PICS REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD
	27 September 2010

	I love Roy Hodgson. Along with Arsene Wenger he defies the otherwise admittedly understandable view prevailing in society that intelligence is at a premium in our national sport. As a multi-lingual and articulate man of rather mature years he has performed consistently well in the sporting arena with clubs across the European continent and steered the yet unfashionable Fulham to the UEFA Cup final last season, only to lose to a clearly superior Spanish side in a year when Spain got so good at sport that it even banned its traditional very own knowing that they now had other very colourful (and more humane) strings to their bow. Roy Hodgson speaks measuredly, tactfully but also honestly about the game of football as we know it and brings a dimension of gentlemanliness to a sport bereft of any true honour in so many notorious ways. And this season he continues to weave his magic. May it continue indefinitely.



	I’ve arranged to meet a Daily Telegraph journalist working locally who was advertising for an assistant but at a salary even lower than mine. That’s not to criticise, local salaries are sometimes surprisingly low and the money on his table will be a nice monthly sum for a local person also looking to improve their English and get some useful experience. I’m not looking for work, I just think I could be of some assistance, and although I’m not Telegraph material receptively, they do employ sentences of more than six words so it doesn’t rule me out.



	By and large, the most intelligent journalists working in the British media are shared between three main outlets: serious presenters at the higher end of the Radio scale (not including ex-footballers and politicians), the quick fire sharp-shooting writers responsible for news stories on the BBC website, and those working for the unspeakable tabloids, namely The Sun. Why? Well, The Sun is published for people with a reading age of 8 and far from containing challenging prose like, Peter likes Jane, Jane likes Peter, Jane has lots of full stops... it is still expected to contain actual information, even if it is about Wayne Rooney’s personal life and the bullets in Peter Mandelson’s feet. It is surprisingly hard to render words surplus to requirements, especially if you overuse them as much as I do (happily).



	Let’s take a scenario: A 25-year old unemployed man from Oldham has been arrested for stealing watches from a jeweller’s in Shrewsbury while in town for a football match between the two teams and after having tanked up on ale in the brackets excellent close brackets Hole in the Wall pub. He was acting alone but says he did nothing wrong. Oldham won one-nil.



	The broadsheets would embellish this information and convey it over several sentences, finding time to add adjectives, adverbs and idiomatic phrasal verbs expressing either right wing disgust or left wing let’s blame the tories anyway vibes to be interpreted as the reader sees fit. Assuming the Times et al even bother to report a petty theft of this nature the article could run to about two hundred words.



	The tabloids manage to do all that in two sentences, and still pass judgement on the social outcast scumbag/poor sod who has seventeen kids to feed (all with different mothers).



	Let’s see what we can do, noting of course that I never even read the papers and if I do I’m usually daydreaming about my real job:



	The local newspaper way: A football fan from Greater Manchester has met with the long arm of the law after an away day ended in a drunken stampede out of a Shrewsbury jeweller’s with a handful of Festina watches . The jobless Oldham supporter had been celebrating his team’s one-nil victory in the popular* Hole in the Wall pub but at half past six left the pub and single-handedly attempted to make off with five expensive timepieces before being chased and arrested by two police officers. The 25-year old is currently being remanded in custody and is said to have denied any wrongdoing. The case continues.



	Although the article generally doesn’t.



	(*note how local papers avoid preferential adjectives like ‘excellent’ instead opting for the safer words which are in little dispute.)



	The broadsheet way: While politicians lock horns over the means of survival for a fitter Britain, evidence of the dire need to evolve quickly is in ever greater supply. The Shropshire market town of Shrewsbury, the birthplace of Charles Darwin, provided a sign that his conclusions are far from unquestionable as the evolutionary scale was misappropriated by another modern day act of neanderthal madness. Tom Skidmark failed to ingratiate himself with H Samuel staff after pilfering half of the branch’s stock of Festina watches, and then in turn with the police after initiating a chase and subsequent tussle some minutes later. What had started as a group celebration in a local pub after a favourable result in the Shrewsbury Oldham game, ended with the 25-year old away supporter sobering up in custody as other Latics fans left the pub in an orderly manner and made the trip back north without the slightest hint of trouble.



