	30 January 2010

	Happy Birthday to my gran, 80 today, please those who can pass on the message, I will phone later today (where today = the 30th January). 



	I have been oh so very tempted today to launch into a long glorious account of Egyptian superiority on the football field (and off it) but I should save it, we haven’t won anything yet as there is the small matter of Ghana to deal with first. Egypt will start as favourites having won all their games and having disposed neatly of an undisciplined Algerian side who did not react very maturely to the poor decision to award Egypt a penalty in the run up to the break, and resorted to kicking the Pharaohs off the park. But it was academic, even with 15 players they wouldn’t have beaten the African Champions last night and I am cautiously optimistic about the final on Sunday. Ghana are good, but struggled to a one nil win against a side Egypt played off the park in the first game. 



	But what I can say now, is that this rooting for a national team other than my ‘own’ is not an unprecedented thing, nor just an empty preference. Can I add, real football fans are NEVER neutral. They quickly adopt teams in any game and can do so without any basis in logic. I remember once having a conversation with a football freak who wanted Borehamwood to beat Luton in the FA Cup. On suspecting the football bacteria to have populated his brain as well as his intestinal tract I asked him if he knew where Borehamwood was. You know, he didn’t even know where Luton was! 



	I too can be guilty of this, you know, like wanting Manfredonia to beat Foggia in the Italian Division 19 clash. But this week I have felt a very strong and more justifiable sense of attachment to an Egyptian team which once again has led me to ask myself where I truly feel I belong. 



	If you travel and teach for anything more than about 5 years you will know what I mean. We are not on short hop business trips, nor do we stay in plush hotels. Rarely are we assigned guides or drivers, even more rarely receive a salary which allows us to do upmarket things. Teaching in another country depends on your willingness to live in that country, not as a visitor, but with the people. When you do so, assuming of course you stay long enough, it gets under your skin. You develop a sense of belonging and pride in this belonging that will never leave you. I have no desire to live in Egypt again (visit, yes!) but I still feel a big part of it comprises a big part of me. You never truly leave a place you made your home, this week watching the footballers bring real joy to their people has made me miss being there, like a part of my soul wants to go back home. 



	Where is home? What is home? How when I pack in teaching will I be able to leave home behind to go home? Home now is Almaty, but for how long? And will I be able to stand being away? Every day something reminds us of a previous home, and while we may know it is a place we had to leave, moreover a place that can now not serve us in any way, we might wish we were there. It reminds us of the transience of everything. I doubt there is a single job where this hits home quite as much as TEFL. In spite of its temporary nature, there is an intimacy in the relationships we build with people that I sincerely doubt these big-heads in the oil industry care much for. Or maybe I’m wrong and they share our tally of goodbyes, and move on forever destined to feel, at any given time thereafter, that their heart beats in many many places. 



	What more than football gives a nation such a sense of pride? For what other reason do you see tens of thousands of people dancing in the streets? Carnival day? Nah, too ritualistic, sorry. I hope and pray for an Egyptian victory tomorrow, the fact I’m not there to share it with them is difficult, but bearable. 



	This is what happened last time 
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here 



	and the time before that in fact, cos they won in 2006 too. Egypt are the best. They would even beat Kazakhstan, if all the players were fit, of course :) 



	I went to the shopping planet today called Barraholka, acre upon acre of storage containers selling miscellaneous doofers, wotnots and widgets. It’s all higgledy-piggledy, but a pleasure to get lost in. I bought some Kazakh things, a hat and a big gown, along with a few other items in the mutual interest (i.e. just to me). If bravery permits I will wear the hat with regularity, the gown might have to accept souvenir status but I might put it on to go the local shoppe sometime. Problem is looking like I’m trying too hard, you know, the Thompson twins’ amusing but ill-informed tendency to ‘blend in’ by donning traditional costumes, the hat might look quaint but the gown too... a bit keen. 



