	28 June 2010

	Watching England struggle against a far superior German team gave me an idea for a blogge, a Shakespearian ‘how the mighty fall’. I even had some quaint satirical metaphors to set it all off and modernise it, wisecracks about living and dying by the sword, ha ha hee hee, you know the kind of thing. But as the computer slowly booted up, and I thought back to that group of toothless Yorkshire terriers yapping at a Rottweiler’s heels, the ideas became obselete one by one as it dawned on me... only the mighty can fall like the mighty do. England are, for want of a better word, pathetic. Can a soprano sing as a baritone? No. Can a group of semi-competent yet well paid sportsmen double as world beaters? Again, no. 



	How dare we believe? What audacity led us to even suggest that we are (were) capable of winning the World Cup? Tonight, leaving aside sporadic flashes of flair and the goal that never was, I witnessed a group of first formers trying to take the ball from the big kids in the playground. Ball control was absent, passing was decidedly weak and the defence a combination of the two. Even if the manager made mistakes, he did not personally strip the players of their ability to pass. Once they’ve gone on the pitch, he’s not involved. Time after time the crucial first touch became the sorry last touch as top Premiership players simply failed to control the ball. Crosses went wide, passes went past and shots went straight at the keeper. Correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s not how you win football matches. 



	I’m at a loss as to why. But to come back to my previous point, about the mighty falling... yes, they do, but it wasn’t tonight. England have never really been a good football team since 1966. 1990 will spring to the minds (and from the mouths) of those inclined to disagree with me but even that involved riding our luck and in the end a spirited semi-final performance was undone by a well organised German side who went on to win the tournament. Other examples of footballing prowess are sadly lacking. 



	That’s why I can’t write what I intended to. I suppose the mighty Fabio Capello fell tonight, and he’ll come in for some abuse from the British press who will uphold the indefensible and still prevalent attitude that British is best and it has to be his fault, the wop so and so! He made some mistakes, but like I said, when the team went out tonight they didn’t even display basic skills with any degree of consistency. Top Premiership players? No wonder they’re recruiting from overseas. 



	I blame Thatcher! Money now, sod the future. When we got it, people believed that she was right. The football chairmen are among the most exposed public figures representing this attitude. And they’ve left us with a game devoid of any real foundation. Those cracks that were exposed tonight will take more than a Fabio Capello to heal. 



	Harry Redknapp for England! 



	The match might have been different had that second goal been allowed. To be fair, it WAS a goal and terribly disappointing that it didn’t count at a time when England had the Germans in a dilly of a pickle. The complexion of a game depends on a multitude of factors and England would have been buoyed up by the equaliser at the Germans’ expense. But I say they were too good for us, and we were not good enough. Until this changes, the red and white flags will ever more seem desperate bloodied symbols of a dying dream. 



	Maybe we should remove the red cross and wave what’s left. I took mine down very quickly. I’m supporting Japan now. 



	That freeware website I nudged people to a few weeks ago has made blogging even more fun... I chanced upon a program which allows you to change the look and feel of Windows, easily without the risk of messing the whole system up. It also allows you to use your own photos to create textures for frames and Start Menus etc. Now when I call up a menu I see pictures of little yurts everywhere, with horses and Kazakh people in the days when they still roamed the steppes and didn’t need to care about traffic jams. The program also allows you to change the wallpaper, but before you remind me that Windows does this anyway, it now changes automatically every hour. So far I’ve had the Sphinx (twice) and the piles of rolls of sellotape you see on my home page. 



	Anyway, the basic point I’m making is, if you’re fed up of the XP interface, check this link out and change it. You can always change it back. 
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Here 



	I wonder if we can use it to pick the England team. It’ll save six million quid a year and probably couldn’t be much worse. 



	Speaking of sellotape, it’s like Tipp-ex (which isn’t in fact the actual product name but a fancy brand name that stuck) in that in many countries people refer to it by the company name, Scotch. I’ve once or twice heard of foreign students going into John Menzies to buy sellotape to be told, ‘You need Yates’ for that, sir.’ 



	And on that note, doh ray me, I will go to bed. 




