	29 November 2010

	I just feel I should be writing something, although not knowing what is interfering a little with progress. It’s been one of those days when you don’t want to do anything but hate yourself for sitting around taking that very approach. Achieving your goals can be very painful when you get your priorities wrong.



	First up, snide remarks about the recession.



	Number one: what recession?



	No number two. I think the first one will upset enough people as it is. Solutions, either get so used to being poor you don’t notice when you have hardly anything, or move to Kazakhstan, prosperity capital of the world (and a bloody nice place too).



	The below is what I said in February 2009, and I have not changed my mind 20 months later.



	This global financial crisis has made absolutely no difference to me whatsoever and as you can imagine, I have no worries about it wiping out years of hard work. This is not to say I don’t care. It has altered the fragile fabric of a society back in Europe still very dear to me and I sincerely hope nobody I care about suffers. But when some people I know were out shopping for iPods and Macs, I was working 14 hour days for a few hundred quid a month. By living hand to mouth for so long, often feeling bored and hungry on my days off, I have earned the right to turn a blind unpassionate eye to the number and ball-crunching mathematics of it all and carry on with my free spirited life as I have come to realise I was born to do.


	There is a song called ‘The Day that the Ship Goes Down’ by Oysterband about the collapse of capitalism. But the one line that rings true for me is ‘I’m not gonna wait to join in the hymns, life has taught me how to swim, me and the rats know how to swim, the day that the ship goes down’.


	Managed to motivate myself earlier enough to get out of the house anyway after being invited at the last minute to a boxing tournament between Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, the latter coming out on top by four wins to one. Two of their wins came about as a result of technicalities as a couple of very mean looking local lads had to withdraw with cuts, both ironically on the same eyebrow.



	It wasn’t quite the event you might get in Las Vegas even in these anticlimactic days of little known boxers none of whom dominate the scene, but it roused the troops and made for a pretty decent evening away from my wallowing and procrastinating (henceforth known as procrallowing). I even managed to stretch it out by walking home afterwards.



	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD


	Now I work more agreeable hours and perhaps need to get a life, I might go to a local boxing club, NOT to fight, but just to do some of the training. It would complement my Kazakh and dombra playing quite nicely, as so many males from the majority ethnic group here like to swing a few gloved punches in the gym. Not at me I hope, I just think a little skipping and a few sit ups might do me some good. There is also the possibility of going back, again, to judo or maybe aikido, tai chi or even something new. In any case, I really do need a hobby.



	I don’t like the word hobby though. When I level test potential students I only ask kids what their hobbies are. Adults get a combination of the verb ‘do’ and the noun phrase ‘free time’. Many of them report not having free time but it is Kazakhstan after all. It’s amazing to learn of some of the hours people put in over here, especially students, although perhaps I judge it by my own experience when I never seemed to do any work. These days the job, and the new one at that, is fantastic but when it ends for the day/week I have no intention of adding to it with the likes of private lessons. I don’t even like speaking English outside work.



	Coming back to a previous point, they say that procrallowing is the thief of time, and while it’s easy to sympathise, I have come to realise that lava lamps are a close second and themselves at risk of being singled out in an identity parade. A predominantly green one sits aside my bed now and retains my attention for a lengthy portion of the evening as it melts its way up and down the cylinder. It’s most annoying when the wax takes in air bubbles though. I blame myself.



	Meanwhile, back at the ranch, I was given a reminder of how some things don’t improve over time. If somebody has been teaching for 25 years, they are probably a good teacher and almost certainly better than they were 20 years ago (although by no means always). If somebody has been doing tai chi for 25 years you would hope that they can move gracefully in their silk jim jams and maybe even use it to defend themselves were the need to arise.



	I’ve been running about 25 years now and this fine morning was coasting home, or so I thought, after a five or six miler for some geezer to bound past me like he was hardly moving. I managed to keep up with him but it wasn’t so easy and had he wanted to lose me he’d have been out of sight in no time. I’d say he was early fifties, arguably then proof that running improves over time, but more likely than not a sign that I’m not quite so athletic.



	Have you ever wondered what it must be like to be a pixel, frozen to the screen in anticipation of contributing to a best-selling novel or neat photo-shop stomach-tuck job? Or maybe you would work as an extra in a DVD showing of ‘For a Few Dollars More’ or flash different colours for the MD’s annual Power Point presentation to the board. Would you prefer to take up residence in the ‘italics’ icon ready to help slant the letters slightly to the right or just sit waiting for the mouse trails to hover past as you momentarily light up to drive most users to distraction? You could even do them all.



