amsterdam, but Margaretha— M’Greet as she was usually called by then—was not. Instead
         she was sent to live with her uncle and godfather, Mr. Visser, and his wife, in the small Friesian town of Sneek.
      

      
      The depth of M’Greet’s feelings of outrage and betrayal can only be imagined. She had always been her father’s favorite; she
         was now almost a woman, nearly fifteen years old, and she had suffered what were to her terrible deprivations because of the
         family’s sudden poverty and social downfall. Why didn’t Papa come and take her to Amsterdam? Why did he take the twins and not her?

      
      The answer can never be known, but it would not be surprising if Zelle’s new woman refused to have M’Greet in the house. The
         girl was vain and self-centered and used to having her father indulge her. Money was still tight; the couple did not live
         in a good section of Amsterdam. It was less onerous to take on twin ten-year-old boys than a spoiled teen-aged girl who loved
         extravagant clothes and being the center of attention.
      

      
      From M’Greet’s point of view, her mother had died and her beloved father—the handsome papa who had made life magical and fun,
         the man she bent every energy to please—had rejected her twice. She felt she was practically an orphan. In all likelihood,
         she was sulky, petulant, and angry, not an easy guest in her godfather’s home. Sneek was a small town in which respectability
         and conformity were of paramount importance to everyone except, perhaps, M’Greet. There was little to distract her from her
         misery.
      

      
      What seems clear is that the Vissers tried hard to reform the headstrong girl. Within weeks, they told her she was unlikely
         ever to attract a husband. She was dark and flat-chested; she had grown to five feet nine inches tall, an awkward height in
         an era when the minimum height for men in the military was five feet; she had no dowry; and her family name had been disgraced. No one would
         ever want to marry her. The Vissers felt she had best begin thinking of how she was going to earn her living. Fancy languages,
         a fine hand, and piano playing were not very marketable skills. One obvious alternative, domestic service, was unthinkable
         to a proud girl like M’Greet. Since her grandmother van der Meulen had allotted five thousand florins for the education of
         the Zelle children after Antje’s death, perhaps she should attend some sort of training school.
      

      
      Early in 1892 the Vissers packed M’Greet off to a boarding school in Leiden where all the newest educational innovations were
         being taught to young women wanting to become kindergarten instructors. The school later became famous for the “Leiden kindergarten
         method” of encouraging children’s natural love of learning through play and practical exercises rather than attempting to
         make them sit down and listen to lectures. In all probability, the real reason the Vissers sent M’Greet there was that they
         found her trying to live with and they knew the headmaster, Wybrandus Haanstra. Haanstra had earned his teaching credentials
         in Sneek, where his father was a pastor and a teacher. The Vissers may have felt more at ease passing the responsibility for
         this awkward poor relation of theirs to a well-thought-of fellow Frieslander.
      

      
      When M’Greet arrived at the Leiden school, Haanstra had been headmaster for ten years. He was a very well respected educator
         and apparently liked by the students. There is now a plaque on the school wall dedicated to him by his “grateful students.”
         It shows a bas-relief of Haanstra with a walrus like moustache and a full head of hair; his profile vaguely resembles that
         of Albert Einstein.
      

      
      Although the then-radical approach of teaching children through play might have appealed to M’Greet’s sense of fun and spontaneity,
         it is difficult to envision a career less appropriate for her character. She never in her life exhibited any particular fondness
         for children or any nurturing instincts. In the assessment of one of her former school friends, choosing such a career for
         M’Greet was an obvious error: “Such a job was good for a ‘motherly’ girl, and M’Greet was a personality.” This appraisal must be weighed carefully, for it was made long after the fact, but the sentiment rings true. As both child
         and woman, Margaretha Zelle was rarely concerned with anyone but herself.
      

      
      The oft-repeated story of M’Greet’s brief stay at the Leiden school is that Haanstra fell in love and had a sexual relationship
         with her. She was sixteen; he was fifty-one and married. She was clever academically and, judging from later reports of her
         life, exceedingly charming and attractive. She had learned very early that pleasing men was the way to find happiness.
      

      
      In 1893 she was sent home from the school in shame, while Haanstra remained in his position of power and esteem until his death in 1925. What ever happened, M’Greet was blamed for the scandal, not Haanstra. Today his behavior would be considered
         criminal sexual exploitation of a minor. He was a mature man in a position of authority over children; she was a girl who
         had been placed in his care. But in 1893 she was considered the one without morals and was disgraced.
      

      
      The Vissers did not take M’Greet back. They were probably deeply embarrassed; M’Greet had proved herself to be her father’s
         scandalous daughter. Everyone in Sneek would know of this wild young woman’s dishonor. If they were unwilling to try to reform
         M’Greet further, who could blame them?
      

      
      It is impossible to verify the story of M’Greet’s love affair with Wybrandus Haanstra. In January of 2005 a representative
         of the school, now known as the Haanstraschool, confirmed that Margaretha Zelle was on their list of former students. The school itself has no further information, not even archives that
         might shed light on her classes, grades, or reason for dismissal. The General Leiden Archive (Gemeente Archief Leiden) holds
         three linear meters of material from the Association for the Professional Training of Female Nursery School Teachers (Vereniging
         tot opleiding van bewaarschoolhouderessen) for the period 1867 to 1972, looked after by archivist Michiel van Halem. Mysteriously, there are no documents from the Haanstraschool for the period 1890–1900, the decade that includes M’Greet’s attendance there.
         Were these documents deliberately lost or withheld because there was something in them that someone wished to conceal? Or
         is their lack of preservation another one of the odd twists of fate that haunt the story of the life of Mata Hari? There is
         no way to be certain.
      

      
      After she left Leiden, M’Greet was shuffled off to yet another set of relatives, Mr. and Mrs. Taconis, in The Hague. She was
         seventeen, without family or prospects and with little to do. But The Hague was not as boring as small-town Friesland; it
         was the seat of the Parliament and boasted many chic shops and magnificent buildings. With its broad, tree-lined avenues,
         it had a much more cosmopolitan air than Leeuwarden. The scenic dunes and popular promenade at Scheveningen were enticingly
         near. The Hague was full of people returned from the Dutch colonies, who clustered together close to the Ministry of the Colonies.
         Their homes, their speech, and their possessions often recalled the tempo doeloe, the golden past when they lived like kings in the Dutch East Indies or Suriname. Above all, The Hague was full of colonial
         soldiers on leave.
      

      
      Margaretha was young and restless and longing for romance and excitement. If she were to create in her mind a man who would
         restore her tempo doeloe, he would be an older man, a handsome man in uniform, like her father on his horse in the painting that hung in their home on Groote Kerkstraat in Leeuwarden. He would be a man who would treat her like a princess, a precious creature
         to be spoiled and indulged and petted.
      