	


	  

26 June 2010

	Summer is never a good time for extra curricular activities, and where this blogge is concerned I’d have written more recently but for being as tired as a teacher in June. June tiredness is different than October tiredness. A teacher can gauge the year not by looking at the calendar but by sensing how close that feeling of exhaustion pervades the inner body, mind and spirit. Having been in the job for some seven years now, with a heavy timetable since the first day, I can lovingly affirm that, one, the theory is true, and two, it is the end of June. I think the word ‘knackered’ springs to mind. 



	The plan was to take two months out of Kazakhstan which would be shared between summer school and a break, but it dawned on me recently that there’s actually no benefit to me from working in July so I decided to cancel summer school and just take a UK break. The upshot of it all is I don’t have to stay away from Kaz for as long, get to take a slightly longer break and actually earn more money over the three month period to boot. The proportions are favourable although the summer break will be slightly cheaper by definition in that I only earn half of the summer dosh before the month spent recovering my inner resources. As it can be very cheap to laze around in the sauna, it doesn’t matter. 



	The Italy holiday might have to slide, a shame but I haven’t decided yet so I could go. What I have decided is that there’ll be no great street party to participate in, as in 2006. The Italian side played a shoddy World Cup and although there are some reasons for this, the mighty have fallen quite suddenly on their light blue sword, laid waste by three radically ‘inferior’ sides whose spirited football should remind the world, on many levels, of the value of teamwork. Italy know the value of teamwork, and proved this in 2006, this time a very different lineup took to the field almost cluelessly, bereft of come eighty per cent of the magic that led them to victory four years back. 



	But what does it matter? It’s not a Jimmy White scenario, the guy who never quite won snooker’s top prize. In very recent memory Italy have been world champions, worthy winners and this will never be forgotten. The angry bitterness pervading Italian life right now will pass soon enough, and people will realise that, perhaps, it’s just not their turn. And we’ll always have 2006. I will anyway. 
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Here 



	For now, leave the party to another nation. Could it be England? Well, I’m struggling to find either rock or hard place as I tread water in the confused eddies that tie me to the English background I have only mostly rejected, and the aversion to English snobbery that leads me to crave a capitulation if only so I can see several million arrogant, smug grins wiped off in one foul swoop. But the more I think about it the more I see that I’m in a no lose situation. Love to see them win, or love to see them lose, so I can rejoice in the unsympathetic termination of up to fifty million big-headed, over-hyped, self-proclaimed dreams. It’s NOT the dream I object to. We have to dream it so we can live it. I am repulsed by the constant assertion from that once great nation that they still rule the world, be this on a football pitch or the ocean waves. A divine right to win the World Cup we have not. Perhaps when we realise this we may in fact, win the World Cup. 



	This year, well, maybe. I’ll love it if we do, make no mistake. I put the flag in the window anyway. 



	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD


	Thought for the day: am I a difficult person or am I surrounded by people who can’t cope? 



	Deliberation on the matter has led me to a series of profound and defensive conclusions. So what if I’m hard? Che Guevara was probably a challenge, Shakespeare probably didn’t listen all the time, Einstein probably confused all but his closest friends and Beatrix Potter probably never really ‘grew up’. Lance Armstrong doesn’t know how to quit, Muhammmad Ali was full of himself, Mother Teresa probably had shades of obsessive behavioural tendencies. Charles Dickens’ personal life was a disaster, Princess Diana was it seems easily offended, Lenin probably had a bad temper, Bill Gates probably alienated people with his devotion to work. Churchill was frightfully rude to people and would look down on many, Barack Obama may have seemed like a dreamer, John Lennon preached to people, Maria Callas probably sought attention. Crikey, we’re all a load of morons. But who wants to make friends with Bob and Sue when you can do what you do? 



	I’m not THAT difficult, people. Learn how to deal with somebody different. You might find it a worthwhile challenge. Or give up. Not something on my agenda. Only problem is, give what up? I don’t have a clue what I’m supposed to be doing here. 



	Not this anyway, my school is advertising for an Assistant Director of Studies. Or at least I think it’s my school. Some parallel school with an Interpress International House logo, in a country called Khazakhstan. Technically, according to the wonderful Kazakh alphabet it is correct, but not so, this is Kazakhstan and the extra H is nothing but superfluous. As for me, I don’t want to change country so I can’t apply. Nor do I want a new boss. My boss now will do fine. 


