
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dutch Wife by Ellen Keith 

About Ellen Keith 

from ellenkeith.ca 

Winner of the HarperCollins/UBC Prize for Best New Fiction, Ellen Keith is a Canadian 

writer and a recent graduate of the University of British Columbia’s MFA program in 

creative writing. She currently lives in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Her work has 

appeared in publications such as The New Quarterly and the Globe and Mail. Her debut 

novel, The Dutch Wife (Patrick Crean Editions) became an instant Canadian bestseller 

following its publication in April 2018, reaching #1 for Canadian fiction on The Globe 

and Mail’s bestsellers list. The Dutch Wife has since been published internationally in the 

United States (Park Row Books), the Netherlands (Uitgeverij Prometheus) and the Czech 

Republic (Pavel Dobrovský – Beta), and is forthcoming in Serbia (Vulkan izdavaštvo) 

and Italy (Newton Compton). 

From author’s website: “I’m 29 and originally from St. Albert, Alberta. In 2012, I traded 

in my office cubicle for a camera and a backpack and set off alone on a 10-month trip 

across Europe and South America, which set the stage for a long term move. My 

maternal grandparents are Dutch, and I’ve always felt really at home in the Netherlands, 

so there was no question in my mind about settling in Amsterdam. For the past year, I’ve 

worked for a Dutch labour-rights NGO (yes, back in an office!). I’m crazy about dancing 

salsa. I speak Dutch and Spanish. I’ve travelled to over 50 countries. I can’t go a day in 

Amsterdam without cycling.” 

 



About the Book 

from harpercollins.ca 

Amsterdam, May 1943. As the tulips bloom and the Nazis tighten their grip across the 

city, the last signs of Dutch resistance are being swept away. Marijke de Graaf and her 

husband are arrested and deported to different concentration camps in Germany. Marijke 

is given a terrible choice: to suffer a slow death in the labour camp or—for a chance at 

survival—to join the camp brothel. 

On the other side of the barbed wire, SS officer Karl Müller arrives at the camp hoping to 

live up to his father’s expectations of wartime glory. But faced with a brutal routine of 

overseeing executions and punishments, he longs for an escape. When he encounters the 

newly arrived Marijke, this meeting changes their lives forever. 

Woven into the narrative across space and time is Luciano Wagner’s ordeal in 1977 

Buenos Aires, during the heat of the Argentine Dirty War. In his struggle to endure 

military captivity, he searches for ways to resist from a prison cell he may never leave.  

From the Netherlands to Germany to Argentina, The Dutch Wife braids together the 

stories of three individuals who share a dark secret and are entangled in two of the most 

oppressive reigns of terror in modern history. This is a novel about the blurred lines 

between love and lust, abuse and resistance, and right and wrong, as well as the capacity 

for ordinary people to persevere and do the unthinkable in extraordinary circumstances. 

Reviews 

 
"Not only is the story moving and deftly told, but the author's use of a second storyline 

set in late 1970s Argentina, during the Argentine Dirty War, serves to highlight what 

people are willing to do when they have to fight to survive." – Costco Buyer’s Pick 

“Keith carries us confidentially into very dark places. If it is indeed an exercise in self-

reflexivity, it is a tightly controlled, well-executed one and Keith can stretch our credulity 

pretty far…One particularly strong aspect of Keith’s writing lies in her ability to ground 

readers firmly in bodily descriptors: these are so exquisitely fine-tuned, we can’t help 

inhabiting her characters and their present concerns.” – Expatica 

"Ellen Keith handles her intense material with such skill and maturity, you’ll be amazed 

that this is her debut novel. ... Lushly written and powerfully imagined, The Dutch Wife 

is the perfect summer read – a poignant yet fast-paced one that you can sink into." – Trek 

Magazine 

 

 



Ellen Keith - Master of Fine Arts 2016 
From www.arts.ubc.ca 

UBC Creative Writing graduate Ellen Keith (MFA ’16) recently published her debut 

novel The Dutch Wife – a historical fiction work that she completed during the MFA 

Optional Residency program. The book, which won the HarperCollinsPublishers 

Ltd/UBC Prize for Best New Fiction, reached #1 on the Globe & Mail Canadian Fiction 

Bestseller List. 

 

Why did you choose to study Creative Writing at UBC? 

 

I completed my BA in history and creative writing at the University of Alberta. I really 

wanted to combine these two fields by writing historical fiction but wasn’t sure whether 

an MFA was the way to go or whether I should focus on a Master’s in history. Couldn’t I 

manage the writing part on my own time? In the end, it was the reputation of 

UBC’s Creative Writing program that convinced me to focus on an MFA. The faculty 

sounded wonderful, and I loved the idea of the optional-residency program, which would 

allow me to go ahead with my plans to move to Europe while still enjoying the benefits 

of a UBC education. As long as I had a WiFi connection, I could participate in class from 

anywhere, and I took full advantage of this. I visited over two dozen countries during the 

course of my MFA! Most of this involved backpacking, but some of it was closely tied to 

my thesis. My novel takes place in Germany, Argentina, and the Netherlands, and I was 

able to spend time in each of these countries during the research process, which added so 

much to my understanding of the worlds of my characters. 

 

What did you enjoy most about the Creative Writing program? 

 

What I enjoyed most about the Optional-Residency MFA Program was the wonderful 

community of writers it introduced me to. Writing is such a solitary act, and this was the 

first time I felt a strong sense of solidarity and friendship connected to writing. 