      
      Was she consciously looking for such a man? Almost certainly; girls of seventeen and eighteen with too much time on their
         hands often daydream about handsome lovers. A town full of young soldiers on leave in their best uniforms was a rich background
         for such fantasies. Did she realize she was seeking to re-create her father’s magical love during her childhood? Probably
         not. But an adored and adoring father who disappears, as Adam Zelle did, can leave his daughter with a nearly insatiable longing
         for male attention.
      

      
      The pity is that she found the man she sought.

   
      
      2

      
      Different Lives

      
      WHEN M’GREET MET THE MAN she was to marry, he had spent as many years in the Dutch East Indies as she had lived on earth: seventeen. Their experiences
         during those seventeen years were utterly different.
      

      
      Rudolf MacLeod was a hard man—hard-living and hard-drinking, sure of himself, and used to command. He was born into a proud
         Scottish family that had lived for generations in the Netherlands and produced several military Officers. His father was a
         retired Dutch infantry captain; his uncle had reached the rank of general and been an adjutant to King Willem III. His mother,
         Dina Louisa, Baroness Sweerts de Landas, had been born into an impeccably aristocratic family that, sadly, had lost most of
         its fortune.
      

      
      Rudolf was born March 1, 1856, which made him a full twenty years older than M’Greet. Following the family tradition, he entered
         a military academy, or battalion d’instruction, at Kampen in the Netherlands on August 15, 1872, when he was sixteen. He wanted to become an infantry Officer and was an excellent cadet. In his first year, he was promoted twice: to brevet corporal and then corporal.
      

      
      Like other cadets, Rudolf followed the ongoing war in the Atjeh province of the island of Sumatra, part of the Dutch East
         Indies where the Royal Dutch Indies Army (Koninklijk Nederlands Indisch Leger, or KNIL) played a major role. A man who had
         graduated at the end of Rudolf’s first year at Kampen, Johannes van Heutsz, won great glory— medals and rapid promotions—for
         his heroism there. From a distance, and with the optimism of youth, Rudolf saw Atjeh as a promising post. The cadets at Kampen
         had no more idea than the Dutch government that the Atjeh War would prove to be the bloodiest, most viciously fought colonial
         war of the era. It lasted for forty long years. At any point in its duration, about one-fifth of the total Indies army forces
         were fighting in Atjeh. Approximately 7,700 Officers and men of the Indies army were killed; an even greater number died of
         disease aggravated by the fetid tropical conditions, poor food, heavy drinking, and frequenting of brothels. As well as decimating
         the army, the bitter fighting of the Atjeh War killed between 30,000 and 100,000 Indonesian “rebels,” who viewed themselves
         as freedom fighters, before it ended in 1903.
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      Rudolf’s portrait was taken at or near the time of his graduation from Kampen. Picture Collection Halwasse, Central Bureau
         of Genealogy, The Hague, The Netherlands. Originally published in Herinneringsalbum 1850– 1890, copyright 1891, Kampen, The
         Netherlands.
      

      
      The war had begun, ostensibly, because pirates controlled by Sultan Mahmoud Shah of Atjeh regularly attacked Dutch and British
         trading ships. More truly, though, the war was about establishing Dutch control over the so-called Outer Districts of the Indonesian islands. Atjeh was a rich province that produced half the
         world’s supply of pepper, and the sultan, who was believed to rule the province as if it were a nation, had firm religious
         and trading connections to Persia, India, and beyond. He was entirely too powerful for Dutch liking.
      

      
      The “glorious war” that the young cadets at Kampen followed in the newspapers was far from glorious on the ground. The initial
         attack had come in 1873. A force of 3,000 Indies army soldiers had sailed from Batavia—now known as Jakarta—on March 22, intending
         to land in Atjeh and to take the fortified palace, or kraton, inhabited by the sultan. Neither the government nor General J. H. R. Kohler, the experienced Officer in command of the troops,
         knew two crucial facts that predetermined the war’s long duration and difficulty. First, Atjeh was lush and heavily vegetated,
         with terrain nearly impossible for marching, moving huge cannon, and transporting heavy wagons full of food, smaller artillery,
         and ammunition. Second, the sultan was assumed to be the leader of a state but was in fact only a figurehead at the head of
         a loose coalition of local groups in Atjeh. Thus, even when the army took the kraton and the sultan died, the rebellion did not end.
      

      
      The Indies army warships had landed in Atjeh on April 8 and had met the guerilla fighters in fierce combat. Their artillery
         and rifles had proved to be not terribly effective against small bands of fighters armed with razor-sharp klewangs (curved Indonesian swords). The guerillas attacked by stealth out of the tall grass or struck without warning from the dark
         greenness of the forest. The Indies army had shelled and attacked the mosque and the kraton in Banda Atjeh but could not take either. Eighty Indies soldiers and Officers, including General Kohler himself, had been
         killed outright in the battle. Pushed back, unable to grapple with an elusive foe with a much better knowledge of the terrain
         and local resources, the Indies troops had retreated under the command of Colonel van Daalen. In addition to the dead, there had been 408 wounded and an unrecorded but very large
         number of men ill with malaria, syphilis, dysentery, cholera, foot rot, beriberi, and other medical problems. The defeat had
         been bitter and humiliating for the Dutch, who vowed to return and root out the rebels. The rebels, who felt they were protecting
         their own territory from an invading force, had been equally determined to rout their enemies.
      

      
      The second Atjeh expedition had left Batavia in November of 1873. Even before they had landed in Atjeh, Indies army soldiers
         were dying of cholera in large numbers. The commanding Officer, General J. van Swieten, later wrote: “December 6, already 302 sufferers were being nursed, 133 of them died, and 169 were still being treated. In the 24 hours from December 5 to 6,
         22 died.” Nonetheless, the invasion had begun on December 9. Indies army soldiers had invaded Atjeh, armed with modern Beaumont
         rifles, two machine guns—useless under the field conditions—and eighteen pieces of artillery. Their intent was to end the
         Atjeh War once and for all. With a vast force of more than 8,000 soldiers, supported by 4,300 native servants, convicts, and
         coolies and 200 women, they had expected to accomplish their goal.
      

      
      During the late nineteenth century, at least three-quarters of the enlisted men in the Indies army were Indonesian, some of
         them from other regions or tribes of Sumatra with traditional hostility to the Atjehers. Most of the Officers were Dutch or
         European; they comprised about 20 percent of the total force. Some of the other nationalities in the Indies army included
         Germans, the odd African, and some Ambonese, natives of the island of Ambon, now part of the Molucca Islands of Indonesia.
         Both Africans and Ambonese were officially “European” through a bizarre legal quirk.
      

      
      In the second expedition, the Indies army again had failed to take local conditions into account and had foolishly attacked in the middle of the rainy season. One cannon, a twelve-foot-long behemoth weighing 4,700 kilograms, had been brought all the way from the Netherlands by ship. Almost immediately, it had bogged
         down in the mud and could not be moved further.
      