	Although in firm denial of any wrongdoing, police sources explain that Mr Skidmark has been unable to explain his actions, suggesting that it was an alcohol fuelled misdemeanour, an excuse not likely to go down well with magistrates when the case reaches court on Thursday.



	A tabloid journalist would have about two sentences and not many more minutes to communicate the lot, often to the type of person not perhaps overly inclined to ingratiate themselves with many high street jewellers either.



	Drunken Oldham fan nicks watches after leaving Shrewsbury pub. Mates celebrate win in pub as mid-twenties yob pulls smash and grab before local police overpower him.



	It took longer to write that than the other two put together. Hence, Sun hacks are brainy, don’t argue with them!



	It is now time to head down to the Almaty World Cup Judo Tournament, which will shortly become the next new page on the site.
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24 September 2010

	Many teachers (not me) wonder what might exist after the classroom, and most (not me) dream of a life free of it. They may yearn for alternative employment while not actually doing very much to find it. But is the life of a teacher easy to leave behind? Does the new recruit to middle management spend the day asking colleagues if they understand? Does the newly retired woman of 55 who now has time to spend writing to friends consolidate her new life by error checking their replies with the ever-faithful red biro? And has this bloke, who got rather excited during a regular election campaign speech for a treasurer’s position in a small American town, spent the mainstay of his working life standing in front of a group of modern day teenagers?



	

	Thanks to Youtube the wannabe politician managed to transcend the boundaries of his election day drubbing and become a global star overnight. All for an evident lack of composure the likes of which can surely only owe to a lifetime slaving at the chalk face.



	I think we should be told.



	I wonder if such a persona would improve the President of the European Union.



	I think we already know.



	I listened to this speech as BBC Radio saw fit to feature it on Story of the Day and immediately hit on an idea to introduce it into a lesson on quantifiers for Intermediate students. Mayoral speeches are a fine way to use language like too much, many, more, plenty of, enough etc. But none of my students quite reproduced the passion that the above Phil Davison managed.



	They say that the Commonwealth Games are under control. A little Cif might help, hee hee.
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	Ah well, another short blogge. But I should be playing my dombra.




	


	 

23 September 2010

	Not experiencing persistent injections of substance to my foundation of ideas of late, wordsmithery has been sidelined and creative juices channelled into expression via musical instrument and languages of other than Latin stroke Anglo-Saxon origin. Further to this, working late has rendered me almost, dare I say, tired after a working day with a span of eleven hours. In tune with the spirit of my new interest in golf, Wednesday has proven to be an albatross of a day lately right from the enthusiastic individual student in the morning, one so who actually uses the new language I teach him, to the even more enthusiastic group of eight who between them make music with it.
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	Golf however, is not cheap. Maybe there’ll be some token coverage of the Ryder Cup on Kazakhstan TV, although my TV hasn’t been switched on for months. Best way, I say.



	But like I said, the blogge’s lain idle recently. It’s never the plan, writer’s block does more than the trick when it comes to inactivity.




	


	 

16 September 2010

	Managing to keep busy. Kazakh, Russian, dombra, darts, work, even the occasional run up a very steep hill (which usually reduces me to a more slumblerly pace at half distance). But I managed to find time last week to volunteer at the Kazakhstan Open golf tournament which I document here more in photos than words, as it was such a lot of fun. Even ball spotting was fun, standing aside the fifth fairway praying that all the balls would land on it, rather than on me, or even worse, somewhere out of view. We couldn’t see them until they landed, and even sometimes then not at all, which could lead to a little frantic scouring around ahead of the players’ walk down. Luckily, most players hit the fairway and ended their rounds with respectable scores.