Regardless of where students are based, they all share the same passion for writing, the 

same doubts and challenges. It was so rewarding to engage with people who encouraged 

me, helped me move from the initial idea for a novel to a published book. The program 

also taught me to become more disciplined with my writing habits. If it weren’t for this, I 

would probably still be working on the first draft of my manuscript today. 

 

What were some of your most meaningful experiences at UBC? 

 

The Optional-Residency MFA Program offers a 10-day summer residency each July at 

UBC campus. I attended this all three years of my studies, and it made an enormous 

difference in the connection I felt to the program and the university. It allows students 

who’ve been communicating online all year to meet in person, to get to know the faculty, 

campus life, and Vancouver. The residencies allowed me to experiment in other genres, 

http://www.harpercollins.ca/9781443454254/the-dutch-wife
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while forming lasting friendships with writers across the world. 

 

What choices did you make at UBC that contributed to your success? 

 

Despite studying from abroad, I still found ways to be active in the program outside of 

my classes. I took on a two-year Work Learn position with Booming Ground, which at 

the time was a non-credit creative writing mentorship program at UBC. This was a 

fantastic experience. It gave me one-on-one teaching experience, which I later expanded 

by moving to Vancouver for one semester so I could T.A. an undergraduate writing class. 

Finally, I spent over a year reading prose submissions on the editorial board of PRISM 

international. These decisions led to a more well-rounded experience as a UBC graduate 

student, and increased my skills and confidence in teaching writing. 

 

Is your current career path as you originally intended? What other jobs did you 

have prior to travelling and pursuing your MFA? 

 

After completing my Bachelor of Arts, I spent a year working as the research coordinator 

for the City of Edmonton’s Naming Committee, which is responsible for selecting 

historically relevant names for streets, neighbourhoods, and parks (yes, such a committee 

really exists!). After that, I spent a year travelling across South America, and then moved 

to Europe, where I began my MFA while working part-time as a freelance translator and 

editor. 

I now work in Amsterdam as the publications coordinator for Fair Wear Foundation, an 

NGO that works with European clothing brands to try to improve labour conditions in 

clothing factories around the world. While I really enjoy this position, I hope to 

eventually make creative writing a more central part of my career. I have plans to teach a 

couple of writing classes over the summer, which feels like a good first step. 

 

When did you decide you wanted to be a writer? What challenges did you face in 

launching your writing career? 

 

I don’t remember a time when I didn’t want to be a writer! I’ve been attempting to write 

novels (key word: attempting!) since age 10. In most cases, I’d get 30 pages in and then 

lose momentum. The biggest challenge has been forcing myself to make time almost 

every day to write, and finding ways to make social and financial sacrifices to safeguard 

this. For example, I decided to take some time between jobs to prioritize writing, but in 

order to get by without any income, I spent several months writing from Central America, 

where the cost of living was much more maneageable. In my current job, I work only 

four days per week so I have more time to write, but I also live in a flat with three 

roommates so I can afford to set aside this writing day. I’ve also had to learn how to 

listen to others’ feedback and determine when to follow this. For my novel, this meant 



cutting out 150 pages when part of the plot wasn’t working! Despite how hard it was to 

throw out so much work, it was ultimately the right decision for the story. 

 

From a career perspective, what do you most enjoy about being a writer, and what 

do you find challenging? 

 

I still don’t feel entirely comfortable calling myself a writer in terms of my career. I’ve 

heard a lot of former classmates struggling with this as well, and I think it comes down to 

this nagging fear that your work isn’t “art”, that you’re not living solely off a writing 

income, so can you call yourself that? Self-doubt is a big obstacle. It’s difficult to not 

constantly question your own work, to worry that you could have done better if only 

you’d written one or two more drafts. Trying to look at my own work objectively is still 

challenging, but it helps to have an incredible group of supportive writers and editors 

around to help me see what’s working and not working. What I enjoy most is the freedom 

to live in my own imagination, to watch characters come alive until it feels like I’ve 

known them all my life. Seeing a big project like a novel move from a seed of an idea to 

a finished project is the most rewarding experience I’ve had to date. 

 

Tell us about your novel The Dutch Wife – what inspired the story? How did you 

develop it? 

 

I’ve always been really interested in WWII, and especially the way we portray it now, 

our tendency to simplify the narrative into “us vs. them”, “good vs. evil”. I kept 

wondering about the motivations and beliefs of the perpetrators, what could make so 

many everyday Germans capable of carrying out such atrocities. My initial goal was to 

examine the psychology of an SS officer, trying to unpeel the layers of hatred and 

propaganda to find the person beneath it all. How did he rationalize his behaviour? Also, 

having just spent time in South America, I wanted to braid in the idea of the strong bonds 

that Argentina had with the Nazis, both before and after the war. 

However, during the course of my research, I came across information about the 

concentration camp brothels that were designated for prisoner use. This came as such a 

surprise, and I was so drawn to the idea of the women who were forced to work there. 

Few people have heard of these brothels, in part because of the stigma that would have 

been attached to the forced prostitutes and the men who visited them. This discovery 

developed into Marijke’s story, which quickly grew to take over the focus of the novel. 

 

What are the challenges of writing a story based in history? How much historical 

research was required to tell this story? 

 

There have been plenty of times that I was kicking myself for trying to write historical 

fiction for my first novel. Despite studying WWII history during my Bachelor’s, I 
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underestimated how time-consuming and demanding the research process would be. 