      
      During the rainy season in the Dutch East Indies, about 60 percent of deaths could be attributed to illness rather than fighting,
         and medical treatment was minimal. J. A. Moor sums up the situation recorded by army medical Officers in their diaries and
         reports:
      

      
      
         An expedition in the Outer Districts was primarily a desperate, often futile battle against nature and climate. Officers and
               men were pushed to their furthest limit, physically and mentally. Everyone who took part fell ill at least once, if not several
               times, and some remained more or less ill for the duration of the campaign. More of the military were disabled, temporarily
               or for good, because of the merciless physical conditions during a march or in camp, than because of actual combat.

      

      
      Fighting against native insurgents in the Dutch East Indies had relied on a scorched-earth policy. The army burned and destroyed
         everything: crops, kampongs (villages), granaries, and mosques. In 1862, M. van Adringa, a young health Officer, described a military expedition in which
         he had taken part; though he had been in Borneo, the description is equally applicable to the fighting in Atjeh a decade later:
         “So every day we would get up steam and then halt to destroy everything that belonged to the enemy.” Soon the annihilation
         did not stop at structures and tangible resources but included native men, women, and children. As the war ground on, the
         fighting grew more savage.
      

      
      The kraton in Banda Atjeh had been finally captured on January 24, 1874, but the Atjeh resistance to Dutch rule did not end. The sultan had died—allegedly but improbably of cholera—on the
         day of capture. Instead of surrendering, as the Dutch had expected, the Atjehers had appointed another sultan and continued
         their incessant and ruthless raids on the Indies army. The army force had been decimated during the second Atjeh expedition
         as during the first. The second expedition had officially ended on April 20, 1874. A total of 1,052 men had died (almost 13
         percent of the expeditionary force); another 764 were wounded, and an additional 877 had to be evacuated because of illness.
         Sixty-nine percent of the dead had fallen victim to disease.
      

      
      The Indies army had settled into the heavily fortified kraton, which soon became known as the Kota Raja—city of the raja or sultan—as their base for a prolonged “pacification” of Atjeh.
         Their aim was “to remain in Atjeh for ever” in order to establish and secure Dutch sovereignty. The fighting had continued
         as the army marched inland, trying to root out the rebels. Contemporary photographs preserve scenes of the wholesale slaughter
         of Indonesian men, women, and children, their bloody bodies lying in twisted disarray in ruined kampongs. Even hardened Officers sometimes had to turn away from what they and their men had done.
      

      
      A letter from a young second lieutenant in the Atjeh War, Hendrikus Colijn, who later became prime minister of the Netherlands,
         showed graphically what the fighting was like:
      

      
      
         I have seen a mother carrying a child of about 6 months old on her left arm, with a long lance in her right hand, who was
               running in our direction. One of our bullets killed the mother as well as the child. From now on we couldn’t give any mercy,
               it was over. I did give orders to gather a group of nine women and three children who asked for mercy and they were shot all
               together. It was not a pleasant job, but doing anything else was impossible. Our soldiers attacked them with pleasure with their bayonets. It was
               horrible. I will stop reporting now.

      

      
      No more could be written to send home to a loving wife who could not understand the horrors of bitter battle.

      
      As for the Indies rank-and-file soldier—known by the nickname “Jan Fusilier”—he suffered dreadfully throughout the long Atjeh
         War. His uniform was wool too thick and warm for the stifling, humid climate; he was required to wear a heavy helmet known
         as a shako; and he carried weighty weapons and a pack. If he had foot-wear, which the native troops did not until 1908, it
         deteriorated almost immediately in wet conditions. The food was monotonous and spoiled quickly. Jan Fusilier lived on rice,
         coffee, dried or salted meat, dried fish, bacon, pepper, and vinegar, supplemented with bread and tinned potatoes when he
         was in garrisons. Europeans were issued a tot of gin each morning, and native soldiers were given arak (a local liquor) or
         watered cognac. Invalids received “fortifying provisions,” which included bouillon, arrowroot, cans of meat and vegetables,
         tea, and red wine.
      

      
      After the taking of the Kota Raja, the war continued guerilla-style. As the Indies army marched single file through the rice
         paddies, fields, and glowering forests, Atjeh warriors picked them off one by one. During battles, the Indies army wounded
         were routinely abandoned to be retrieved later if they were still alive by the time the native convicts, who served as orderlies
         to shorten their sentences, got to them. The orderlies put the wounded on tandus— homemade stretchers—and carried them from the front to the medical station. There, young medical Officers with an average
         age of about twenty-seven, and no previous experience of warfare, did what they could. They worked in the open air or in hastily constructed thatched huts, cleaning and bandaging wounds, removing
         bullets or amputating limbs, and administering opium or quinine if there was any. Field medical stations and even the military
         hospital that was set up at Kota Raja routinely ran out of these vital medicines.
      

      
      Many of the sick and wounded died of infection, since antibiotics had not yet been invented, and the infections were compounded
         by poor sanitation, dysentery, and inadequate nutrition. Not only the enlisted men suffered. In the first half of the nineteenth
         century, only 50 percent of the medical Officers survived their first five years. A mere 10 to 15 percent of Officers lived
         long enough to achieve twenty years of service in the Dutch East Indies. Conditions did not improve markedly throughout the
         nineteenth century. Few of the horrors, hardships, and dangers of the Atjeh War were known to any but the soldiers themselves.
      

      
      Rudolf graduated from Kampen on July 22, 1877, as a second lieutenant. A photograph taken of him at this time shows a very
         handsome young man, proud of his uniform with its new badges of rank. He looked at the camera with more than a touch of arrogance
         and great self-confidence.
      

      
      After graduation, Rudolf accepted a posting to the Indies and sailed on the packet boat Conrad on November 3, 1877. After a brief stint in Padang, the twenty-one-year-old Officer was plunged into the brutal hell of the
         Atjeh War. For the first time, he came face-to-face with war as it was fought instead of war learned from books in Kampen.
      

      
      The men he commanded and lived with were either native troops or the roughest sort of Dutchman who had been pressed into service,
         often while drunk, in Harderwijk in the Netherlands. The colonial recruiting depot there was colloquially known as the sinkhole or sewer of Europe. The men recruited in Harderwijk
         were rarely better than the place. Jan Fusilier was crude, ill educated, often drunken, and an incurable gambler. Yet if properly
         led, he was a ferocious and loyal warrior. Discipline was harsh and immediate. Officers did not show fear or indecision lest
         they lose the respect of their men.
      

      
      Rudolf soon learned to dispense orders without hesitation, to react immediately to the terrifying warning “Orang Atjeh datang!” (The Atjehers are coming!) and never, ever to flinch. He did as he was told and badgered, bullied, and inspired his men
         into doing as he told them.
      

      
      Soon after arriving, Rudolf fought at Samalanga, one of the bloodiest and most notorious battles of the war. The rebels were
         holed up in a native fort, or benteng, surrounded by earthworks and bamboo palisades and too strongly held to be taken. The Indies troops retreated and then returned
         with more men and cannon. What they did not know was that the benteng was connected by underground tunnels to a second fort, from which more rebel troops had been funneled in. It was a sharp defeat for the Dutch, killing about 30 Indies soldiers and wounding another 150.
      

