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Sample – Breaking Ground 

Copyright sample translation: Liz Waters (p. 19-20; 21-26) 

 

Schokland was once a magnificent farm, but anyone approaching it now along the concrete path 

will see that the house is concealed behind fencing and the long barn walls supported by props 

like a half-built ship. 

 A drive, lined with tall white poplars, leads to the farmstead. On one side is a wooden 

shed, beyond it the silo for concentrates, while on the other side huge doors give access to the 

tie-stall barn and the old barn beyond. Nearby is the new free-stall barn that houses a hundred 

dairy cows. Two milking robots save four or five hours’ work per day. Past the brick barns runs a 

path through a garden full of apple, plum and pear trees, and rosebushes, which for a few weeks 

every spring set the land, dominated by greys and greens, ablaze. 

 Anyone going in through the small door in the barn door sees on the boundary between 

the two old cowsheds the base of operations, like a square aquarium. This is the nerve centre of 

Schokland, a canteen, tool shed, workshop, office, meeting room and cat crèche in one, and deep 

in the night a warm refuge when you need to get up to check on a cow that’s sick, or calving, or 

because of a faulty milking machine. 

 In the middle of the room is a big wooden table and on it pliers, razors, batteries, work 

gloves, oil cans, pens, string, nails, screwdrivers, cable reels, blocks of Post-It notes, a packet of 

biscuits, a sugar tin and a jug of raw milk. In the corner is a steel desk with a computer, and 

there’s a counter where the coffee-maker is nearly always hot. 

 On Tuesdays, odd-jobs day, Brian comes, a boy with ‘special needs’ as his supervisor at 

the day centre introduced him four years ago. 

 Grandfather sits at his regular place at the head of the table, reading aloud from the local 

paper. ‘This winter,’ he says, pointing to the article he’s reading, ‘is the coldest for seven years.’ 

 The early morning work is done, the milking robots checked and rinsed clean, the nipple 

buckets are full, the barn with the young stock has been cleaned and the feed taken round. This is 

the moment for warming up, for drinking coffee and sharing out jobs for the rest of the day. 

Trijn notes grumpily that Femke has wandered off, yet again, and neither Brian nor grandfather 

can say where she’s got to.  

 

 

[...] 
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At every step the coarse hoarfrost crunches. The grassland has become a carpet of glass spines 

and ice stars, glittering in the sunlight. A strange silence hangs over the land. For once no fierce 

wind moves the grass, reeds and poplars surrounding the scattered farms; for once there’s no 

shimmering, heaving, billowing, fluttering, flapping, rattling and swaying. The clay lies heavy in 

stiff, greasy furrows to far beyond the skyline. 

 The meandering stream has been transformed into a crusty ice road. From behind the 

horizon the sky flares bright blue and shocking pink. Siepke’s Sleepstead, an ancient barn, seems 

to be floating up out of drifts of fog. Along the road in the distance, the rigid shapes of bare trees 

loom. 

 The air is so cold it’s as if your lungs are shutting, like a mussel shell when danger 

threatens. In this cold, everything is harder and slower. 

 Femke hears a soft rustle, seven swans with tired beats of their wings and a yearning for 

water fly off towards the river mouth. Might the water be open there? 

 The moon, pale and almost full, is still high in the sky, though the day is well advanced 

now. She trudges steadily onwards, to the reed beds. Two days ago moorhens and mallards were 

still swimming around in a hole in the ice. The wigeon, tufted ducks and teal had already left, 

fleeing the frost. She wishes she understood more about birds, how they alert each other to cold, 

or to the fact that it’s time to migrate. How do they know where to gather and which decides 

when to take off on that staggering journey? Why is there sometimes one that stays? From time 

to time in the winter she sees a bird that ought to have left for Africa long ago, a reed warbler or 

a lapwing, utterly alone. 

 She pulls the barbed wire loose with the rubber handgrip, steps through the fence and 

fixes it back, although the wire serves no purpose in winter. She walks past the reeds, meters 

high, each stalk wrapped in a diaphanous coating of ice crystals; the plumes have assumed oddly 

whimsical shapes in the frost. There’s no quacking or grunting or honking of ducks, none of the 

friendly ringing calls of bearded tits, not even the cackle of geese. 