When you’re writing historical fiction, every sentence, every detail, can lead to 

unexpected research questions. What kind of fuel did people use for cooking during the 

war? When did the expression “catch and release” come into use? As I mentioned, I made 

a point of visiting all of the sites featured in my book: the concentration camps, the 

buildings in Buenos Aires, the streets of Amsterdam. Memoirs and witness testimonies 

taught me a lot, especially regarding the “disappearances” that occurred in Argentina in 

the 1970s. But no matter how much research you do, the struggle lies in trying to balance 

accuracy with capturing the essence of the truth. You have to ask yourself what’s more 

important: adhering to every little fact, or finding a way to make the history blend with 

your story. 

 

Can you talk a bit about your writing process and daily routine? Are there any 

habits you have established that have helped you as a writer? 

 

I strive to write at least five days per week, although that’s become a lot more difficult 

now that I have a day job. Most of my writing happens late at night, and to get myself 

into the right state of mind, I often begin by reading a chapter of a novel or a poem. One 

useful habit I’ve developed is learning to read books from a writing perspective, jotting 

down lines that jump out at me, paying attention to a story’s structure and style. I rely on 

Internet extensions to block social media while I’m working and try to keep my phone 

out of the room. It helps me to listen to music that fits my characters. For example, I 

played a lot of classical music while writing The Dutch Wife, since my protagonist is a 

violinist. When stuck, I read sections of my work aloud to see what’s standing out or 

failing to jump off the page. 

 

What advice would you give to aspiring writers? 

 

If you dream of getting your writing published, the most important step is taking writing 

seriously. Treat it like a part-time job, forcing yourself to carve out time to write until this 

becomes habit. If you’re waiting to feel inspired, you’ll never finish a draft. Lock your 

door, shut off your phone, and focus. Experiment with different writing routines, different 

ways of brainstorming and outining stories until you find something that clicks for you. If 

possible, find other writers to form a critique group. (Meetup.com is a good place to start 

looking!) Not only will you be able to bounce ideas off people and receive constructive 

feedback, you may find that such a group keeps you motivated and on track in what can 

otherwise be a very lonely hobby or occupation. 

 

What book had the most impact on you? 

 

It’s difficult to choose a favourite, but one novel that has always stuck with me is 

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Ever since I first read it in a high school English 



class, I’ve been fascinated by the way it reflects who we are as people and how we 

behave in society. It makes you contemplate whether humans are inherently good or evil, 

a question that I returned to again and again when writing about war and oppression 

in The Dutch Wife. What do I believe about my character, SS Officer Karl Müller? Where 

do his motivations lie, and to what extent does he believe his intentions are good? 

 

What’s next for you? 

 

Following Canadian publication, The Dutch Wife will be also released in the United 

States and translated into Dutch and Czech, so I’m busy with a lot of little things related 

to this. That said, I’m itching to start a new novel in the coming months! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Dutch Wife by Ellen Keith Shines a Spotlight on 

Forgotten Victims of History 
by Jennifer Quinlan  

From historicalnovelsociety.org 

 
In The Dutch Wife, debut novelist Ellen Keith shines a spotlight on two forgotten victims 

of history: prostitutes in Nazi labor camps and “the Disappeared” in Argentina’s state-

sponsored terrorism of the 1970s. 

When Dutch resistance fighter Marijke de Graaf and her husband are arrested and sent to 

different concentration camps in Nazi Germany, Marijke is given a terrible choice: to 

suffer a slow death in the labor camp or—for a chance at survival—to join the camp 

brothel. 

Keith explains that she did not originally set out to write about these relatively unheard-of 

women, initially thinking to write about an SS officer, exploring his motivations and 

mindset, but when determining how to portray him through the eyes of those he 

impacted, she turned to the SS brothels and made a surprising discovery. “While I was 

hunting down information, I discovered that prisoners in certain concentration camps also 

had access to prostitutes, one of Himmler’s ideas on how to incentivize the camp labor 

force and thereby boost economic productivity. The notion of these brothels was so 

surprising I almost found it hard to believe. Until recently, little research has been 

published on this subject, and given how the prisoners’ visits would have negatively 

affected the forced prostitutes, it’s also a difficult topic with some stigma attached. But I 

was so moved by the ordeal these women went through that it quickly became central to 

the novel’s plot.” 

And thus Marijke eventually becomes central to SS officer Karl Müller, who arrives at 

Buchenwald hoping to follow in his father’s footsteps in achieving wartime glory. But the 

routine of overseeing punishments and executions takes a toll. Looking for an escape, he 

visits the brothel and meets the beautiful Marijke. Over a series of encounters, Karl falls 

in love with Marijke, and to her growing dismay, Marijke finds herself torn between her 

complicated feelings for Karl and her desperate need to find her husband. 

The tagline for the novel is “we all have choices,” and really everything that happens in 

the novel, much as in real life, is a direct result of a choice being made. Marijke in 

particular seems to wrestle more with the emotional ramifications of her choices, 

especially in the blurring lines between her feelings for her husband and for Karl. Keith 

explains that portraying the dynamic between Marijke and Karl was one of the most 

difficult aspects of writing the novel: 

“It was easy for me to figure out what Karl saw in Marijke but much more difficult to 

draw out her conflicted feelings for him. She is happily married, and under ordinary 



circumstances would never stray from her loyalty to Theo. But here she’s put in a 

position where she’s required to show affection to a man who has immense power over 

her. The question that I kept returning to was what makes women fall in love with and 

stay with abusive men. And while he is involved in plenty of human suffering, Karl 

believes himself to be refined and well-educated, a man with a deep appreciation for fine 

art and beauty. He highlights this side of himself in his interactions with Marijke, 

granting her glimpses of tenderness. And it’s this filtered view of him she latches on to, 

that in her need to separate the man he shows her within the walls of the brothel from the 

complete picture of who he is, she starts to make excuses for his behavior. A part of her 

wants to believe that he is caught up in a system, that he is misguided but not capable of 

such cruelty. For her, it becomes a struggle between emotion and rationality, which in 

turn was also a struggle for me. How genuine are her feelings for him, and where does 

the line fall? For every reader, the answer to this will be different, depending on their 

own outlooks on love and relationships.” 