	I may need a new flat. The lord of the land and his fine lady have decided in all their wisdom that another year of my money is not worth the investment of keeping the flat for me in summer. I can see why they don’t want to lose a month’s rent but come on, they could sub let for a month, or redecorate as they said they would. I pay over the odds, fractionally, always on time and in full. Do they want to trade that in for a potential liablity? Seems praps. The bog mindles. 



	Scenes from the weekend, note the first picture, no snow on the mountains. Rare. 



	

	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD 




	


	  

21 June 2010

	England and Italy are in a hurry it seems. The knockout stages of the World Cup are not supposed to start for another week, instead, each of my true representatives in the tournament have managed to engineer the situation so that they have in fact to win their final game in the group stages to stay in the tournament. The wise approach is to win at least one of the first two games leaving a mere healthy but single point being all required. For said two nations, a solitary point in the final game is almost certainly not going to be enough. I think Italy can get away with a point provided Paraguay win, England have to win. Evidence so far suggests that they won’t. 



	But football can be a strange game. Germany lost, Spain lost, something neither England nor Italy have done so far. So maybe I should be a little more optimistic. Each team has to beat a Slov, either enia or akia who on paper should not provide much in the way of stern opposition. I think Italy can deal with the Akians without moving into top gear. Enians are buoyed up by a few solid performances and are very definitely a threat. If they beat England, or draw, good luck to them. It’s about time somebody unfashionable won the World Cup. 



	And I don’t mean a team with beards. Just not somebody so well placed to top up Adidas’ coffers. 



	I watched the game in a pub with a few Italians. They were very nice and welcoming, as of course Italians are but apart from them and the game my attention was on the pub in general which played host to a gathering of some hundred or so people most of whom seemed to be expatriate males of some breed or other. I suppose I’m some breed of ex-pat male. I wonder if somebody somewhere is blogging about me, insinuating I am a fat, arrogant layabout with nothing but a big wallet and alcohol brain. I try to keep the blogge respectable, I won’t say anything like that. 



	I saw Kazakhstan’s national sport on TV today. I don’t know the name but it looked like polo at first, until I saw them dragging a goat’s carcus round and attempting to deposit it in some kind of mound of earth. I couldn’t make out any rules but sure as anything there was a dead goat which they were fighting over and then, like a game of handball but on horses, had to throw it into a pit. I think that of the two teams of about six riders each team could only score from one side of the ‘goal’ and that only one person could hold the goat at any one time. OK, not the most vegetarian of sports but no worse than hunting which still happens in England in spite of laws to the contrary. It seems a little bit crude but coming from a nomadic background in karmic terms (hence my profound love for this place) I found it quite fascinating and were it not for a relative, apolitical, repulsion for dead goats, would maybe even want to give it a try. 



	I get the feeling it’s very much a country pursuit, village people rather than city slickers so I expect there’s no club so near here. 



	Brazil are playing now. Boring. Not that they are themselves but their presence in the World Cup renders the whole after-game conversation entirely predictable as don’twannabe pundits strut their ignorant stuff and tip Brazil to do well, in spite of the fact that they’ve never even seen them play nor can name even one of the players. It’s so easy to tip Brazil and yes, they will probably do well, but it’s one of the biggest clichés in sport and very boring to hear. One person here in Almaty managed to communicate to me that he thought Brazil would do well this time. But a dog could tip Brazil to do well. I think learned footballing types should tip them to go out in the group stage, not to be right, just so as not to have to fuel the same old conversations about them going all the way. And who cares if it’s a good tip? It’s tired, lame and very predictable. If you think Brazil are going to win the World Cup, keep it a secret. 



	I say Slovenia will win, and if they beat England I will hope very much that they do. They beat Russia in qualifying, after all. Never write off the Enians, they are a very much unknown force. 



	At the time of writing, I have written off the English. Overpaid prima donnas representing the English idea that English = superior when it patently doesn’t. Luckily, thanks to Italy and Egypt I do know what winning feels like. I don’t see the English delivering for some time yet. Every flop leads to a media post mortem which leads us to blame the ball, the pitch, the coach, the long season, the grass or leaves on the line. So far, for half a century all but, we have simply not been good enough. 



