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	Quick fire round of answers this time, not feeling so liberal with the ideas, which might be a shame as I have a few things to which to do justice. Only, since I’ve discovered reading I feel rushed into things in the evening knowing I’ve got a darned book to finish. The latest one is the second in the Stieg Larsson trilogy, of which I’ve read about 100 pages, although you never know on Kindle, because you can change text size. A better guide is percentage finished, although I can’t remember the present dot count. 



	The book is pretty decent, although when I finished the last one the fabled denouement did come as a bit of an anti-climax considering the way the author had raised expectations with a powerfully gripping story along the way. When we found out whodunnit, instead of yelling out at the book in vengeful glee, I was instead left shrugging my shoulders and thinking, oh, OK, so it was him all along. The rest of the pieces were fitted into the jigsaw as if they had been laid into one place all along. 



	However, on with the trilogy I plod, considering it to be a pretty remarkable series of stories written in a very compelling although not burdensome style. 



	By the time I finish I wonder if there will be a new President in Egypt. Now clearly the Egyptians have brought about the changes they desired so, and it would take a hard heart not to feel pleased for them. I retract any blind compliments I gave Mubarak in the past but do wonder what they’ve all let themselves in for. Very possibly a new President with the best interests of his people at heart. Very possibly not. We shall see. If the only way is up, so be it. Other countries have overthrown leaders to create a vacuum then filled by those they have later come to despise more. Egyptians deserve a lot better than to go from the frying pan into the fire. I wish them all the best, and hope things do really turn out the way they prayed. 



	My new dombra is really quite annoying. It’s good, and worth the money I paid for it, but there is one fundamental problem. It’s been over-varnished. Bummer, I mean, over-varnished! It was made to be sold to a tourist, not a dombraist and although it’s playable to a respectable quality it is really difficult negotiating the fret board (neck) because my fingers keep sticking to the glaze. That, for an orange belt (more of that later) makes a difficult job even fiddlier, and my teacher also said today it was too hard for him. The solution might be to sand the varnish off, which is OK in spite of the detriment to the appearance because the reason I bought it was to play it, not sit and stare at it. 



	I’ve decided to introduce the judo belting system to other walks of life. The basic scale is, white, yellow, orange, green, blue, brown and black, but key is the fact that from black there are nine dan grades (degrees of black belt) before a master reverts to a white belt at tenth dan. The logic behind this is, when you become a true master you realise you know nothing, so you go back to white. Hey, I’m ready for tenth dan now, bring on the bleach. 



	Anyway, the Common European Framework for language learning has been well thought out by, well, mardies in Brussels really, but it still rings true for most. Yet they overlooked a more simple, yin/yang balanced system in operation in the far east for centuries, those coloured belts. (Note that I’m wilfully neglecting the truth here, the eastern martial artists had only white and black, colours were introduced in the west in order to keep kids motivated to work through the grades.) These form a simple visual descriptor of somebody’s ability in something. For example, I wear a number of judo belts in my daily life. A black one, representing my Italian. A brown one, representing my Kazakh. An orange one, which is my dombra belt and a yellow one which tells people, from afar that I am starting to play the bayan with both hands simultaneously. It’s cool, all I need to do is belt up every morning and people know how good I am at things. 



	Or, the more serious version, I will in future refer to people’s levels in various things in terms of their belt colour, or for those fluent in some or other skill, their dan grade. So be prepared, all ye white belts in appreciating irony, or all ye blue belts in English. From now on, the colours will say it all. 



	Meanwhile, back at the ranch, I have recently taken my blue belt in clothes shopping and would now say without reservation that I am the best dressed TEFL teacher anywhere, not that that’s particularly difficult. I discovered Zara last week, not the amazing vocalist from the Armenian band Dogma (who is as impressive as the shop, as are her band) but the clothing outlet with a [deserved] reputation for class. And what class! A seventh dan in retail, if this store is a cave of design then I am a trogladyte of willing custom. And now I earn what I might consider to be a decent living wage, I have added to my wardrobe an array of fancy things not all of which are purple. 