Karl also struggles with his choices. “It was important for me to try to make Karl feel 

human, driven by passionate beliefs and full of excuses for his actions. I didn’t want him 

to be a stereotypical villain, but more representative of the average German citizens who 

found themselves living under a fascist regime and being forced to make a choice 

between resistance, compliance, and total support. I was trying to understand the factors 

that motivated men like Karl to join the SS and how they justified their behavior.” Keith 

goes on to say that it wasn’t easy. “Everyone who read early drafts of the manuscript had 

varying views on Karl’s character. Several felt I was treating him too softly in the 

beginning, that he was painted too favorably and that he didn’t buy into party ideology 

enough. In response, I hardened him up a bit. He turns to science as a way to validate 

racism and homophobia and becomes so committed to the restoration of national glory 

that he accepts the concept that the end justifies the means. With each draft, I added more 

backstory about Karl’s life, trying to hone in on the way his youth and relationship with 

his father shaped his own values. What I ended up with is a character that some readers 

may hate, that others may like, but hopefully one that everyone at some level or another, 

can begin to understand.” 

In The Dutch Wife, Keith presents readers with a version of the concentration camp that 

many may not be familiar with. She describes her research into the prisoners’ brothels as 

a surprise that “completely altered the direction of the story,” highlighting how these 

women received better treatment than she would have expected. “But beyond that, I 

learned a lot about the differences between labor camps like Buchenwald and 

extermination camps like Auschwitz. The latter, which contained gas chambers designed 

for mass executions, are what we mainly see portrayed in books and films about the 

Holocaust. But conditions in the labor camps were slightly different, and political 

prisoners like Marijke and her husband, Theo, had more privileges than Jewish ones. This 

is why some of the things that appear in my novel, such as the camp library, may seem at 

odds with what readers know about concentration camps.” 



Interwoven with Karl’s and Marijke’s viewpoints in the story is that of Luciano, a young 

Argentinian living thirty years later, falsely accused and imprisoned for dissent and 

organizing disobedience against an oppressive government. Keith believes that Western 

society tends to focus on Nazi Germany even though many regimes in the 20th century 

were responsible for similar violence and persecution. After traveling throughout 

Argentina, she was struck by the close ties Argentina had with the Nazi party, both before 

and after WWII. “I visited Bariloche in Argentina in 2012 and was struck by the visible 

German influence there. And when I learned about the Nazis who had fled to Bariloche 

and other parts of Argentina through the so-called ‘ratlines’ that sprang up after the war, I 

was hooked. I really wanted this to be a novel not just about WWII, but about the 

repercussions of that war, how the effects stayed with the victims and perpetrators for the 

rest of their lives and impacted multiple generations.” 

With the addition of Luciano, Keith “wanted to emphasize the parallels between what 

happened in Nazi Germany and 1970s Argentina: the persecution of people with different 

political views, civilians violently snatched from their homes, the role of music in 

concentration camps and torture, the way the perpetrators lived in very close proximity to 

the prisoners they were abusing. These historical echoes are a reminder of how quickly 

things can escalate when we fail to show tolerance to people who are different from us.” 

Her research for Luciano’s story also revealed surprises. “I was shocked by the 

descriptions of guard brutality that I encountered in my research on ‘the Disappeared’ in 

Argentina. Almost everything Luciano and his fellow prisoners go through in my novel 

reflects information I found in survivor testimonies from the clandestine prisons.” 

With The Dutch Wife, Keith has written a sweeping, ambitious story that delves into the 

realm of tangled emotions, twisted motivations, and the blurred lines between love and 

lust and right and wrong. In conclusion, I asked her what she hoped readers would take 

away from this heart-wrenching tale. “I hope the novel reminds readers that political, 

religious, and racial persecution is as alive today as it was in Nazi Germany or during the 

Argentine Dirty War. And I hope it also shows how necessary it is to speak up when you 

do see injustices occurring, on behalf of those who no longer have a voice.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Review: The Dutch Wife by Ellen Keith 
By Joanne Renaud  

From dearauthor.com 

 

Dear Ellen Keith: 

We often ask ourselves, what would I do if I lived in a period of horror like the 

Holocaust? Would I save people? Would I be like Captain America or Oskar Schindler? 

Am I a Good Person? 

Most of like us to think this. It comforts us, somehow. We like to think that we would 

become the rebels, the resistance, the Good People. 

But if one is given to a grimmer train of thought, the alternative is much less comforting. 

Perhaps we aren’t necessarily Good People. Perhaps there is a latent evil buried within 

our benign, well-meaning selves—something that might catch flame if the circumstances 

were right. And if fanned high enough it might destroy ourselves, and others—and maybe 

even the world. 

The Dutch Wife, a smart, ambitious literary historical novel, explores this question 

thoroughly. What are we responsible for? What would we do to survive? How can we 

hold onto our humanity in an era of crisis and horror—and more importantly, how can we 

fight it? How can we hold on to the good—the truly good? 

Like many other historical novels nowadays, The Dutch Wife has two timelines. The first 

is Buchenwald, in the 1940s: Marjike, a married Dutch political activist, is sent to 

Ravensbrück, but volunteers to go Buchenwald to become a whore at the prisoner’s 

brothel in a desperate attempt to reunite with her husband Theo. Once she’s there, SS 

officer Karl Müller becomes obsessed with her and does his best to prevent her reuniting 

with Theo. 