	I always set mouse trails to appear, I find them therapeutic.



	Ah well, it’s almost the end of the month and before the blogges are archived I will spare some bereft of luck pixels the indignity of only being able to grace the page for two days and sign off here.




	


	 

22 November 2010

	Not sure what’s in the news today. Something about two people who’re going to get married. Let me know if you hear anything.



	As I said below (would read ‘above’ if this were a book) I have to give skills workshops at the monthly training seminars now I have grey hair, and Saturday’s was far from a graceful start as I managed to turn a senior teacher moment into simply a senior moment as a very well planned and intentioned session ran aground, then back into motion over jagged rocks and into highwaymen on the Nottingham Road.



	The idea was, as it often tries to be, to give teachers not chance to recycle knowledge or talk about some element of teaching jargon in small groups, but some practical and successful things they can use in class without extensive thought or preparation. That I achieved this to a greater extent is some comfort enjoyed but in the uncomfortable knowledge that for a hearty portion of the session the understanding of the activities was clouded by the chaos and confusion of Bangkok rush hour. Face it (as I am trying to do), activities that work very well in a group of seven or eight students meet additional challenges when introduced to a group of forty people.



	OK, it always seems worse when it’s you. And it did. Uncomfortable, is not the word. The saving grace was, as I said, it probably wasn’t as bad as I thought, and ultimately, I did achieve my aims. The latter half hour worked as planned, as most writing tasks do, when students (or teachers) accept that it’s the only thing on the menu and get on with it. But that some of them saw fit to reassure me afterwards and even say they would use some of the activities in class wasn’t enough to hide my blushes. It seemed like empathetic politeness. The ten minutes in the middle were fraught with the indignity of semi-scrawled pieces of paper going every which way, people trying to decipher the underside of the scrap paper I had given them (my intention being they could write on the blank side) and people trying to understand the activity before the denouement.



	Try interrupting somebody telling a joke half way into the joke with, abruptly, ‘I don’t get it!’ and they might point out to you in some way that they haven’t bloody finished. Yesterday, for a spell, was the mass unintentional interruption of the joke and I was only too glad that when I got to the punchline most of them got it.



	Blame? Well, nobody as such, I had planned a very good session which only fell short on its lack of respect for the distortional qualities of a large group. I try not to be too hard on myself but it won’t have done wonders for my reputation and I will have to do better in future.



	New clothing. Shoes, trousers, jumper and the CD of the soundtrack of the film Mongol. OK, so I don’t wear that but it fits very snugly all the same. Need to get my trousers shortened but there’s a place two minutes walk from here, and but a mere stride from my school so I’ll drop them in tomorrow. Note, drop them IN tomorrow. One of those many occasions where the preposition DOES matter. It’s like the students asking the difference between call a person, call TO a person and call WITH a person. The meaning changes:



	Call a person = by phone, maybe not logical as in all the other languages I know we call TO somebody
Call TO a person = to shout over some distance to attract their attention
Call WITH a person = maybe you need somebody to help you with a phone call in another language so they come to the phone with you.



	Then there’s call AT somebody which I suppose would mean the same as call TO but would preclude expecting some kind of reciprocation from them. This expression does not work for me. Calling ON a person might mean you are physically standing on them, and calling AFTER somebody might mean they got in there first and you are a mere echo. Calling OVER a person is the same as calling TO them but with the intention (and result) that they then venture over in person to where you are. Calling BY somebody means to visit their house socially and probably briefly. Ever called AT somebody? No, neither have I, it’s impossible, as is calling FROM somebody, although you can call somebody UP either by phone or maybe onto the stage if you are into that kind of audience participation and the seats are set somehow lower than the level of the performance. As for calling somebody DOWN, well, either your son’s taken exile in his tree house around dinner time or you’re Leslie Crowther.



	In any case, dropping my trousers IN is going to go down better (pardon the pun) with the sewing machinist than if I were to omit the phrasal verb element and simply give them to gravity and its at times savage sense of humour.