	I tried to think of an analogy there, a recent immigrant living in Britain wearing traditional British dress, but I don’t know what that would be. I know of kilts and Welsh ladies wearing buckets on their heads, but English costumes? What do/did/would we wear? I think we should be told. 



	It’s not just football that brings back memories, it’s also cravings for fodder, koshary is not available in Kazakhstan that I know of, although I have been tempted to check out the Egyptian cultural centre with this in mind. Koshary night, what a cool idea. I thought it was so cool in Egypt I enacted it about six days a week. Funnily, the night we won the footy I had friends over staying so that night laid off the Egyfodder and had something more British instead, not of my own preparing. 



	Oooh, is that the time. Ooh, I’d better be moving along now. 



	Come on, Egypt! 




	


	  

26 January 2010

	By the time you read this we will know the Egypt Cameroon result, so in some ways it renders my encouragement and support superfluous, I might feel a powerful urge to eat koshary 
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here 



	and shout come on, Egypt, but by the time I publish this they will either have won or crashed out at the hands of a Cameroon side definitely up for the fight. Fact is, win or lose, Egypt are the best football team in Africa, as well as being from the best country in Africa, it’s only fair they clean up at the Nations Cup again. Only fair. 



	It will be interesting if they play Algeria again. Should they do so, let’s hope they remember the world is watching. The violence that marred the World Cup qualifier was disgraceful, face it, hooliganism is sickening enough in boozy Europe but in a country with admirable moral values, hardly any crime and the most welcoming and fantastic people almost anywhere, it makes no sense whatsoever. Football is more than a game, the last time they won the spirit that they put into the party showed how much it meant to them, but when it goes the other way it is not something to fight over. If the same tiny minority of Egyptian football ‘fans’ start behaving like common thugs again this week, I will not trouble my good self defending them. 



	Little Kazakh shoppes are cool, they all sell the same things and are remarkably warm in spite of it being minus twenty outside and them being made of balsa wood. They have Chinese soap and Cadbury’s made under licence in Poland. You can find piles of flat bread in carrier bags and big brown bars of soap used for washing clothes by hand. I remember getting through a few of those in Bishkek. But retail has moved on and the onwards march of the American style shopping centre has introduced more choice to the increasingly affluent consumer. The most popular place to go is Mega which in reality is nought but a market stall compared to Meadowhall or the Gateshead complex, whatever it’s called. Nevertheless, I thought I’d publish these pictures as part of my ongoing commitment to opening western minds. Granted, you need gold bars to shop there, but as you can see, it is not a mud hut. Nor are there ruminants ambling along outside Lush (the smell turns them away)... 



	and as for men with gormless smiles and artificial moustaches, they’re all in Runcorn. 
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	Skating rink, climbing wall... could be nice additions to the English shopping scene. As long as they don’t introduce Kazakh prices it’ll be an improvement. 



	My doofer has a short battery life. Take heed all ye doofer enthusiasts. Buy Korean! 



	Fog descended today and feeling sociable as it was mingled enthusiastically with the smog. What word could we give to fog smog? Smfog? Sfmog? The latter is more phonemically feasible, let’s run with it. Anyway, back to the story, when I got on the bus I could see it. When I got off it, I was grateful I was getting off because where was it? How can you catch a bus if you can’t see it? Maybe that’s why buses wait at stops here for ages (with the engines running!!!). It’s in case sfmog descends and people need time to make the vehicle out in the haze. 
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	Luckily this time, only 70% of it is smog, the ones below have no letter F at all :( Well, not in that word, at least. 



	I have no internet connectivity at home, by choice, sadly I have inadequate motivation and work unsociable hours, having net access at home would pretty soon become an excuse not to get out and do more worthwhile things. So although I write this blogge at home, I publish it in the internet cafe. Most days it is full of young teenage boys (whether or not they are that chronologically) playing some kind of computer games which involve, inevitably, some form of destruction. Now I can see why online scrabble fails to catch the imagination of the more energetic generation, but what’s with all this blasting people to kingdom come? And where’s it getting them? 