The second timeline is set during late ‘70s Argentina, during the Dirty War, or the Guerra 

Secia. Luciano, a gay student dissident, is sent to a secret facility, where he is tortured by 

the vicious right-wing Juntas and their thugs. Yet even under the most terrifying 

circumstances, he manages to connect with another prisoner and learn to fight back– and 

eventually we learn the connection between the two timelines. 

This book is released by Park Row, owned by Harlequin. There was some concern upon 

the release of the blurb, which implies that Müller is the romantic interest, the “hero.” On 

Amazon.com, the book is even classified as a historical romance. There was discussion 

on Twitter from people afraid that it might be similar to For Such a Time, a truly awful 

retelling of Esther featuring a Nazi as the love interest/hero. 

 



However, I would like to assure readers that nothing is further from the truth. 

Karl Müller is the lynchpin of the story, but he is not the hero. Far from it. He is the 

villain. But the novel doesn’t just focus on the bad guy’s story. Ms. Keith, you manage 

the tricky job of foregrounding both the perpetrators and victims/survivors. 

The Dutch Wife is a brutal, searing depiction of life under fascism, and how different 

people cope, survive and fight against it. 

It is also a fascinating exploration of toxic/ fragile masculinity, and its rippling effects. 

Karl is really invested in thinking of himself as a Good Person. He’s a sensitive man, an 

aspiring naturalist, a lover of nature, opera and music… but the more time we spend in 

his head, the more we realize his true character, as well as his breathtaking lack of 

awareness. He’s petty, apathetic, controlling, selfish, and with a vicious temper, 

especially against Jews and gay men, who he views as weak, degenerate, and a danger to 

the Aryan race. He also tries repeatedly to destroy Theo. However, he won’t actually do it 

in person, in the most direct way possible, because he doesn’t want to think of himself a 

brute; not like those other SS men, who smoke and curse and rape, and who had “no 

interest” in “anything that didn’t contain a trigger or a fuse.” Karl is sure he is better than 

them. 

But Karl is a coward. He is always running and hiding from relationships—from 

responsibility– from consequences. I don’t want to get too deeply into spoiler territory 

here, but he gets his karmic reward. 

And it’s wonderful. 

Marijke, the most prominent of the two protagonists, is inspiring. Along with her friend 

Sophia, a communist, they face the world with caustic wit and grim determination, and 

find fragments of joy in whatever they can, whether it’s through bawdy jokes, nostalgic 

anecdotes about pre-war days, or an ad-hoc birthday party. 

She’s imaginative, given to flights of fancy, but blunt, tough, pragmatic, clever, and 

devious enough to suggest, when the brothel inmates are forced to knit socks for the 

German army, to tighten them up in the heels as to make “part of the Wehrmacht” limp 

“its way across Russia.” 

But she’s also vulnerable. Her beloved husband Theo, a gentle, bespectacled professor, 

means everything to her. His existence, his memory, represents something vital to her—

like a mantra—a heartbeat— he helps her wake up in the morning, carry on in the face of 

the unbearable. 

“I touched my empty ring finger, aching to know if Theo was still alive, where he was. 

Questions and worries churned my thoughts: whether he’d heard the guns of the 

approaching Allies, if he understood the end was upon us. Had he managed to hold on, 

and could he hold on that little bit longer? My fingers, my toes, my skin, my eyes, my 



lips, my ears—every part of me pined for him: wishing to hear his quiet laugh, to return 

to Sundays drinking tea along the canals together, to see his face beside mine at sunrise 

every morning. To give him a child he would love.” (pg. 287, The Dutch Wife) 

Karl knows this, and is deeply jealous. He tries to supplant her affections, doing his best 

to impress her with tender gestures, all the while seeking in secret to destroy the life and 

hopes of her husband. Words cannot describe what a truly vile man Karl is. You describe 

him so convincingly, with his insecurities and daddy issues—and yet how cowardly he 

is—and yet deeply impressed with himself. After I’m in his head I want to scrub myself 

in hot water. 

However, Marijke is such a wonderful character that I was rooting for her the entire way. 

I wanted her to get away from Karl—to realize that she had Stockholm Syndrome, 

despite his good looks with his “dirty blond hair” and “gas-blue eyes,” expensive gifts 

like 18th century violins looted from wealthy Jewish heiresses, and grand but ultimately 

empty gestures, like romantic walks in the wood (until he’s confronted by a fellow 

officer, and he claims that Marijke is just some escaping whore that he’s bringing back). 

Sophia does her best to talk sense into her, and Marijke struggles with her ambivalent 

feelings about her jailer/captor/lover and her own struggle to survive and find Theo. It’s 

shown, not told. It’s marvelously nuanced, and with so much attention to detail. I also 

loved how this was all depicted realistically, and appropriately for the era. There’s no pop 

psychology or “heart to hearts.” Yet she endures. 

And she also triumphs. In the end, at last, she leaves Karl behind her, even though he 

tries to destroy Theo numerous times and make her completely dependent on him. But to 

no avail. She has left Buchenwald and him. 

The secondary protagonist, Luciano, is also deeply moving. While not as much of a 

flawed yet loveable spitfire as Marijke, he’s a great character too. I wanted to give him a 

hug so many times. 

