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9   preface* 
a.l. snijders (Translation L.H. Wiener)

When in the morning I cycle through the lonely country-
side, I notice that language too has left me. I have no com-
mand of words, I don’t need them. Later, alone in my 
room, words have come back to me, but I don’t use them 
in speech, for I am alone. I only use them when I write 
them down and read them. Sometimes they are translated 
and I enter a weird animal park. A donkey turns into a 
zebra, a rat becomes a bat, a toad becomes a toadstool,  
a rabbit turns into a rarebit and an elephant becomes a 
hippo. I have stepped into a world I recognize, but which 
is not mine. I have become rich, but my neighbour doesn’t 
notice. 





11   introduction 
lydia davis

For most of my life, I have worked as a translator from the 
French, but I have also translated from other languages, 
including some I hardly knew—a linguistic adventure. 
Then, about five years ago, I visited Amsterdam to cele-
brate the publication in Dutch of a book of my own sto-
ries. It was a good visit. When I returned home, I thought 
I would like to offer something in return by attempting to 
translate a work from Dutch. I asked a friend to recom-
mend a writer of very short stories that would not be too 
difficult for me, and he sent me ‘Years’ by A.L. Snijders.  
I did my best to read it, and I liked it very much. Stylisti-
cally, Snijders’s concrete narration and short sentences 
were just right for me. With the help of a dictionary, my 
acquaintance with German, and the close relationship be-
tween many Dutch and English words, I was able to pro-
duce a translation of it. This was just the beginning. I soon 
found myself on Snijders’s email list, receiving a newly 
composed zkv every week or so. Early in the morning, 
with or without my first cup of coffee, I would read the 
latest zkv, and, often, immediately attempt a rough trans-
lation. It was enjoyable.  I appreciated the freshness of each 
piece, the good humor, the references to Dutch culture 
and history, Snijders’s wit, thoughtfulness, and often sur-
prising conclusions. Later, I would return to a story, work 
more on it, and then show it to a Dutch friend in order  
to catch any blunders. Translating Snijders’s zkv’s became 
a regular part of my life. They appeared in magazines in 



12     the u.s. and u.k., and they were received most enthusiasti-
cally. Now it is a pleasure to see them gathered into one 
volume.