	Science has achieved a lot but in the light of this has long since got too big for its boots. It has developed comfortable ways of admitting it was wrong and is happy for its new theories to supersede previous ones. You know, the ‘OK we were wrong before, but we’re right now and we will continue to be right until we find new evidence and develop a new theory’ type of thing. For this reason, they are happy to say there is no proven link between violent computer games and deficiencies in an individual’s holistic well being. But all this means is their methods are not adequate and have not found one. 



	Not been proven, not been proven. Whenever anybody says this I automatically know they’re talking sfmog, clutching at straws. And I don’t believe them. What’s not been proven? It’s been proven that smoking causes cancer, but it’s never been proven that all smokers will get cancer, nor that all people who get cancer are smokers. So what’s the deal, proof that smoking might cause cancer? Computer games of this or any nature are bad, perhaps not at point of sale but where played to excess store up trouble for later on. I suppose I can’t prove it, we’ll just have to wait and see. 



	Come on, Egypt! 




	


	  

25 January 2010

	I had to laugh at this, I know the English ‘ught’ is highly confusing to non-native speakers and in a few years’ time will probably disappear as English very worryingly becomes simplified by morons who think U is a word or by intelligent people trying to learn the language who have no need for its inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies. Ahead of schedule comes this entry into the humourous world of Elementary resits, inadequate not only in spelling but also in clarity, are they talking about rough copies or conscription? 
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	I think we should be told. 




	


	  

24 January 2010

	I’ve got a week off this week and have therefore no excuses for getting out of the smog. But I can’t really decide what to do, a trip to Astana tempts but I’ve been there before, I’m not sure there’s much point in going up there to walk round in the cold on my own, but it’s the most practical choice. Other places are nearer, however, I might try something new. 



	I’m actually nowhere near as adventurous and enterprising as the site makes me seem. I have friends who have travelled to places as exotic as Afghanistan and go somewhere different each time they have more than a few days off. I rarely leave town, not too bad in that I like town, but it seems a shame otherwise. 



	These pics were taken on the same day within two hours of each other, sadly the one on the right coming second. The morning view of the mountains soon becomes obscured by the mid-morning view of the smog and the winter haze we have to put up with claims its latest victim, a by now nostalgic panorama of the Tien Shan. 
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Taken from my balcony 



	It’s perhaps not as bad as it looks, and mitigated in some way by the fact that there is no wind in this city meaning that otherwise normal, as opposed to acceptable, levels of pollution fail to disperse as they would in Manchester or Rhyl, perhaps. Three sides of Almaty are overlooked by high mountains and the northern reaches extend into the vast plains of the steppes. There’s something grippingly poetic about the steppe region, images of yurt and horsemen have quite an impact on me, for those sympathetic to the idea there is a deeper reason for being in Kazakhstan and not wanting to leave which relates to a familiarity I can’t explain in words gained this lifetime. 



	But by now the nomads have packed up their felt houses, or at least consigned them to show, and while it remains a fixed part of the cultural landscape, the geographical landscape has for some time had to make do without. Every culture on earth has its bygones, nothing lasts forever and in some ways I’d have to be careful implying that Kazakhs might properly belong in the fields because they too have every right to progress and sensible modernity. But at what cost? I can see why an iPhone and Toyota Prada might make somebody feel good about themself and their achievements, but I can’t see why a society would come to value them over a real sense of closeness to their roots. People cast used phones aside. Despite the evidence of traditional Central Asian heritage in stores and bazaars here, the fact that there are only a very small handful, if that, of nomads today tells us that thousands of years of history can be cast aside too. It’s very sad, and I speak with personal interest. 