 After a bulge in the fringe of reeds, the pond comes into view, brilliant in the full sunlight, 

a dark frozen surface of mirrored glass, with here and there a small tuft of reed stalks, hairy 

hillocks on the ice. There’s no open water here any longer and no ducks to be seen. 

 But at the centre of the frozen pond is a pile of feathers, a messy white heap of down. It’s 

a huge swan. It has folded its long neck back and hidden its head under its wings. 

 She throws a lump of clay. The clod lands close by and the swan lifts its head and 

attempts to get up, wildly flapping its wings, but doesn’t move from its place. 

 She steps onto the ice, shuffles towards the centre and sees another swan at the edge, in 
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the reeds, restlessly pattering back and forth, its neck in a graceful S-curve, head swaying from 

left to right. The black basal knob and reddish-orange beak stand out bright against the white. It 

hisses like a snake and unfurls its wings. 

 As she nears the wild flapping creature on the ice, it tries to fly off but can’t get loose. 

 She hurries home and slips into the barn unnoticed; this is no time to run into her 

mother, who is more interested in dead birds than live ones. Whenever a bird smashes into the 

spotless living-room window, Trijn puts it in a plastic bag in the special dead-bird freezer, before 

eventually turning it into a colourful corpse in her dead-bird museum. 

 Femke swaps her ordinary mittens for thick work gloves, fetches the aluminum ladder 

and a claw hammer, and hurries back to the reeds. 

 The swan beats its wings and lashes out at her with its beak as she slides along the ladder 

on her belly until she’s right behind it. The other swan approaches snorting and hissing. With an 

abrupt gesture she keeps it at a distance. She grabs the icebound swan firmly by the neck and 

pushes downwards. She’s now lying half on top of the helpless creature. She smashes the ice with 

the hammer and slowly eases back onto the ladder. The wingbeats grow wilder and wilder and as 

soon as it’s free it stamps on useless feet over the ice, before flapping to the edge of the pond 

and from there, along with the other swan, taking off gargling, loud and irate, towards the river 

delta. 

 

When she’s put the ladder back in the barn and is walking across the farmyard, Brian calls out to 

her. ‘You’re to help your mother with the pump.’ He gestures with his head towards the straw 

shed.  

 She slowly walks in. Her mother is lying stretched out on her front. The fabric of the 

dark-blue overalls falls wide over her long legs and flat buttocks, making Femke think of a 

toppled scarecrow. ‘There’s no meat on there,’ Ooitje, herself rather plump, would mumble 

disapprovingly on looking at Trijn. 

 Trijn’s head is thrust deep into the pit, out of which rises an acrid stench of manure and 

rot. Femke stands in the doorway until her mother looks up and asks where on earth she’s been. 

 ‘Nowhere.’ 

 Trijn gets up and slaps the mud from her hands. Femke is slightly taller than her mother, 

high on her legs like a newborn calf. She forces herself to carry her head erect. 

 ‘That it?’ asks Trijn. 

 Femke says nothing.  

 ‘Nowhere,’ Trijn echoes. Femke answers her mother’s fierce gaze with cold eyes. Never 
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look away. A glance at the floor and you’ve lost. Her jaws tremble with the effort. 

 ‘It’s Tuesday,’ Trijn adds. 

 This is going to be one of her mother’s tirades. Femke stands there unmoved, like an 

animal caught in bright headlights. 

 ‘We’re supposed to shave the cows today, repair the pump. Brian needs guidance and you 

disappear. You don’t say anything, you don’t tell anyone where you’re going, you leave a mess for 

everyone else.’ A brief silence falls before Trijn goes on. ‘We have a partnership, remember?’ 

 ‘I’m here now, aren’t I?’ 

 Caustic silence.  

 Trijn squeezes her eyes shut and her lips together. Femke hates that expression. She’d like 

to turn round and head back to the reed beds or, even better, put her mother in her place by 

snapping at her to mind her own business. Having a partnership doesn’t mean Trijn can continue 

to boss her about. Instead she jerks her head in the direction of the pit. 