I could relate to him, probably more so than Marijke. While much more inward-looking 

than Marijke, he was such a contemporary student I could imagine him in one of my lit 

classes in undergrad. He’s a baby-faced poet in love with Borges and Neruda, insecure, 

so deep in the closet that he’s filled with self-loathing, but observant and sensitive to the 

point it could be argued he has psychic tendencies. 

The Dirty War isn’t well known in the US, but it was terrifying. Back when I was 

younger, I’d only heard about it because of the Sting song, “They Dance Alone,” but 

once I’d read this book I looked into a bit more. You depict in all its horror. Young 

people, just for attending a protest or keeping company with “suspect” people, were 

abducted in the middle of the night and then carted off to secret facilities where they 

electrocuted, waterboarded or more; babies, ripped from their parents, were adopted out 

to the party faithful while the parents were “transferred” into oblivion… and anyone who 

was an artist or an intellectual or who even liked punk might be detained or beaten—or 



they might disappear altogether. These were los desaparecidos. And Luciano becomes 

one as well. 

During this part of the book, Luciano’s reflections on his relationship with his cold, 

bigoted father provides a running thread—as his struggle to retain his sanity, and 

connections with other human beings—and his own humanity in the face of torture and 

rape. He’s convinced he’s a coward, but he continues, in his small way, to defy the Juntas 

and fight terror and fascism, unlike men like Karl. 

The characterizations are great. There’s so much psychological realism. You really feel 

exactly what the characters are going through. It’s something of The Handmaid’s Tale 

meets Kiss of the Spider Woman meets Elie Wiesel. 

My only issue is that everything wraps up quickly. A bit too quickly. I wanted to see 

more from these characters! I wanted to see the ending fleshed out a bit more. But that’s 

my only complaint. 

As you can imagine, this is a grueling, harrowing book. I understand that it’s not for 

everyone because it is so triggering on many levels, and because it goes to such dark 

places. 

But it’s also an extremely important one with its message of hope—not giving in to 

despair—and fighting back against the darkness. It’s a vital message, now more than 

ever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion Questions 
adapted from bustle.com 

1. What was your initial reaction to the book? Did it hook you immediately, or take some 

time to get into? 

2. Do you think the story was plot-based or character driven? 

3. What was your favorite quote/passage? 

4. What made the setting unique or important? Could the story have taken place 

anywhere? 

5. Did you pick out any themes throughout the book? 

6. How credible/believable did you find the narrator to be? Did you feel like you got the 

'true' story? 

7. How did the characters change throughout the story? How did your opinion of them 

change? 

8. How did the structure of the book affect the story? 

9. Which character did you relate to the most, and what was it about them that you 

connected with? 

10. How did you feel about the ending? What did you like, what did you not like, and 

what do you wish had been different? 

11. Did the book change your opinion or perspective about anything? Do you feel 

different now than you did before you read it? 

12. If the book were being adapted into a movie, who would you want to see play what 

parts? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion Questions  
adapted from bookriot.com 

1. What did you like best about the book? 

2. What did you like least about this book? 

3. What other books did this remind you of? 

4. What did you think of the book’s length? If it’s too long, what would you cut? If too 

short, what would you add? 

5. If you got the chance to ask the author of this book one question, what would it be? 

6. What do you think the author’s purpose was in writing this book? What ideas was he 

or she trying to get across? 

7. How original and unique was this book? 

8. If you could hear this same story from another person’s point of view, who would you 

choose? 

9.  Did this book seem realistic? 

10. How well do you think the author built the world in the book? 

11. Did the characters seem believable to you? 

12. Did the book’s pace seem too fast/too slow/just right? 

13. What did you already know about this book’s subject before you read this book? 

14. What new things did you learn? 

15. What questions do you still have? 

16. What else have you read on this topic, and would you recommend these books to 

others? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Concentration Camp Bordellos 'The Main Thing Was to Survive at All' 
From spiegel.de 

Concentration camp brothels remain a hushed-up chapter of the Nazi-era horrors. 
Now a German researcher has probed the dark subject -- and has revealed the 
meticulous cruelty of the so-called "special buildings." 

By Mareike Fallet and Simone Kaiser 
June 25, 2009  06:50 PM 

Kicking them with his boots, the SS soldier drove Margarete W. and the other 
women prisoners out of the train and onto a truck. "Move the tarpaulin, put the flap 
down. Everyone get in," he yelled. Through the plastic window in the truck's canvas 
side, she watched as they drove into a men's camp and stopped in front of a barracks 
with a wooden fence. 

The women were taken into a furnished room. The barracks were different from the 
ones Margarete W., then 25, knew from her time at the Ravensbrück women's 
concentration camp. There were tables, chairs, benches, windows, and even 
curtains. The female overseer informed the new arrivals that they were "now in a 
prisoners' brothel." They would live well there, the woman said, with good food and 
drink, and if they did as they were told, nothing would happen to them. Then each 
woman was assigned a room. Margarete W. moved into No. 13. 

The prisoners' brothel at the Buchenwald concentration camp opened on July 11, 
1943. It was the fourth of a total of 10 so-called "special buildings" erected in 
concentration camps between 1942 and 1945, according to the instructions of 
Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS. He implemented a rewards scheme in the camps, 
whereby prisoners' "particular achievements" earned them smaller workloads, extra 
food or monetary bonuses. 

Himmler also considered it beneficial to "provide the hard-working prisoners with 
women in brothels," as he wrote on March 23, 1942, to Oswald Pohl, the SS officer in 
charge of the concentration camps. Himmler's cynical vision saw brothel visits 
increasing the forced laborers' productivity in the quarries and munitions factories. 