	However, shopping would not be shopping without a stylish new addition to the global facade of retail outlets. There are some whopping shopping centres in the world and others conveniently located aside railway stations and in airports. But only one in a tent. Yes, a tent. The latest contribution to the Astana skyline is, as I put it, a tent. The world’s biggest tent, erected not for boy scouts to sit outside and roast potatoes on fires it took them three hours to start, but in fact to show the world that, as I keep saying, Kazkhstan means business. 



	The Khan Shatyr shopping complex in the new city of Astana is nothing in size compared to Meadowhall in Sheffield. Nor is it anything compared to The Rows in Chester in terms of history (obviously). But one of the newest and most original malls anywhere is without doubt the best I’ve ever been in. It’s crazy, in the best possible way. Five floors of shops, markets, car washes, restaurants, arcades, gyms, an amusement park, childrens’ areas and even a beach. All this under a canopy made not of boy scout canvas, but some material I know not what. It might not sound so good, but being there was really something. London has bigger shopping centres, it certainly has cheaper ones (!) and it probably has busier ones too. But nothing quite so cool. 



	

	Not all of these pictures are of the shopping centre. They are all of Astana, capital of Kazkahstan. Many of these photos are available for clearer viewing on this page. 
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Here 



	And this is the Khan Shatyr centre itself. 



	VIDEO TO FOLLOW 



	There’s a new consultant’s job being advertised in our school now, and I may apply, although I may not depending on their answers to my questions. But what swung it for me was the fact that they want a Kazakh speaking ELT (English Language Teaching) consultant. I’m sure if somebody somewhere advertised for a Kazakh speaking lemon peeler I’d be up for it. Alternatively, ELT Consultant, who on Earth wants to do that? 
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	The Groucho Marx autobiography turned out to be a squamp dib I’m afraid, in that only the first few pages were about him, the rest being transcripts of TV programmes and stage plays he’d appeared in. This couldn’t possibly make it bad because his work on stage and TV really defined him, his once refusing to work as a humour columnist because he didn’t think he could be so funny every day without his facial expressions and body language to help him. But it is precisely this that makes the book a bit disappointing. You have to see the greaseblack tash and eyebrows dance with his eyes as he alternately belittles and flatters Margaret Dumont to really appreciate the comic genius of the fellow. A few scripts don’t do the job, I’m sorry. 



	Pity also the poor Harpo who is completely bypassed by a book of Marx Brothers’ scripts, considering he never said a single word in any of their productions. I think Harpo’s contribution is the most dated of the three main brothers’ legacy but I still think he’s the most talented of them. You just can’t write a book of quotations from a man who never did more than whistle. 



	The Harpo Marx (real name Adolph, unfortunately) biography is very cleverly named Harpo Speaks, considering he did, but as I said audiences never witnessed it. I’ve tried to find this although it’s not on Kindle, and as for book delivery, I don’t think it’s available for delivery over here. I don’t know what plans there are to make all books available on Kindle, although there are an enormous range of titles selling for free, so I suppose there must be a team of people typing the books up somewhere. My Watership Down had a couple of typos, which is why I think somebody must be typing it, rather than them being scanned or something. The older ones anyway. New stuff can just be saved as an azw file, whatever that is. 



	Speaking of new books, I’ve started reading one I bought last week called The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, and, well, I’m hoping for an early denouement. I’m not saying I want it to finish, I’m just saying I want to know what the hell is going on before too long. It’s like that vile film, Kingdom of something or other by Ridley Scott starring Orlando Bloom, after half of which I had no idea what the plot was, who the characters were and what anything stood for. The Girl with the Dragon tattoo is so far not about a girl at all, but about an old man who gets a flower every year on his birthday from an anonymous person, and a man who has just been sued by someone for something. So far, they don’t tie together. 