	Greece weren’t ‘good enough’ when they were good enough and same for Denmark in about 1992. Luckily in football you don’t always have to be the best to win, ironically. It’s the only hope we have. 




	


	  

17 June 2010

	Inspiration comes and inspiration goes. When it goes, I don’t write much for this page. Sometimes I wonder when it’ll come back, like a runner waiting for shin splints to clear up only without the short temper (OK, with it, but I liked the simile). Every night my computer beckons me but tearfully, lying as if unwanted on the moonlit chest of drawers as I wonder what the bloody hell I am going to write. For a few weeks, I haven’t. 



	Yet while settled here not blogging I may cause certain individuals considered concern as they check the map to see how far I am from the wonderful city of Osh, in the news for the saddest of reasons as I am sure you are aware. Conversation with ethnic Kazakhs here has led me to slightly more informed conclusions than those the BBC may have led others to, but in the present context, I am a long way from Osh, and the events there are very unlikely to impact upon the comfort of living in Kazakhstan. 



	May I add though, I have friends in Osh and have not heard from any of them recently, while I have no serious concerns, this political and ethnic blood bath should never have happened. And to a nicer people it could not have happened. Osh is one of my three favourite places (if there were such a list) and it’s very sad to have witnessed some of the places I’ve had the pleasure of visiting up in flames. 
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Here 



	I don’t really think I can comment on the causes or make any prognosis. Just take it from me, these people are not savages, not stupid nor malevolent by nature. Just hungry, at a time of political upheavals and many broken promises. I don’t excuse their behaviour, I just know a bit more about life there than most people. 



	I’ve tried to watch the World Cup and after a week or so have reached a few conclusions. One, football is actually boring, cunningly disguised as interesting with a disguise wearing thinner every year. I still like it but need rose tinted spectacles to really enjoy it. Oh, or it needs to be a good game. This World Cup has thrown up a grand zero of those and my twin hopes of England and Italy have disappointed grossly thus far. OK, it’s too early to say for sure and each could improve, but at the time of writing, I can’t see anybody past Germany lifting the trophy. 



	As for England, we are simply not the team we think we are. The inflated Premiership wages has led to inflated Premiership egos in a league where only a couple or three of those playing in Fabio Capello’s side are anywhere near world class. Having travelled, and seen the world to a pretty respectable extent, I know full well how the misplaced superiority complex has sped the English stroke British decline on many many fronts. It makes me sick! I will be hypocritical enough to enjoy an England victory if it dares happen, but until such time, I can only pity those blind enough to think it is a realistic prospect. 



	The only thing underperforming to such this extent and similarly blowing their foul monotone trumpets is the crowd who seem to insist on droning away all game to the detriment of all else; commentary you can barely hear, crowd songs you can’t hear at all, the atmospheric cheers that normally mirror the ebb and flow of a game... all obsolete elements of a sport already in danger. 



	The other fixture list makes more exciting reading, I have found a Half Man Half Biscuit gig not far from my English abode on an evening shortly before the grand return to Kazakhstan for my third consecutive contract. That, for a guy who didn’t even stay put in the same place in Italy for more than ten months is quite telling, don’t you think? The other conclusion you may reach is that I like Half Man Half Biscuit. 
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Here 



	A social commentator of genius equivalent to any other, wit superior to all. 




	


	  

3 June 2010

	I don’t have so much to say today. But here are some pictures of and after the shopping trip to Barraholka Bazaar. A huge organisation of freight crates lined up and filled with goods. If you’re lucky you can find something you want to buy. 



	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD


	I bought this, not really to wear over here but for UK purposes. I bought it for running but it will happily double up as a formal garment too. 



	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD


	However, she also sold me the trousers, it can’t be right, the price was good considering I’d been quoted more than double in a previous place. I’ll take them back tomorrow and check it out. If I can find her again. Barraholka goes on, and on, and on, and on... 



	I suppose the pictures don’t make it look so much. It’s not for the faint hearted but can be an interesting trip. Non natives and those not familiar with the language and culture here should be suspicious of any prices not fixed and displayed. 



	It’s the World Cup soon. Er, whatever. I’ll care later.