	It might be cheaper to live in a yurt. According to a Muscovite friend Almaty is as expensive as Moscow which was until mid-2009 the most expensive city in the world. Oslo took that tag recently and considering it is supposed to be more expensive than Sweden !!!!! I readily agree with the finding. But back closer to home, I am regularly shocked by the prices people are asked to pay here. I don’t remember buying anything I wouldn’t be able to get cheaper in the UK, even in London and on my salary it rules a lot out. But given that for most people salaries remain relatively modest you wonder firstly how they get by, and secondly what economic sense it makes for things to cost so much. 



	A few people in Kyrgyzstan confessed to me that the salaries they quote were not accurate reflections of the amount of money they had coming in and I suspect that official salaries in Kazakhstan are a lot less than the cash that goes in hands at the end of the month. But even if we treble the figures, the differential is staggering. Brits would not stand for it. Since the free market came into being we have enjoyed, suffered or tolerated it to the full and consequently our retail sense is a reliable tool (even if we choose not to use it sometimes). Capitalism is still relatively new here, and in Almaty people don’t seem to question prices, they either want it or they don’t, have the money, or not. Two yeses (I struggled to establish in my mind the correct plural for the word ‘yes’, but was determined not to apostrophise it!) and they buy. In England there has to be a third yes, that to the question, ‘is this good value for money?’ 



	I noticed today that red lentils have been reduced by 30%, 500 grams now cost less than £10. Cherries, price slashed, a small tray will only set you back £7 now. And retailers’ generosity does not end here. No, you can buy an iceberg lettuce for a mere seven dollars. If you shop around, of course. 



	I did find something useful today, I bought a doofer. For those who don’t know, and couldn’t find it in the Oxford English, a doofer is a thing. It does things. A duffer is a stupid person. I didn’t buy one of those, I bought a doofer. Granted, given my propensity to pronounce ‘bus’ somewhat more like ‘boos’ and ‘pub’ as ‘poob’ you could be forgiven for thinking I bought a duffer in that you might have thought I was having problems with my phonemes, but in fact I bought a doofer. A doofer does a job, it is a thing. TV remote controls are doofers. They are things, and they do a job. Toasters can be doofers but there is no advantage in calling them so since they have two syllables apiece. A doofer is a word we use to describe a gadget, usually electronic, for which we either don’t know the name, or can’t be bothered saying it because it has two hundred syllables. Remote control! What?! It’s a doofer, a blo*dy doofer! 



	My doofer is cool. It is a small box with speakers, into it you insert either memory card or flash card and it plays the MP3 or 4 files on there. Here it is. 
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	Twenty quid. 



	Not too bad, I suppose. 



	For the record, this qualifies as a doofer because its full name is ‘multi-function mobile speaker’. 



	Not on your nelly! 




	


	  

21 January 2010

	I heard quite a truth today... Bruce Lee is in fact an adverb. The idea, a spin-off from the Popeye spinach era, was a subtly clever way of getting children to learn grammar and the martial arts legend was created to inspire people to pay attention not to what they do, but how they do it. The original word, Brucely (which means ‘in an impressive or dynamic way’), was modified because intellectuals felt that it sounded too metalingual, but the intention remained unchanged. We in the classroom devote time to teaching adverbs through charades or adding them to short stories to make prose more colourful, I for one now will be doing more Jeet Kune Do and whipping my dragon tail. 



	Speaking of oriental pastimes and language schools, how about this for talent, cupboard doors adorned with origami flora and fauna and a name tag which ended up in the right place when Picasa Photo Editor made the mosaic, not sure why there are two Ys, a double mystery, a pachimoochka of a name. Other Yulias have to settle for just one, is this alphabetic generosity or healthy inquisitiveness? 
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	Snow came, it fell from the sky, hardly original but effective, I’d have posted a video of it but for the fact that the school have drastically limited internet access so uploading isn’t really viable. Oh, and the fact that a video of a block of flats obscured by falling snowflakes is likely to be really rather dull. Look at these instead, and note that here in Kazakhstan, the country does not come to a standstill just because it drops to minus 5 and there’s ice on the road. 
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	I sent out an email, which you almost certainly received, offering live updates on changes to the website and 12 people signed up. I was expecting 11, so if you were the twelfth man, Flintoff is injured and Pietersen is well off form, you may well get a bat yet. 