      
      The commanding Officer, General Karel van der Heyden, was wounded twice during the battle, once by a bullet that grazed his
         forehead and again by a bullet that entered his left eye. As soon as his wounds were bandaged, he returned to the front line
         to lead his men. Van der Heyden’s act of raw heroism was commemorated in a famous painting now on display in the Bronbeek
         Museum in Arnhem, the Netherlands, which houses both a museum devoted to the Indies and an old soldiers’ home.
      

      
      Van der Heyden was a brilliant soldier but an inflexible man. An observer described the way he left those around him

      
      
         stunned by the rapidity of his decisions and his incredible energy. The General does not recognize any obstacles, he said
               to me, he knows nothing but to advance. The officers who can be checked [delayed] do not last long in his army. It can be
               seen when he is stopped because an order was not carried out, about which he was not informed at the time: then he is terrible!
               Otherwise, he is full of heart, he loves his men, and also loves those who are in fear of him. One sees large tears roll down
               his cheeks when he visits the hospital, which he frequents, and where the wounded or ill soldiers call him familiarly and
               ask him to come to their bedside.

      

      
      Rudolf fought in Atjeh for seven long years, until 1884. He earned the Atjeh expeditionary cross for military actions between
         1873 and 1880 and was promoted to first lieutenant at the end of 1881. His career was going well.
      

      
      In the early 1880s, Rudolf was one of the Officers engaged in trying to eliminate the enemy from a zone surrounding the Kota
         Raja. After a certain rough control had been established by 1882, a strategy known as the “concentrated line” was put into
         effect in Atjeh. Kota Raja would be encircled by a series of sixteen forts, linked by good roads or tramlines, thus demarcating
         a zone that the Indies army hoped to control. First the roads had had to be constructed and the forts had had to be built,
         miserable labor that was carried out in the stifling heat, with the fear of guerilla attacks.
      

      
      Eventually more than 5,059 square kilometers were encircled, but eradicating native resistance within the circle was very
         difficult. Small mobile units consisting of one or two Officers and fifteen to seventeen men were sent out on patrol for two
         to four weeks at a time with orders to search out and kill rebel forces. These patrols carried all their supplies with them
         from the garrison. If tropical diseases and rancid food didn’t kill them, they were often picked off by invisible attackers. It was grueling and disheartening work.
      

      
      Rudolf was transferred out of Atjeh in 1884 and sent to Magelang in Java and then to Banjermassan in Borneo, where he spent
         five years. His career then became choppy and uncertain, with many transfers and no promotions. For reasons unexplained in
         his military records, in 1889 he was transferred from one battalion to another on May 4 and promptly transferred to yet another
         battalion on May 23. These were the first two of four rapid transfers within the space of a year. In May 1890 he received
         two years’ leave of absence to return to Europe, but his leave was retracted “by request” a little over a month later. Why?
         Did he suddenly recover—or did he hope for a more congenial posting? A mere nine days after the retraction he was transferred
         again to become adjutant to yet another battalion. That posting proved no more suitable, because he was transferred again
         two months later, on August 26.
      

      
      This record suggests that he made himself unwelcome rather quickly at each posting. He stayed nowhere very long and was not
         promoted, in contrast to his marked successes during his first six years in the Dutch East Indies. Something was blocking
         Rudolf’s advancement, quite possibly something of his own doing. He admitted freely to drinking, gambling, and going with
         women. Was he living so wild a life that his superiors thought him unsuitable for further promotion? Was he too harsh on his
         men, or not harsh enough? For seven years, Rudolf’s career stagnated.
      

      
      In 1890 Rudolf returned to action in Atjeh and then his record changed for the better. During his second year back in Atjeh,
         he was promoted to captain (April 7, 1892); on December 9 he was awarded the Officer’s Cross, a medal for long patriotic ser
         vice. Against considerable odds, he had survived twenty years of service since his cadet days, much of it in vicious combat.
         He always claimed he had deserved a Willem’s Cross but that his superiors had “finagled” not to give it to him.
      

      
      Rudolf’s situation in 1892 was vastly different from M’Greet’s. By 1892, her father had declared bankruptcy, her parents had
         separated and then divorced scandalously, and her mother had died. She had been shuffled off to reluctant relatives. At the
         time of Rudolf’s promotion to captain, M’Greet was at the teacher training school in Leiden, seducing or being seduced by
         Heer Haanstra. She longed to experience life, to have romances and adventures; Rudolf had seen too much of the dark side of
         life and had had altogether too many adventures to indulge in romantic fantasies at that point.
      

      
      Yet it would be wrong to assume that Rudolf spent his years in the Indies without female companionship. He coyly asserted to one writer that during his bachelor years in the Dutch East Indies he had never gone with native women but that he had
         loved women often and very much. Rudolf almost certainly had not had affairs with “Pures,” or full-blooded European women,
         because they were in very short supply in the Indies before 1900. Women comprised less than 20 percent of the European-born
         population in the entire Indies. The sex ratio among Europeans was even less favorable to romance in Sumatra, where Rudolf
         was posted most of the time. Between 1877 and 1883, women comprised only about 14 percent of the European-born population
         in Sumatra, and during his second posting there in 1890–1893, the percentage of European women was still only about 26 percent.
         The odds of finding an attractive and unmarried European woman to woo were very long. Romancing married ones almost always
         led to great trouble.
      

      
      If Rudolf followed the normal pattern for Indies Officers, he took a mistress of Indonesian or mixed Indonesian-Dutch ancestry,
         a population known as mestizos, métis, “half-castes,” or most commonly Indisches or Indos. Until 1895, nearly half of the soldiers in the Indies—most of whom were Officers—lived with Javanese or Indo concubines. Those without concubines were almost invariably
         enlisted men who found the salary too low to support even a native “wife.” For Officers like Rudolf, a mistress was an officially
         acknowledged privilege of rank.
      

      
      The Indies army had many official regulations pertaining to long-term concubines and prostitutes. Prostitution and concubinage
         were regarded by the military as necessary evils and, in some circumstances, conveniences. This official stance had an enormous
         effect on Indies society in general because, until 1895, most of the male Europeans in the Dutch East Indies were in the military.
      

      
      The army had formally recognized the right of a soldier to have a native or half-caste mistress, known as a nyai or muntji, in 1836. By 1872, military regulations permitted formal, legal marriage for Officers or noncommissioned Officers (NCOs) but
         only with permission; marriage was absolutely prohibited for men below the rank of sergeant major. Yet sexual activity was
         considered necessary for a man’s health, since the government was convinced that the hot climate and spicy food of the Indies
         increased a man’s libido. Prostitutes living in the barracks were common. The military was not opposed to the practice of
         concubinage, for their statistics showed that fewer men who cohabited with nyais were infected with venereal diseases (0.7 percent) compared with men who went with prostitutes (6.64 percent). Similarly,
         men who cohabited with nyais were more rarely punished for drunkenness (14.4 percent) versus those who frequented prostitutes (40.9 percent).
      