	Back to its weary pages to see if things pick up a bit. 
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	The last time the Egyptians took to the streets in numbers, well, the last three times, was when they routinely cleaned up in the African Nations Cup. Various minor disgruntlements in the meantime may have filled the odd street with placard waving moblets, but something on the scale of what’s happening right now has taken many people familiar with the warmth of such a nice people by total surprise. 



	In the past I have praised Mubarak on this page (to shock my Egyptian readers to the core, I add), but without my having any real foundation of knowledge. I was probably basing it on the fact that my one year in Egypt never had me realise that there were any anti-Mubarak sentiments circulating in society, simply because nobody told me of any. Why should they though? 



	But as we’re seeing now, brewing feelings of malcontent when suppressed, for whatever reason, can tend eventually to spill over into mass outcries which in turn can get out of hand. Is this thing being blown out of proportion, a city of 18 million people experiencing ‘mass’ protests by some few thousand? 



	I can’t offer any opinion, because I know Egypt. That may seem like a contradiction in terms, but Egypt is a land beset by paradox, in every positive way, and without being there now, on the ground, back with the people I came to love, I simply do not know what is happening, why it is happening and what will become of it. It’s easy to find out what the newsmen say, but that’s not enough for me. That’s why I can’t, and won’t say any more than this. 



	I just hope that it passes off peacefully, and whatever comes next is brave enough to act in the interests of the many wonderful people within and beyond the Egyptian Republic. 



	The Olympic Games in Beijing will be remembered for many things one of which would be the stunning ceremonies both opening and closing (in sad spite of the humiliating British contribution where a random menagerie of people pranced round a double decker bus trying to show the world not that Britain is an intelligent and artistic place but instead that there simply happen to be different ethnic groups living there – an admirable intention perhaps but combine it with some style, please) which involved seemingly impossible human art both still and in motion. I still dread the London Olympics for many reasons but mainly because I think after Beijing there really is only one way to go. 



	But wait just a minute! Step forward Kazakhstan, who this week, in hosting the Asian Winter Games laid on an opening ceremony not far short of the Beijing masterpiece. I wasn’t there, and nor did I see it all on TV, but for a relatively small country in the sporting arena hosting an event little known outside the relevant geographical area, it had clearly gone all out to impress, and achieving this was very much deserved. 



	

	As for the events, well, I plan to take in a little ice hockey, but now it’s all started, I probably realise I had allowed myself to become overly excited when in reality I’m not all that interested. For Kazakhstan, it is a great thing, for me, well an afternoon out sometime. I’ll publish some pictures. 



	Filling my Kindle. It’s funny how moving to an e-reader has changed the fact I hate reading, and now tolerate it somewhat. I have purchased a few things I’ve already read so as not to strain myself, and one or two things that I didn’t have to pay for so I won’t feel guilty not reading them. But also a few other things caught my eye, including a book called The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo by Steig Larsson and Freedom by a bloke called Jonathan Franzen. But most of all I’m looking forward to a Groucho Marx biography which has solved the problem otherwise of not knowing what the hell to read first. The choice is now very very easy. 



	I finished Watership Down while I was in Aktau and still say it is one of the best books I’ve ever read (well, it’s one of the only books I’ve ever read). I think for the time being it will take some beating. Beatrix Potter may have started it, Hanna Barbara to continue it, but Richard Adams personified bunnies like nobody ever else. 



	Aktau, well not a bad place but nothing compared to Almaty. I won’t say too much about it here because I am going to put a new page on the site 
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Here 



	so for those receiving email updates you will be informed. For those not receiving updates, they’re probably not reading so I won’t blether on about it. 



	I will now e-read something, and as I have declared my preference, I will leave you with a few quotes from the greatest wit in history. Julius Henry ‘Groucho’ Marx. 



	“Outside of a dog a book is a man’s best friend. Inside of a dog it’s too dark to read.”
“You bet I’m shy. I’m a shyster lawyer.”
“I’ve had a truly wonderful evening, but this wasn’t it.”
“I could dance with you until the cows come home. Come to think of it, why don’t I go and dance with the cows until you come home?” 