 ‘You need help?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ All her anger concentrated in one word. 

 ‘The electric lead has to go through the hole. If you stick it in from the milking pen I’ll 

pull it out from here. Then it wants a plug on your side. Earthed.’ 

 The black rubber cable needs to pass through a narrow gap under a hatch in the concrete 

floor. Femke is now lying just like her mother on the other side of the wall, belly flat on the 

ground, trying to stuff the cable through the hole. The gap is encrusted with bits of hardened 

earth and straw and manure, and the cable gets stuck time and again. Her mother keeps shouting, 

asking where it’s got to. She’s far better at fiddly work, having threaded dozens of steel wires 

through the wings of dead birds. Only after much thrusting and jabbing does it go through. 

Femke uses a utility knife to cut off the coloured plastic, threads the contacts onto the pins of the 

plug and screws them tight. 

 In the distance the clock tower chimes twelve. Brian runs outside and calls Trijn, and a 

few moments later her mother sticks her head through the door to the milking pen. 

 ‘Sausage time. Will you finish the pump? The lead’s on, it just needs putting into the pit 

properly. Make sure the float is free.’ 

 Femke nods and watches Brian pull Trijn away after him. Her mother always drops 

everything for the boy. As she watches them head for the farmhouse, it occurs to Femke that 

Trijn might have preferred a son. Better a simple son than a complicated daughter. The casual 

way her mother and Brian make jokes as they go off to prepare the beef sausage lunch is 

unknown to Femke. 
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 She likes the farm she grew up in, likes a regular life that revolves around animals: 

shoveling manure, filling food troughs, milking, sweeping, hosing down, raking out, spreading 

straw, the eternal cycle of dairying that remains at its core the same as it was two hundred years 

ago, despite so much having changed with computerization, mechanization and increases in scale. 

But even when she was very young she understood that what to her was a familiar rhythm was to 

her mother a rut she’d have loved to escape, and that Femke’s birth forced her to return to this 

life. Perhaps that explains why Trijn can’t stand the fact Femke has her own ideas about things. 

And would like to change them. 

 Femke once saw a television programme in which someone claimed that a vegetarian in 

an SUV was better for the environment than a meat-eater on a bicycle. It made her decide to give 

up meat. But according to her mother that was a betrayal of her farming background; 

vegetarianism was for hypocritical townspeople, Trijn said, who cry when you wring a chicken’s 

neck or if they see a pig being slaughtered, who blame farmers for climate change and meanwhile 

buy themselves a whole new wardrobe every season and fly off to some fashionable city at the 

drop of a hat, or to the other side of the world for a top-up of sun. Every discussion about 

whether or not to eat meat is eventually quashed by Trijn’s remark that if humans were meant to 

be vegetarians, the Dear Lord would have made their stomachs unable to digest meat. ‘Ever seen 

a cow enjoying a drumstick? Well then.’ 

 Her mother is as accommodating to Brian as she is inflexible towards Femke. For the boy 

his weekly sausage lunch is of immense importance, and so he gets it, even though the kitchen 

and scullery have been too dangerous to set foot in ever since the big earthquake five years ago, 

and a kitchen has had to be improvised in the living room. 

 The dresser serves as a counter, a gas bottle has replaced the stove, a microwave and a 

jerry-can of water are kept on the wide windowsill and all the frying is done outside, on the patio. 

They’ve dragged the big dark oak kitchen table from the old dining room, at which generations 

ate, talked and sat in silence, into the living room. The kitchen has become forbidden territory. 

And in the walls of the barn more and more cracks are appearing, the result of increasingly 

frequent tremors. Some of the quakes are imperceptible, but still more than the cowsheds can 

take. Grandfather has got into the habit of sticking a Post-It next to each gap in the brickwork. 

At first he used a different colour for every tremor, for every new crack. But the colours soon ran 

out and he now writes the date on each note. There have been many inspections, many reports 

written, but the wait for a solution goes on. 

 