	(Non-Brits should not waste time trying to understand that extended pun.) 



	Next week I am off work and tied between the idea of going skiing or to another town to experience proper cold. Astana must be around minus 40 at the moment, assuming additional wind chill, and it would be nice to experience it for a few minutes at least. Almaty is not so cold, although we have our moments but the surrounding mountains do more than trap smog, they also keep wind out which keeps the winter temperatures up. It won’t drop below minus 25, if even close to it, nothing much enough to write home about. So I won’t write home, you’ll need to surf along to read about it here. 



	Or if you sign up I’ll email you the link when I update. 




	


	  

20 January 2010

	It was cold this morning, rumours abound that it had dropped to minus 20, it felt almost that, I found myself waiting ages at a bus stop well wrapped up but without gloves, I knew about it when I had to get money out of a pocket other than that shielding my hands from the cold. A few choice moves might be in order ahead of the next skiing trip, cold hands is not my favourite collocation, and when you add the word very there is the temptation to add words of more striking colour too. Toes likewise, but fingers tend to hurt more. 



	New house? Well, I walked past the old street today and it wasn’t until I got past that I realised I didn’t even notice it. It’s barely even a memory now, I’d have to try to picture it to produce any memory of it, but I’ve got better things to do. 



	I don’t eat chocolate, maybe the occasional milk free chocolate, but the sugar disagrees with me. Said state of affairs leaves me painfully unable to express my disgust at the American takeover of Cadbury’s by means of a boycott. Vegetarians boycotting Bernard Matthews would hardly make much of a statement, it’s the same thing, as another great British institution bites the dust, I wonder what we should read into it. 



	The same pitiful but heartfelt disgust is right now falling on deaf ears around two football grounds somewhere in the North West of England, the giant Manchester United and pathetic Liverpool are themselves quite literally threatened with bankruptcy under American ownership. I don’t know enough about the ins and outs to publish detailed comments, but things seem far from rosy. I won’t shed too many tears if it does prove to be a terminal situation, however I might remind people that it is part of a wider picture, Britain is barely better than skint. Our football teams are selling out to foreigners, iconic brands like Cadbury’s are on the brink of a shocking takeover. We couldn’t even afford to send more than about 6 million pounds to Haiti. None left after the banking bailout? Or were they just too mean? 




	


	  

17 January 2010

	We can’t possibly have broken the back of January already, can we? I had to check the date before I updated the site, 17th already? Well, I’ll be a gibbon’s granny! 



	(Non-native speakers of English should not waste time translating that expression.) 



	The benefits of it being the 17th are that mathematically speaking of course we are now beyond the 15th, a satisfying state of affairs even to my mathematically dyslexic mind as on the 15th I moved to a new flat (see pics below). It’s a long way better than the old place, even nearer to the school, the proverbial safe 300 metres from the nearest mobile phone antenna and right next door to the landlady, who will doubtless join the Archangel Michael in keeping an eye on the place while I’m out. 



	It was strange to experience the moving sensation in reverse earlier today. I’m no stranger to changing address, I must have moved upwards of 40 times in my life, although I haven’t counted and in daily conversation I admit to rounding up to 50, or 400 depending on the effect I’m trying to have on my listeners. 40 is not the Biblical 40, the choice way to say ‘oodles’ or ‘sh*t loads’, but an accurate figure. Yes, I really do shift (not in the Usain Bolt sense I add). 



	But today I went back to my old flat to clean it and after doing so sat waiting for the landlady to come for the keys. Think about this for a moment... when you move to a new place for a day or two you relate things there to things in the old place, the feeling of looking up and wondering where the wardrobe is, for a split second at least, or succumbing to the muscular habit of turning in a certain direction to go to the bathroom. Today it happened the ‘wrong’ way round, I was in the old flat marking a student’s work and looked up to wonder where my (keen to honour tradition) wardrobe was (for a split second at least). But it was my new wardrobe my mind was expecting to see. Fact is, I was never happy in that last place, I let go of it before you could have said Chimbulak, and my nomadic soul has settled very quickly into this new flat. 