      
      One government official wrote: “The moral standards of the soldier can be so elevated that his conduct is excellent and he
         refrains from drink. Yet no matter what height he may attain the woman remains indispensable to him, and thus the degree of
         abstinence is more a question of natural inclination and financial circumstances than moral standards.”
      

      
      “Unnatural vice,” or homosexuality, was feared by the government more greatly than use of prostitutes, the infection of soldiers
         with venereal disease, or the birth of children out of wedlock, so there were army brothels. The belief was that the girls in military brothels were less likely to have syphilis than prostitutes elsewhere. They ranged in age from about twelve to perhaps thirty-five or forty. The youthfulness of the concubines is not so shocking in light of the age of legitimate marriage
         in the Indies, which was fourteen or fifteen. At the end of the nineteenth century, a single visit to the brothel cost Jan
         Fusilier more than one quarter of the pay he received every five days.
      

      
      European NCOs whose salaries were higher than enlisted men’s might set up a regular relationship with an Indo concubine, who
         then lived in the barracks with him in a sort of marriage. Theoretically a European NCO might be given permission to marry,
         but this was very uncommon. To get some privacy within the barracks, both European lower ranks and native soldiers with concubines
         created “rooms” by hanging cloths on cord or wire to separate their bed from the others. In 1888, only a little more than
         1 percent of the European soldiers (mostly Officers) in the Indies army were married.
      

      
      A soldier normally handed over at least half of his pay packet and his rations to his woman, who somehow managed to produce
         better and tastier meals than the canteen. This was so usual that setting up “women’s sheds” where the wives and concubines
         cooked for their men was a priority when a new camp was built. The children resulting from these relationships generally slept
         underneath the platform on which the couples’ straw mattress rested. Both concubines and children could eat in the mess halls, and in the later part of the nineteenth century, schools were established on some military
         bases for the mestizo children fathered by the soldiers. The lower ranks were inspected weekly for signs of venereal disease;
         their concubines were inspected only when the soldiers showed symptoms. Unfortunately, there was no effective cure for syphilis
         until 1922, though treatments involving doses of mercury and mercury compounds were routinely given to “cure” syphilis.
      

      
      As an Officer, Rudolf lived in much better quarters than the lower ranks, usually in a small house of his own or in a small
         house divided down the middle and shared with another bachelor Officer. Like Indies planters, civil servants, or merchants
         who had reached high enough status and income, most Indies Officers had a nyai—a term that was politely translated as “house keeper” but that was understood to include sexual access. A nyai always addressed her man as tuan, a term of respect that translated roughly into “lord” or “master.” For discretion’s sake, an Officer did not take his nyai out in public, and she was rarely seen when he was entertaining fellow Europeans at home. As a well-known novel of Dutch
         colonial life expressed the situation:
      

      
      
         For that [discretion] is prescribed by adat [traditional law or custom]. The white tuan may keep a nyai but officially nobody should know about it. That would be too indiscreet and would shock the few white women who are here.
               For a man’s prestige, too, it is desirable to keep silence on that score; a white man may keep a black [native] servant girl,
               but strictly speaking ought not to sleep with her in one bed.

      

      
      Whether she was seen or not, a nyai’s influence on the home was obvious to all in terms of the beauty of its furnishings, the quality of its food, the cleanliness and good repair of her man’s clothing, and the quietness and obedience of the servants. Nyais ran the kitchens in the Officers’ quarters at home and received field rations when they accompanied their men on field duty
         to cook for them, do their laundry, and nurse them.
      

      
      Having a nyai was considered the most effective way for a European man to learn local languages and customs, to the point that Indo mistresses
         were known as “walking dictionaries.” Plantation owners openly favored their European employees’ taking nyais. In a well-known fictional treatment of plantation life in Sumatra, a newly arrived Dutchman is urged by his superior: “And now, hurry up; you should learn Malay, even better if you have Javanese too, and there’s no better classroom than the square
         with the white mosquito net [the bed].”
      

      
      Some nyais had children by their masters, but other men demanded that their nyais have abortions if they became pregnant. Even a nyai of long standing had no legal rights whatsoever; she could be dismissed at the man’s whim at any time. And if her tuan legally recognized the children of the union, their mother had no further rights to them. The tuan could break with her and keep the children with him, could send them to a boarding school or back to Europe for an education
         without consulting their mother. When soldiers left the Indies, most simply abandoned their nyais and children to be absorbed back into the kampong. Others tried to provide for their nyais and off spring by turning them over to another soldier, in hopes that he would treat them kindly. A very few men sent or
         took light-skinned Indo children back to Holland for an education, but their mothers were rarely taken to Europe. Some nyais, considered extraordinarily faithful, waited patiently for their tuans to return from home leave, which was often a year or more in duration.
      

      
      A nyai’s existence was rarely recorded in official documents unless her tuan legally recognized her child. As Lieutenant Colonel J. I. de Rochemont characterized the situation, “The nyai are numerous and belong to all strata of our Indo-European society. Not only the soldiers in the barracks, but also most
         of the generals, field and other Officers, governors of the territories, residents, senior and other officials, have a nyai if they are not married.”
      

      
      Thus, though there is no documentary proof that Rudolf took a nyai during his unmarried years in the Dutch East Indies, his situation would be extraordinary if he had not. He was a young and
         virile Officer in the Indies, and he liked women. Since he asserted that he never touched native women, the overwhelming probability
         is that his nyai was an Indo woman.
      

      
      Circumstantial evidence of the influence of a wise nyai can be read into the changing pattern of Rudolf’s career. A long-term nyai might have helped Rudolf achieve rapid promotion and success when he was first in Sumatra between 1877 and 1884 by encouraging
         him, advising him subtly, keeping him from excessive gambling or drinking, and making his home comfortable. Then in 1884,
         when he was transferred to Borneo, there was no real possibility of taking his nyai with him there; to insist on doing so would have been un-seemly and embarrassing. In Borneo, Rudolf’s career foundered. When
         he was transferred back to Sumatra for the period 1890–1894, his success resumed, as if he had come once again under the beneficial
         influence of a good nyai who managed his house hold well, kept him content and out of trouble. Of course, other explanations can be generated for
         the changes in his military record and confirming evidence is lacking, but the likelihood remains strong that a man of his
         tastes and personality performed better with a happy home life.
      

      
      On January 9, 1894, Rudolf was granted two years’ home leave, with continued employment, “because of illness.” He left the
         Indies five months later, a little more than three weeks after an official document was issued ensuring his “promotion during leave.”
         He probably had not delayed his departure waiting for the assurance of promotion but was simply too ill to travel. Similar
         prolonged periods of in-hospital convalescence in the Indies prior to being sent home are recorded for others. On June 27
         he was carried on a stretcher onto the steamship Prinses Marie for the journey home.
      