	The Kazakhstan Open is part of the European Challenge Tour calendar and invites players just below the elite to compete for a place in it, or as with the case of this year’s winner, Velasco, a place back in it, him having lost his card the year before. The truest of gentlemen, as golfers so often are, I found him not only a worthy winner but a worthy champion as despite TV interviewers amassing (well, loosely gathering) to talk to him, he still had time to say a few words to me. Then the group photo, the winner with all the volunteers, and I managed to pile in there (daintily) and get a place right next to the victorious Spaniard who golf fans should look out for on the main tour next year.
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	The player featured in these pictures is actually the joint runner up, Federico Colombo, but as I told him, the Italians will always be the champions for me. This, in spite of the fact that Spain has won just about every sporting event across the world in 2010, from Wimbledon to the Tour de France, the World Cup, US Open and now the Kazakhstan Open golf. If they carry on at this rate, they’ll probably even clean up at the Commonwealth Games. And I say ‘even’.



	

	Shame praps that so few people were there to witness it. There were only about 25 people following the final group round, so few so that there was barely any need to raise the QUIET PLEASE signs. For the final back nine I carried the scoreboard, which was not too heavy but sadly wrong for eight of the nine holes, as my co-volunteers failed to count a penalty drop shot on the tenth hole, scarcely their fault. Luckily it didn’t affect anything.



	I make the photo collages using a Google program called Picasa 3. It’s great but drives me crazy, when the collage is complete it says ‘100% complete’ from which point the whole PC grinds to a halt for ten minutes as the final 0% is finished. I always think that the hardest thing in so many things is getting started. This damn Picasa turns that whole theory inside out as it sweeps through 10, 20 and even 90% in style but then gets jammed after the job has supposedly been wrapped up. 100% complete, therefore, seems to mean 100% thinking about starting.



	A chill has returned to the Almaty air as winter has, according to Picasa, 100% arrived. This means the first signs are upon us. And already local people are saying it’s cold. I’ve never known such low tolerance to low temperatures, and considering they are people who in some cases have to face minus 45 in winter it stuns me that they wear coats in plus 15. It’s not cold, it’s just ceased to be summer and the temperature has admittedly dropped by 15 over a few days but that’s no alarm. Coats can wait, and in any case Brits don’t wear coats anyway. Especially northerners. Although I have never quite worked out if Stoke is northern or not. It all depends on whom you ask.



	I’m asking Mr Pikey from Pikey Lane.




	


	 

5 September 2010

	I don’t remember when I last published a blogge and don’t have the internet at home, so I’m going to assume this is the first since coming back to Kazakhstan. I suppose nobody needs reminding of how fast time goes these days. It’s the downside of progress. We want PCs to go faster, cars, etc, but we overlook that it tends to speed up our reality. I remember the first PC I used/had and can honestly state that something that slow now would have to end up flying out of my fifth floor window. But we have to recognise that as we train ourselves to be so impatient by improving the performance of everything we buy, the off-shoot of it all is that those things we don’t buy become increasingly fleeting, right down to the very core of life itself. I think there’s something to be said for the approach of the few remaining old couples fiercely clinging on to their country cottages without electricity as they refuse to join the modern march to a whistle stop existence. And these folks
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	who soon will deservedly receive running water in their homes witness the widening gulf between modern Kazakhstan and their own reality and conclude, erroneously although inevitably, that they lead inferior lives. I disagree.



	Not that I’m known for my patience, like. Just thought I’d philosophise before I hit the superficial.



	I came back to the same flat having agreed to pay a slight increase of rent. It’s not right but as such in my interests as it meant I didn’t have to spend even more trying to find somewhere on my return. The difference in what I am set to pay over the year will amount to about the same as I’d pay for an agent and temporary accommodation, it just wasn’t worth it. So I came back, rearranged my flags, got myself a desk (thanks to Laura) and adorned my bed with a neat drape my mum bought me about ten years ago.



	

	Almaty is still choked in smog but otherwise perfect. There’s an exhibition of peculiar things down in town this week, although I don’t think that is its stated intention. Yet, peculiar things they are, perhaps containing some kind of artistic charm but to me a hotch-potch of oddness. Aesthetically pleasing they may purport to be, and I am very pleased they are here, but they don’t quite hit the bullseye for me.