	As I said in a global text to people, my skis are very happy in the corner, they hope also to enjoy their weekly slide down the mountain tomorrow. Get well soon, Mihail. 



	It’s the African Nations Cup again. It’s not so often I crave being in Egypt, much as I really want to get back there for a holiday sometime, but passions are running high and I will never forget this night... 
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here 



	... two years ago when we won, and partied into the night. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, it was a party that no other nation on Earth deserved more and I was so honoured to share it with them. Should they win again this year I will feel genuine sadness from my distant Kazakh perch, not enough to regret leaving but enough to feel that I am missing out on something special. For one night only. 



	Come on, Egypt! 



	I don’t know what plans I have for the World Cup period this year, I don’t know who I’ll be supporting yet either, although I am not intending to betray England wholeheartedly. Egypt will not be there, sad, but it simplifies things. Italy is in my heart, all the more so because of the glorious triumph the last time round and I owe them my allegiance for this, and many other reasons. Quite where I’ll be watching is another matter. 



	Last time I remarked to myself how lucky I was that I’d had chance to be in Italy for the final. But this was the culmination of a three year period spent living there, I imagine this year I’ll be happy to watch it from afar, tinged as above with the same painful detachment and realisation that four years goes by faster than we might care to acknowledge. Can’t say I let it get to me. 



	Maybe some of you know the website www.engrish.com. Check it out if not. Let’s face it, the Chinese are smart, they are slowly but surely taking over the mantle of world superpower and creating a superstructure on Earth. They also speak very good English in many cases, but in spite of progress to be proud of, I’m not sure they should rest on their linguistic laurels yet. There might still be some scope for proof readers from the West, if this is anything to go by. 
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	It’s grossly hypocritical of me to feel like this, I am not an avid reader and even long after my childhood reached it’s conclusion (not sure what I concluded) I have an infantile tendency only to look at the pictures when I open a book. So why is it I feel that publishing pictures on my blogge (yes, I’m going ahead with the double consonant plus ‘e’ ending) detracts from my words? Is it because I project my own frailties onto others and assume that they too only look at pictures? Do I have painful visions that you are not reading this but instead gazing at the photo of my fridge? I am so lacking in self-confidence I think my own bathroom door is more interesting, provided of course you can see it? 



	Come, let me know, do you want more photos in the blogge, or are you well past lollipops and whoopee cushions, content to lap up the written word from its pale white saucer? 



	No implication that photography enthusiasts, visual learners or those curious to see where I live are puerile intended. 



	It’s raining. In January. In Kazakhstan. It’s wrong. We are about 20 degrees above season average temperatures, and all the snow in town has melted. I can only hope the mountains have been less watery. Sod’s law is a strange concept, I buy skis, English weather arrives. I hope it’s got a work permit. Or perhaps I don’t, deportation can be a handy thing, when sensibly applied. Can’t imagine anybody wanting to leave Kazakhstan though. 




	


	  

New flat and environs thereof
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12 January 2010

	Happy New Year! Begin 2010 by noting that December’s news has been archived, there is a new header mosaic on the home page, and this is a very short latest news. 



	I’m just showing my e-face, I haven’t been much bothered recently with the blogge and I’m not inclined to write much now. No reason, especially. 



	Just look at these pictures, a recent skiing trip to a resort called Ak Bulak during which skiing was restricted to the lower slope by avalanche risk, as a result we had to ski in the fog. Luckily the slopes weren’t too steep, speed was not of the essence, but considering we couldn’t see more than about five metres, it was just as well. 
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	Moving house at the end of the week, away from the antenna, even closer to the school. Let’s hope Gordon Brown or any other of the Labour imbeciles are not there. And no tories either, thank you. 