	Oh, and I’m single again. It will be an honour ever to even meet somebody as nice as the outgoing here unnamed person, but some things are better because they don’t last, and a forced relationship is in the interests of neither party. For me, a painless parting of ways, tainted by the sad dual realisation that I may be letting go the best person that’s ever happened to me and that I haven’t allowed the experience to improve me in any way. I am truly happy that at the end she had the courage to leave me for her own reasons and know she is doing the right thing for us both.



	What can I say after that?



	How about, my artichoke tree has invented the vacuum cleaner?




	


	 

17 November 2010

	I wonder how hypocritical it is, how much of a sell out it is, how sycophantic and desperately devoid of backbone it is to say I actually quite like Stoke City. I imagine very.



	But I do. I mean, I never hated them much anyway, although I enjoyed the days of Crewe being officially superior to them it wasn’t a glee founded on any real spite or malice. Just when you have to work or study with their fans you don’t want reminding that they are better. By the same token, it’s nice to be that yourself.



	Not so now. Take the rivalry between the Scots and the English, when they always cheer for whoever’s playing us while the English almost always support the Scottish in any sporting event. Sad fact is, they like us to come unstuck but even sadder is the English don’t think they [the Scots] are significant enough to feel threatened by. Stoke, for a while would cheer every result to the detriment of Crewe Alexandra knowing it had some value, but these days they barely notice us.



	I bear them no grudge, and it’s very nice to see them establishing themselves as a Premier League side. Especially when they beat Liverpool (which let’s face it is what really inspired these couple of paragraphs).



	I have a new camera thanks to Simon who brought it back from England for me. It seems OK although the sound quality on the video recorder is poor and once or twice it dropped onto black and white for a few seconds while I was making a vid of my dombra teacher showing me how it should be done. The stills seem OK although I have to admit to having been a bit of a cheapskate and shirking on quality but it is a Fuji, it can’t be so bad. Judge for yourself, and while at it admire my new water fountain, new scarf and the view from my flat.



	PIC REMOVED TO ALLOW UPLOAD


	I have to give workshops at the Teachers’ Meetings now I have grey hair. I wrote my first one tonight and I doubt there will be enough time for it all, but it’s hard to predict how long native level speakers will take to do Intermediate level activities. So I overplanned and will take about enough for three hours’ work. The main aim of the workshops is to deliver new knowledge but to a team with a very wide experience differential, so I have tried to strike a balance between doability and innovation. I know they are all activities that work, the matter is more whether this will come across to the other staff with workable clarity. Incidentally, the topic is writing, and making writing interactive, as opposed to the teacher saying, here’s the topic now write, because that approach tends only to use existing skills rather than develop them.



	But most writing activities in class require writing, which might seem painfully obvious but when they do the focus is on the product. The best way to learn to write is by focusing on the process. Process writing often involves little or no actual writing, because students are asked to study existing texts and assess what makes them good, bad or just plain incomprehensible. When they have agreed what needs to be changed, then, and only then, can they write their own version.



	My workshop can’t focus on process writing because I feel it would lead many teachers down a blind alley, as it does many students. So I am going to take some interactive product writing exercises in, and the teachers can choose which one they want to try.



	Today was a national holiday so I spent it wondering what to do, although I did go shopping, running and had my dombra lesson. Motivation is a strange thing, and its absence like having money waved in your face while you pin your arms behind your back. The simplicity of actually doing the things you think you want to do can be shockingly cast aside in favour of the complexity of finding feeble excuses not to do them. It’s like the old adage, it takes forty three muscles to frown but only eight to smile. Not in the mood to do things the easy way, married bachelors and spayed tom cats. Contradictions in terms, and many people do frown their way through the day, and many others don’t read the book, learn the words or contact the person they know could be of service. Were they not pinned behind my back, my hands would be very well and truly held up right now.



	Speaking of shopping, the painful novelty of living in a place more expensive than Moscow (which is supposed to be the most expensive city in the world) has worn off and prices have started to seem more co-operative. Nothing to do with a pay rise, for indeed mine was relatively modest (but fair) however I saw some quite nice items on shelves today and actually went in one shoppe in which the salesman did not hound me from the minute I walked in.



	That’s the most uncomfortable thing about shopping here, the attention from sales staff, a trait long since left behind at Meadowhall or on Oxford Street making England shopping a far more relaxing experience. This new shop in the Mega Centre, Central Asia’s biggest shopping centre, might be worth further visits. They have a neat range of Rupert the Bear trousers and some decent shirts.