      
      Precisely what illness Rudolf suffered from is not recorded in surviving documents. All medical records from the Indies during
         this period were destroyed in 1900. According to MacLeod family legend, Rudolf suffered from diabetes and rheumatism, but
         this story may not be accurate.
      

      
      Diabetes was spoken of in the nineteenth century, but there was neither a reliable means of diagnosing the disease nor an
         effective treatment for it until de cades later. One of the usual nineteenth-century treatments for diabetics was to restrict
         their carbohydrate intake and put them on a high-fat, high-protein diet—not at all what Rudolf’s military life permitted.
         If Rudolf had what is now recognized as diabetes, his life was rampant with risk factors that would have increased its severity:
         he was a hard drinker; he smoked; his diet was heavy with starchy carbohydrates and low on protein, vegetables, and fruits;
         his meals occurred at irregular intervals; he spent many hours marching through tropical terrain under conditions ripe for
         contracting foot funguses or infections, which often lead to amputation in diabetics; he was unable to maintain good hygiene
         under field conditions; and he was at constant risk of other illnesses that might aggravate diabetes, such as malaria, cholera,
         typhoid, typhus, and tropical parasites.
      

      
      The facts of Rudolf’s life do not suggest severe diabetes suffered under extremely unfavorable circumstances. Though Rudolf
         took extended medical leave to return to the Netherlands, he did so only once in seventeen years, and by the time he retired from the Indies army, he had survived twenty years’ service in the Indies,
         a rare event. There is no indication that he ever had a leg, foot, or toes amputated, nor was his life span noticeably shortened:
         he died at the age of seventy-two at home. The sum total of evidence suggests strongly that Rudolf did not have diabetes as
         it is recognized now.
      

      
      However, along with the more familiar symptoms of diabetes related to excessive thirst and the passing of “sweet” urine due
         to inadequate sugar metabolism, the disease also often commonly provokes joint problems, stiffness, and pain, such as rheumatoid
         arthritis, osteoarthritis, and osteopenia.
      

      
      The other condition from which family legend says that Rudolf suffered was “rheumatism”: a vaguely defined ailment involving
         joint and bone pain, stiffness, or similar orthopedic problems. In fact, the joint symptoms that Rudolf suffered from may
         have been the reason that the family believed he suffered from diabetes. Rheumatism was common among military men. One study
         of medical complaints in the Indies army concluded: “Everyone, including the few who survived for more than twenty years,
         suffered more or less from complaints of the liver, frequent stools, rheumatism, etc., and everyone remained susceptible to
         acute illnesses.”
      

      
      Symptoms of rheumatism as it was understood in the nineteenth century included “pain in the bones, joints, rheumatic complaints,
         arthritis.” All of these are well-documented symptoms of early stages of syphilis. Could venereal disease have been the cause
         of Rudolf’s medical leave and the true source of his medical problems?
      

      
      Though specific medical records pertaining to Rudolf are not preserved, information about Dutch military hospitals in the
         Indies tells us about medical ailments in the Indies army in general. Initially hospital wards were organized into two types:
         W (wounded) and F (fever). In the last half of the nineteenth century, the diseases that killed the largest number of European patients in the Indies were, in order of severity, dysentery/diarrhea (28–35 percent),
         leprosy (14–22 percent), and malaria (3–5 percent). Malaria constituted 90–95 percent of the “fevers” reported in medical
         records concerning the European Indies population. Recurrent or chronic malaria is an extremely debilitating disease that
         caused lifelong ill health in many Europeans who had spent years in the tropics, and it is highly likely that Rudolf suffered
         from it. Rudolf was not wounded but he almost certainly had fevers.
      

      
      Other major causes of illness among Indies soldiers are shown in the designations of the wards that were added later to military
         hospitals: V (venereal), O (ophthalmic)—which might include syphilitics who suffered from iritis or irritation of the iris—and
         C (contagious), which would have included leprosy.
      

      
      Statistically, syphilis or some form of venereal disease must be considered a strong possibility for the source of Rudolf’s
         medical leave, aside from the fact that its symptoms coincide with those of “rheumatism” and diabetes as it was then known.
         This hypothesis has never been suggested previously, although circumstantial evidence— which is presented in chronological
         order in this book—suggests strongly that he suffered from syphilis. This scenario would explain much that has remained mysterious
         about the married life of the woman who became Mata Hari.
      

      
      Syphilis was the third most common cause of European soldiers’ being invalided home from the Indies, surpassed only by malaria
         and nervous breakdown. Army commandant de Bruyn identified the two greatest enemies of battleworthiness in the Indies army
         as alcoholism and venereal disease, of which syphilis was the most common. Syphilis was “rampant” in the Indies and was twice as common in towns with naval or army garrisons as in rural towns. The impression of the high prevalence of syphilis in the
         Indies is borne out by hard statistical data. For example, in one hospital in Surabaya, where there was a large naval garrison, an average of 127 prostitutes were treated for venereal disease every day between July 1, 1868, and the end of June 1869. During a later four-year
         span (1909–1913) for which there are good military records, an astonishing 29.4 to 35.9 percent of the European Indies army
         soldiers were treated for “venereal disease” and another 10 to 14 percent were specifically treated for “syphilis,” the distinction
         between the two not always being clear in the records. Thus, it is plausible that Rudolf contracted syphilis during his first
         tour of duty in the Indies, a likelihood rendered still more plausible because he was a known womanizer and because the symptoms
         of the diseases he was publicly alleged to have correspond closely to those of syphilis.
      

      
      Rudolf might also have suffered from beriberi. This vitamin deficiency disease was first recognized in 1652 in a young man
         recently returned from the Indies. Early signs of beriberi are irritability, weakness, fatigue, bowel irritation, numbness
         or twinges, burning sensations, and aches in the hands, feet, and legs—all symptoms that could be attributed to “rheumatism,”
         syphilis, or many other ailments. Patients with advanced beriberi become either paralyzed in the hands or feet or suffer extreme
         edema of the limbs. sufferers may die of heart failure caused by the deterioration of the cardiac muscle.
      

      
      The number of cases of beriberi in the Indies increased suddenly and dramatically starting in the 1870s, while Rudolf was
         stationed there. In 1886, the alarmed Dutch government made determining the cause of beriberi one of the main charges of its
         medical research institute in Batavia. Finally, in 1896, Charles Eijkman was able to demonstrate that beriberi was caused
         by a deficiency of vitamin B, or thiamine, related to the processing of rice, the staple food of the Indies. The rice-polishing
         machines that had been brought to the Indies in the 1870s removed the outer husk of the rice where the thiamine was found. Thus the technological shift to mechanized rice processing was directly to blame for the epidemic rise
         in beriberi. Both locals and Europeans found polished rice tastier and preferred its whiter appearance, so polished rice was
         what the military bought, if it was available. Rudolf might well have been among the many soldiers who suffered from beriberi,
         but the fact that his illness persisted for years after he returned to the Netherlands mitigates against this diagnosis.
      