"Especially Perfidious" 

It remains one of the lesser known aspects of Nazi terror that Sachsenhausen, 
Dachau and even Auschwitz included brothels, and that female concentration camp 
prisoners were forced into prostitution. Berlin-based cultural studies scholar Robert 
Sommer, 34, has scoured archives and concentration camp memorial sites around 



the world and carried out numerous interviews with historical witnesses over the 
past nine years. His study, which will be published this month, provides the first 
comprehensive, scientific survey of this "especially perfidious form of violence in the 
concentration camps." His research has largely informed a traveling exhibition 
"Camp brothels -- forced sex work in Nazi concentration camps," which will tour 
several memorial sites next year. 

Sommer delivers plenty of evidence to counter the legend that the Nazis forbade or 

resolutely fought prostitution. In fact, the regime enforced total surveillance of 

prostitution, both in Germany and its occupied territories -- especially after war 

broke out. A comprehensive network of state-controlled brothels covered half of 

Europe during that period, which Sommer says consisted of "civil and military 

brothels, as well as those for forced laborers, and at the same time they were even 

part of the concentration camps." 

Austrian resistance fighter Antonia Bruha, who survived the Ravensbrück camp, 
reported years ago that, "the most beautiful women went to the SS brothel, the less 
beautiful ones to the soldiers' brothel." 

And the rest ended up in the concentration camp brothel. In the Mauthausen camp 
in Austria, in the 10 small rooms of "Barrack 1," the very first camp brothel began 
operation behind barred windows in June 1942. At that point there were around 
5,500 prisoners in the Mauthausen work camp, hammering out stone in granite 
quarries for Nazi buildings. By the end of 1944, over 70,000 forced laborers lived in 
the entire camp complex. 

The SS had recruited 10 women for Mauthausen, following the government security 
agency's guidelines for erecting brothels in forced labor camps. This meant between 
300 and 500 men per prostitute. 

Altogether some 200 women shared the fate of the Mauthausen prisoners in the 
camp brothels. In particular healthy and good-looking women prisoners between the 
ages of 17 and 35 caught the eye of SS recruiters. More than 60 percent of them 
were of German nationality, but Polish women, those from the Soviet Union and one 
Dutch woman were transferred into the "special task forces." The Nazis didn't allow 
Jewish women for "racial hygiene" reasons. First the women were sent to the camp 
hospital, where they were given calcium injections, disinfection baths, better food 
and a stint under a sunlamp. 

Just under 70 percent of the female forced laborers who were coerced into 
prostitution had originally been imprisoned for being "antisocial." In the camps, the 



women were labeled with a black triangle symbol. They included former prostitutes, 
whose presence was supposed to guarantee the "professional" running of the camp 
brothels, especially at the start. It was very easy for a woman to be judged as 
"antisocial," for example if she failed to comply with instructions at work. 

To what extent the women knowingly volunteered for these "special task forces" is 
debated. Robert Sommer cites Spanish resistance fighter Lola Casadell, who was 
brought to Ravensbrück in 1944. She said the head of her female barracks 
threatened: "Whoever wants to go to a brothel should come by my room. And I warn 
you, if there are no volunteers, we'll fetch you with force." 

Historical witness Antonia Bruha, who was made to work in the hospital area of the 
concentration camp, remembers women "who came in voluntarily, because they'd 
been told they would be set free afterwards." That promise was rejected out of hand 
by Himmler, who complained that "some lunatic in the women's concentration 
camp, while selecting prostitutes for the camp brothels, told the female prisoners 
that whoever volunteered would be released after half a year." 

The Last Hope of Survival 

But for many of the women living under the threat of death, serving in a brothel was 
their last hope of survival. "The main thing was that at least we had escaped the hell 
of Bergen-Belsen and Ravensbrück," said Lieselotte B., who was a prisoner at the 
Mittelbau-Dora camp. "The main thing was to survive at all." Whatever made them 
go along with the regime, the suggestion that they did so "voluntarily" is one reason 
"why the former brothel women are still stigmatized today," explained Insa 
Eschebach, head of the memorial site at Ravensbrück. 

In keeping with the Nazi's racist hierarchy in the camps, first it was only Germans 
were allowed to visit the brothel, then foreigners as well. Jews were strictly 
forbidden. It was predominantly foremen, heads of barracks and other prominent 
camp occupants who were given this "bonus." And they would first have to have the 
money for a ticket which cost two Reichsmarks. Twenty cigarettes in the canteen, 
meanwhile, cost three Reichsmarks. 

Brothel visits were regulated by the SS, as were the opening hours. In Buchenwald, 
for example, the brothel was open from 7 to 10 p.m. They remained closed at times 
of water or electricity shortages, air raid warnings or during the transmission of 
Hitler's speeches. Edgar Kupfer-Koberwitz, a prisoner at Dachau, described the 
system in his concentration camp journal: "You wait in the hall. An officer records 
the prisoner's name and number. Then a number is called, and the name of the 



prisoner in question. Then you run to the room with that number. Each visit it's a 
different number. You have 15 minutes, exactly 15 minutes." 

Privacy was a foreign concept in the concentration camps -- and the brothels. The 
doors had spyholes and an SS soldier patrolled the hall. The prisoners had to take off 
their shoes and were to speak no more than absolutely necessary. Only the 
missionary position was allowed. 

Often it didn't even get as far as intercourse. Some men were no longer physically 
strong enough, and according to Sommer, "some had a greater need to talk with a 
woman again, or to feel her presence." 

The SS was very afraid of the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. The men were 
given disinfectant ointments in the hospital barracks before and after each brothel 
visit, and doctors took smear samples from the women to test for gonorrhea, and 
tested their blood for syphilis. 