	

	I’ve just rewritten my HMHB page
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	in spite of having already said I’d done it, and it reminds me of the misplaced way in which we perceive intelligence. Let me give you an example. I know a guy in England who I see in the sauna. Now this bloke’s no scholar, and he knows that, but to my mind just as brainy as most who are. You can have a damn good conversation with this ex-trucker and when you make a point he’s always got an intelligent response. But I don’t think he’s got much in the way of educational pieces of paper.



	I’m a huge cynic when it comes to formal education. I DO NOT think it has no value, indeed it almost always does, but it has to be meaningful education. I recognise through experience both in and out of the classroom that these educational pieces of paper are very often only pieces of paper. My degree, as I’ve said before is a useless scrap of recycled bog roll I have the misfortune of needing to get teaching work in most reputable schools (arguably then, very important) but I care not one bit about it. Every year in August when the A Level results come out and we get past the trite although correct observations about exams getting easier we are hit with the same interviews with students who’ve passed and are going to some university somewhere to get their own scrap of paper and a massive debt, and then with those who’ve failed and have to look for a job now.



	I usually feel more sorry for the ones going to some third rate uni to leave with more debt than the average South American country and only end up working for those who didn’t make it.



	If you are inclined to the academic, actually need a degree to get to where you want to go (and you know where you want to go), or are lucky enough to get to somewhere like the excellent Oxford or Cambridge we Brits are so proud of, then university is for you, and I say go for it.



	But if not, is it really worth it to just drift through lectures for three years?



	University in Kazakhstan seems to be worth it because it puts students through their paces rather than being a three year holiday, which my course definitely was. As the excellent British writer Nick Hornby put it, graduation from a British university is like Christmas. You hang around for long enough and it’ll happen. And he went to Cambridge. A genius, yes, but proven through his writing, and not his education. Degrees these days have been devalued by the fact that most people and their dogs have got them. Wuff!



	My cousin is at the age where uni is becoming a consideration but he is a talented artist and professional standard drummer, who wants to be an artist and a session drummer (which pays more than most graduates will ever earn). His dad dropped out of uni to get a job and is now the MD of a very successful company. He is not pushing the lad to get a piece of paper and I have made my support very clear.



	Have I made my point? Er... on with the show.



	I’ve had to buy a new dombra because I left my other in England. It was admittedly the plan, but what was also the plan was to go to a master on my return who would make me one for a reasonable price. Shame is, when I went to his workshop, his assistant evidently hadn’t been told what a reasonable price was and thought he could top up his coffers by trebling the price, an ironic mistake in that the money on the table then promptly disappeared. I told him, you asked me for 20,000 because you want 20,000 for this item. You take that or you get nothing! He has blurred boundaries, seems to think 0 is better than 20,000, which I reiterate is what they ask for their products normally.



	What does the word ‘selfish’ mean to you? And have you ever considered that there’s ultimately no such thing as selflessness? Everybody has a square root of one. By this I mean we are all ultimately self-serving. If you take any positive number and press the square root button on a calculator you will get the square root of that number. Press it again, and again and eventually you will get to the number 1.




	


	Applying this to human behaviour, we notice that every act basically boils down to the same intention, to make the individual feel better. Any given act can be represented by a positive integer. The question, ‘why?’ is therefore represented by the act of pressing square root. Keep asking why, and if the person is being honest, they will ultimately say that it makes them feel better. Why do you drink beer? It makes me feel better. But more indirectly, why do you work overtime? To make more money. Why? To pay the mortgage. Why? To house my family. Etc etc, to the final destination, it makes me feel better. Square root - ONE!



	

	Obviously the peripheral factors of beneficiary and victim mean that people like Mother Teresa are still seen as highly altruistic and I would NOT liken her behaviour to that of more sinister agents by means of a semi-articulate theory, but at the end of the day, are we not all similarly motivated, massive differences in output notwithstanding?



	I believe the new Billy Ingham adventure is out soon.
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	If you are interested in reading it, get in touch and I’ll get you a contact number. In the meantime, I can highly recommend another author detailed at his website



	who paints a thoughtful picture of society with his own intelligent observation.
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	Me, well, I’m just trying to fill web space.