      
      When Rudolf was carried helplessly onto the Prinses Marie to go home to the Netherlands in 1894, he took with him seventeen years of hard experience as an Officer in the Dutch East
         Indies. He had led his rough troops into some of the worst battles of the Atjeh War and had seen his men die of bloody wounds
         and insidious diseases. He had made difficult decisions and developed a self-protective vigilance against sneak attack in
         the terrible guerilla war he fought under grueling conditions. He had marched long hours in the monsoon rain and enervating
         heat over rough terrain so thickly vegetated that a man hiding five feet away was invisible.
      

      
      Rudolf was a soldier’s soldier. Even on leave, he always wore his uniform and insisted that subordinate soldiers he passed
         in the street salute him properly. He still spoke “soldier’s language” after returning to the Netherlands. The manners and
         polish he had learned as a child were so foreign to him after he returned to the Netherlands that he actually told a salacious story in the presence of ladies, not realizing how offensive it would be. Yet in the Indies, his was not a purely masculine
         world. He whiled away happy hours in the arms of one or more Indo nyais who kept his quarters clean and pleasant, cooked his food, taught him languages, and warmed his bed. He also contracted diseases
         that made him too weak to fight any longer, that gave him fever and skin rashes and caused his joints and limbs to ache unbearably.
      

      
      In 1894, his future bride was a mere seventeen years old to Rudolf’s thirty-nine. He had spent years in the jungles of the
         Indies, whereas she had traveled no farther than the relatively short distance from Leeuwarden to Sneek, and then to Leiden
         and The Hague. He was a sexually experienced man, who had wooed and apparently bedded a number of women; despite M’Greet’s
         affair with her headmaster in Leiden, she had little experience of men or life. Rudolf was cynical, confident, and tough,
         a true Officer. He had faced and beaten death time and again; and now that he was back in the Netherlands, he wanted more
         than ever to enjoy drinking parties and attractive women.
      

      
      M’Greet knew nothing of bloody ambushes, desperate night marches, vicious fighting, malaria, or syphilis; she thought being
         forced to live with prim relatives as a poor relation was suffering. She was in an odd way innocent. She still expected a
         magical love to transform her world. Still she knew instinctively how to flirt and please a man. At seventeen, M’Greet was
         deeply romantic, frivolous, and terribly vain. She longed for experience—to burst out of the strict world of propriety and
         regulation so she could have fun— and she craved admiration from an older man.
      

      
      She loved Officers and Rudolf was an Officer to the core. He loved pretty, flirtatious women and she was one.

      
      Their meeting was disastrous for both.

   
      
      3

      
      Object Matrimony

      
      RUDOLF ARRIVED IN HOLLAND on August 14, 1894, and after a few weeks in the hospital went to his sister Louise’s flat in Amsterdam to recuperate. Soon
         he was bored, though not yet entirely well. Then he met J. T. Z. de Balbian Verster, a journalist working for the News of the Day. De Balbian Verster was anxious to talk to officers recently returned from the East Indies who would be able to interpret
         the reports that were filtering back to the Netherlands about fierce fighting on Lombok, the island east of Bali. Rudolf had
         never visited Lombok, but he had many years of experience in the Indies and was very knowledgeable and opinionated. He and
         the journalist became friends and drinking companions.
      

      
      In 1894, Lombok was causing almost as much trouble as Atjeh province on Sumatra. Lombok was a semi-in de pen dent kingdom
         of largely Muslim tribal peoples who had been ruled for two centuries by Hindu Balinese rajahs. These differences meant that
         the Hindu crown prince in charge of the province of Mataram treated the locals harshly, leading to riots, rebellions, and appeals by the tribesmen for Dutch intervention. This unrest gave the Dutch a perfect excuse to invade and take control
         of the whole island.
      

      
      In March of 1894, an Indies army force led by General Vetter landed at Ampenan on Lombok’s west coast. The troops marched
         east into the provincial capital, leaving massive destruction in their wake. When they arrived in the capital, they found
         that the prince had committed suicide. Theoretically the Indies army had invaded only to protect the tribes from the prince’s
         cruelties, and he would dispense no more. But the army was there, and the opportunity to establish Dutch control and drive
         out the Balinese aristocracy was irresistible. Realizing the Dutch had no intention of leaving the island without conquest,
         the Balinese forces attacked at night, killing more than 250 soldiers and wounding many more.
      

      
      The massacre was a shocking blow to Dutch forces and Dutch pride. In the Indies and at home, the Dutch newspapers dubbed this
         battle the “Treason of Lombok” and demanded revenge. Finally, ten thousand Indies army troops attacked Cakranegara, where
         the rajah resided. He was captured and banished to Batavia, where he died in the spring of 1895. The rest of the Balinese
         rulers committed ritual suicide by facing the Dutch troops weaponless and dressed in their best white clothing. Rudolf, like
         most career soldiers, was shocked by the Treason of Lombok and proud of the great victory won at Cakranegara, which helped
         erase the stain of the sneak attack.
      

      
      By the beginning of 1895, Rudolf was restless. He and de Balbian Verster met often at the stylish American Café on the Leidseplein
         overlooking the canal, under the shade of the great sycamore trees. During the day they’d drink coffee and discuss the news;
         at night they’d drink alcohol and carouse with other friends. Though his health was still intermittently poor, Rudolf was
         looking for something exciting and entertaining to do.
      

      
      Half jesting, de Balbian Verster placed an ad in The News of the Day on Rudolf’s behalf:
      

      
      
         Officer on home leave from Dutch East Indies would like to meet a girl of pleasant character—object matrimony.

      

      
      Marriage was not such a ridiculous proposition as it might seem. Rudolf liked women, very much. If he was promoted to major—and
         his promotion was more or less guaranteed—then when he returned to the Indies, he could expect a prestigious posting. As a
         senior Officer, he would be expected to entertain. Certainly neither military nor civilian society could be entertained with
         a nyai as one’s hostess; there were even rumors that men known to live with nyais might no longer be promoted as quickly as others.
      

      
      The attitude toward nyais was beginning to change. Ever since 1888 when the minister for the colonies, Levinus T. Keuchenis, had declared that concubinage must be gradually done away with, it was clear that poor Jan Fusilier would soon no longer enjoy his most basic comfort. The
         disapprobation for soldiers who kept concubines was growing stronger every day. If Rudolf were to get a straitlaced superior
         Officer, keeping a nyai would be out of the question unless he chose to give up on his ambitions. The best choice for Rudolf was to acquire a European
         wife; second best would be a beautiful Indo wife, but half-castes were still greatly looked down upon in many circles. Yes,
         a pretty Dutch wife would be a very useful accessory to Rudolf.
      