Contraception, on the other hand, was one aspect that the SS left up to the women. 
But pregnancies rarely occurred since many women had been forcibly sterilized 
before their arrest and others had been rendered infertile through their suffering in 
the camps. In the event of an "occupational accident," the SS would simply replace 
the woman and send her to have an abortion. 

Those who withstood the hardship of brothel life did have more chance of escaping 
death in the camps, according to Sommer's research. Almost all the women in forced 
prostitution survived the Nazis' terror regime. It is largely unknown what became of 
them or whether they were ever able to recover from their traumatic experience. 
Most of them remained silent about their fate for the rest of their lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dirty War 
ARGENTINE HISTORY 

From britannica.com 

WRITTEN BY: The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 

Alternative Titles: El Proceso, Guerra Sucia, Proceso de Reorganización Nacional, Process of 
National Reorganization 
 

Dirty War, Spanish Guerra Sucia, also called Process of National 
Reorganization, Spanish Proceso de Reorganización Nacional or El 
Proceso, infamous campaign waged from 1976 to 1983 by Argentina’s military 
dictatorship against suspected left-wing political opponents. It is estimated that 
between 10,000 and 30,000 citizens were killed; many of them were 
“disappeared”—seized by the authorities and never heard from again. 
 
On March 29, 1976, five days after Argentine Pres. Isabel Perón was deposed, a 
three-man military junta filled the presidency with Lieut. Gen. Jorge Rafaél 
Videla. The junta closed the National Congress, imposed censorship, banned 
trade unions, and brought state and municipal governmentunder military control. 
Meanwhile, Videla initiated a campaign against suspected dissidents. 
Throughout the country the regime set up hundreds of clandestine detention 
camps, where thousands of people were jailed and persecuted. Because leftist 
guerrillas had been widely active in the country beginning in the late 1960s, the 
Argentine government, which maintained that it was fighting a civil war, initially 
faced little public opposition, but this began to change in the late 1970s, with 
growing evidence of civil rights violations. The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, an 
association of women who had lost children and grandchildren to the Dirty War, 
began calling international attention to the plight of 
the desaparecidos (“disappeared persons”) through weekly Thursday afternoon 
vigils in the Plaza de Mayo, fronting the presidential palace; the vigils continued 
until 2006. A particularly vocal critic of both left- and right-wing violence 
was Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, who was arrested and tortured in 1977 and received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1980. For the most part, however, opposition was 
choked off by rigorous censorship, strict curfews, and fear of the secret police. 
 
Videla was succeeded in March 1981 by Gen. Roberto Viola, who, with the Dirty 
War near its end, was quite unable to control his military allies. In December he 
was shouldered aside by Lieut. Gen. Leopoldo Galtieri. Galtieri faced a slumping 
economy and increased civil opposition to military rule. After he launched 
Argentina’s disastrous invasion of the Falkland (Malvinas) Islands (see Falkland 
Islands War), he was removed from office on June 17, 1982, three days after the 
conflict ended. Gen. Reynaldo Bignone was installed as president on July 1, 
1982. Under Bignone political parties were allowed to resume activities, and 
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general elections were announced; meanwhile, elements of the armed forces 
worked to conceal evidence of crimes committed during the Dirty War. 
 
Democracy was restored to Argentina when Raúl Alfonsín of the Radical Civic 
Union, a major centre-left political party, won the presidential election of 1983. 
Shortly after his inauguration, he reversed legislation passed under Bignone by 
announcing plans to prosecute several members of the defunct military 
government, including former presidents Videla, Viola, and Galtieri. He also 
repealed a law granting amnesty to those accused of crimes and human 
rights violations during the Dirty War, and hundreds of military personnel were 
prosecuted. In the trial of nine former junta members in 1985, five were 
convicted, including Videla and Viola. Galtieri was acquitted in that trial, but in 
1986 he was convicted, along with two other officers, of incompetency in the 
Falkland Islands War. 

Later, however, under increased pressure from the military, President Alfonsín 
pushed two amnesty laws through the National Congress: the full stop law and 
the due obedience law, passed in 1986 and 1987, respectively. The former set a 
deadline for introducing new prosecutions, while the latter granted immunity to 
hundreds of military officers below the rank of colonel who were determined to 
have been following orders. (Exceptions were made for cases of rape or the 
abduction of babies.) Nevertheless, rebellion broke out within the military in the 
spring of 1987. There were more revolts in 1988, as the military remained 
discontented over wages, inadequate equipment, and the trials of its members 
stemming from the Dirty War. 

Alfonsín resigned in mid-1989 and was succeeded by Carlos Menem (served 
1989–99), who in 1989 and 1990 pardoned Videla and other top officers 
convicted of abuses during the Dirty War. However, Videla later was charged 
with kidnapping babies and giving them to childless military couples during his 
regime. He was placed under house arrest in 1998 and sent to prison in 2008 
after a judge revoked his house arrest status. Viola and Galtieri died before 2005, 
the year that Argentina’s Supreme Court voted to repeal the amnesty laws 
passed by Alfonsín. Afterward hundreds of military officers were tried, and 
several were convicted. In 2007 Bignone was charged with human rights abuses 
and taken into custody; he was convicted in 2010 and received a 25-year 
sentence. In 2012 Videla, Bignone, and seven others were found guilty of the 
systematic abduction of babies born to political prisoners; Videla was given a 50-
year sentence, while Bignone received 15 years. 

 
This article was most recently revised and updated by Adam Augustyn, Managing Editor. 
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