      
      Though the Indies army recognized a senior Officer’s need for a wife, he was still required to obtain permission before marrying,
         a regulation apparently intended to ensure that the wife of a senior Officer had a suitable social background and was presentable
         in society. Lower-class wives, such as the enlisted men or NCOs might wed, were viewed by the high command with a sort of disgust. Such wives, they feared, would provide endless difficulties within
         the camps: more expense on passages to and from Europe; more complaints about food and conditions; more children who would
         require an education; greater need for pensions for widows and orphans; and more immorality, since the opportunities for adultery
         and jealousy were abundant in the Indies, where men heavily outnumbered women. For enlisted men or NCOs, nyais were a better choice—far more tractable—and they could always be shipped back to the kampong if they made trouble. For any soldier of any rank, contracting an unapproved marriage would bring official disapproval and
         would not entitle the man to the usual increase in pay and upgrade in housing.
      

      
      There were two great questions for Rudolf. The first was, where was he to find a wife? Like many Officers home on leave after
         long service in the colonies, he had virtually no acquaintances in Holland anymore, much less among suitable young ladies.
         He called upon the families of a few of his fellow Officers, perhaps hoping to meet an attractive younger sister, but his manners had deteriorated during his military service in the Indies. Finding a suitable prospect for marriage was not an easy
         task.
      

      
      The second question was, was Rudolf “fit to marry”? If he had contracted syphilis during his years in the Indies, he would
         infect a young, virginal wife who was innocent of any licentiousness. While only a pure girl would suit Rudolf’s purposes
         in marrying, if he infected her with syphilis and it became known, he would have done himself irreparable social damage. Catching
         syphilis—the pox— was recognized to be the consequence of leading an immoral life, and there was a widespread dread in Victorian
         society that an entirely innocent wife (or occasionally husband) could be infected because of the sins of her partner.
      

      
      Attempting to diagnose syphilis or any other disease in the late nineteenth century was a task requiring considerable skills. There was no laboratory test for syphilis at the time, and the
         pox was notorious for its varied symptoms and manifestations. The disease was known as “the Great Imitator” following a speech
         to the British Medical Society in 1879 by Jonathan Hutchinson. In addition to the chancres or sores that were often the first
         sign of syphilis, recorded symptoms included “rheumatism, arthritis, gout, eczema, hypertension, epilepsy, headache, stomachache,
         jaundice, mania, depression, dementia, schizophrenia, deafness, ‘nerves,’ also smallpox, measles, psoriasis, lupus vulgaris,
         and iritis.”
      

      
      Diagnosing syphilis in a historical figure from this period is, of course, even more uncertain. In her book Pox: Genius, Madness, and the Mysteries of Syphilis, Deborah Hayden offers a series of ten clues that suggest someone had syphilis. Rudolf showed at least four of these: he was
         known to engage in high-risk sexual behavior and visit prostitutes; he had high fevers and chronic relapsing illness, accompanied
         by baldness; he said he intended not to marry; he visited numerous physicians; he had a long list of ailments including pain
         in the joints, rheumatism, and arthritis. Thus, there is considerable circumstantial evidence that Rudolf had caught syphilis
         as a young soldier in the Dutch East Indies, as so many did. Could he, then, marry?
      

      
      The wisdom and ethicality of a man’s marrying once he had been diagnosed with syphilis was a subject of intense discussion
         in medical circles in the late 1800s. Alfred Fournier, who in 1857 had published Research on the Contagion of the Chancre, was the first professor to hold the chair of syphilogy and dermatology that had been created at the Hospital of Saint-Louis
         in Paris, the leading center for the treatment and study of venereal disease. In 1890 he addressed the vexatious question
         of whether or not a man with syphilis might marry following a “cure” with mercury treatments and a period ranging from six months to two or three years without symptoms. He wrote, “So yes, a hundred times yes, you can marry after
         you have had the pox, and the consequences of such a marriage can be, medically speaking, entirely happy ones.”
      

      
      But prolonged treatment was seen as an essential prerequisite to such a happy marriage.

      
      Another of the foremost medical texts on syphilis in the latter half of the nineteenth century was Paul Diday’s Treatise on Syphilis in New-Born Children and Infants at the Breast. Diday pronounced unflinchingly, “An individual actually affected with primary or constitutional syphilis, and who has not
         undergone any general treatment, ought to be declared unfit for marriage.”
      

      
      He offered the following rules of thumb for advising patients who wished to marry. Those who had had only simple chancres
         and who had experienced no recurrence for eight months were marriageable. Those who had had indurated chancres and been treated
         with mercury for three or four months were also marriageable if there had been no recurrence of general symptoms and if he waited to marry until six to eight months after the induration. For those with “constitutional symptoms, however slight
         and however treated,” marriage was unsafe unless the patient underwent a new course of mercury treatment (if the first had
         been incomplete), unless at least two years passed without any new symptoms, or unless he modified his constitution, through
         various exertions and sanitary changes.
      

      
      The all-important treatment that rendered a man fit for marriage involved compounds of mercury, which were not only ineffectual
         but poisonous if administered in too-large doses. Mercury compounds did not cure syphilis, though they were believed to do
         so because syphilis so often goes into long latent stages where there are no overt symptoms.
      

      
      Was Rudolf such a cad that he would marry while he knew he was still infected with syphilis? It is most unlikely. But more than a year had elapsed since the beginning of his medical
         leave in January 1894 and the appearance of the matrimonial ad in March 1895. There was plenty of time for him to have been
         treated with mercury compounds for three or four months, as prescribed, and then passed more than the suggested eight months
         without symptoms. He would be entirely entitled to believe he was cured and “fit to marry”—if only the newspaper ad produced
         some pretty and willing young women.
      

      
      Rudolf received fifteen or sixteen letters during the two weeks following the appearance of the matrimonial ad in The News of the Day. Most were forwarded from the newspaper Office by de Balbian Verster, but the last two came directly to Rudolf, as his friend
         was out of town. One of these two was from a lovely young girl who had the wit to include a photograph of herself: Margaretha
         Zelle. Something about that particular letter struck Rudolf, perhaps the photograph and the elegant copperplate handwriting
         that bespoke the girl’s expensive education. He wrote back, saying he wanted to meet her. It is unclear whether he answered
         any of the other letters he received.
      

      
      The correspondence with Margaretha continued, and his fascination with this young girl grew. He called her Griet or Greta,
         contractions of Margaretha, and she called him Johnie, a family nickname. He confided to de Balbian Verster at some point
         that “now he had an affair that was enormous,” indulging in hyperbole as was typical of him.
      

      
      Rudolf’s poor health prevented his meeting with Griet on several occasions; he was still plagued with fevers and “rheumatism”
         and was under a doctor’s care for his ailments. After a few letters, Griet boldly offered to come to meet him, writing “I know well it is not ‘comme il faut’ [proper social behavior] but we find ourselves in a special case, no?” She boldly signed herself “your future little wife” in her letters. The two arranged to meet at the
         Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam on March 24, 1895.
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