	I wonder if Rupert the Bear ever realised as he dressed each morning that his choice of pattern would become emblematic of modern fashion. I wonder if JK Rowling realised as she wrote the first sentences of Harry Potter (which I have never read) where it would take her. And we might similarly ask ourselves if Donald Simone yet realises the fame and enormous wealth coming his way as a result of these fine melodies which are very much worth plugging again. Let’s hope the new album is completed and available soon.
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Here


	One of his songs, Every Time I See You could almost have been written by an English teacher. Well, OK, it was, but I mean the breed of English teacher gracing the types of places I see fit to work in. The lyrics may seem a little harsh if, let’s say, the song were about you, but the dream of this song is the awesome way he weaves hypothetical situations around the emotion using that most elusive of correct grammar forms, the Second Conditional. This describes the results of unreal or impossible events and may read something like this, from the song



	If you were a raindrop, I’d turn on the windscreen wipers



	


	The remainder of the lyrics involve a great number of second conditional forms but also a first conditional, the result of possible future events or actions, and a mixed conditional, which in this case is the present result of an unreal event in the past.



	

	If this all sounds a little too metalingual, consider, I played this song to an Advanced class about a year ago who were revising conditional forms and used a series of concept questions to clarify the uses.



	Is the man a raindrop?



	They answered no, reinforcing the idea that the situation was unreal. Then the rest follows. Pity that student sensibilities vary so widely, this song is perfect for conditional review, as well as being original and pleasing to the ear, and I would like to use it in class more. Sad thing is, some people misunderstand the song. While it was probably inspired by a real person, I explained to the class that it was more likely an intended antidote to the plethora of sickly pop love songs which, far from glorifying our most treasured emotions actually desensitise us to them and make the whole thing seem meaningless.



	Love songs, nothing but cliché in these days of Simon Cowell.



	I need a snood.




	


	 

13 November 2010

	Yesterday was a palindromic day. That means it was the same backwards as forwards. And it’s true. I got up at eleven o’clock and then went to bed at eleven o’clock too. I had noodles and spicy sauce for breakfast, and then again for supper. And in the middle of the day I was able to find not only solace but also fulcrum eating the very same meal again. I also had a shower, twice, thought in great detail about trivial things, fifty times, and applied and removed my socks to boot (pun not intended but allowed to remain by way of its unplanned aptness).



	However the daily routine did also play host to a welcome guest in the shape of a meeting with the managers of the school who were kind enough to recognise my contribution to business and offer me a promotion to manage the teaching centre where I work. I had asked to become Assistant Director of Studies but while I do have the same status and hours (not to mention salary) they can’t award me that title yet because school policy doesn’t permit the double promotion. So I am to be Senior Teacher, from Monday.



	This and its extra duties also necessitate a reduction in teaching hours, which is not why I took the job, but it does entitle me to lose a few groups, one of which was openly disappointed enough to make me feel guilty as anything when I told them. I’ll keep the others for now but mainly so, in a few cases, I can tell them myself what the situation is and see how they react. If they don’t seem bothered, they’re getting a new teacher! Tears and wails are a good way not to have to study with somebody else.



	But I don’t work after 7 pm so those with lessons after this time will have no choice.



	Not totally sure about all I’m going to be doing yet but it relates to teaching somehow, I seem to have worked that out over the decade or so that I’ve been doing it.



	Have you ever considered what it must be like to be a rabbit? All that springing round and that bobtail maintenance? Digging your own house and munching carrots? How about the stamping on the ground when the ageing yet still spritely pensioner comes over the crest of the hill with his Red Setter? How would you cope with not being able to eat out without watching for foxes? Mixamitosis, I mean come on, I can’t spell it let alone cure it. And oh my, the overcrowded warrens. Twenty to a fluffy mattress, coneys nose to tail inside oxygen starved earthy chambers, constantly haunted by the unleaving fear that at any moment, any moment, you could be baked in a wholesome crust and served to country bumpkins with rosy smiles and rustic aromas.



	Have you ever considered all that?



	No? Well you should.



	Get nibbling!




	


	 

12 November 2010

	First up, it’s dad’s birthday today (although I publish this blogge the day after I write it – so go back one day) and he would have been 62. He always read this site and did so before I started the updates email thing, so that meant logging on of his own accord and reading through the site for new things. There’s commitment for you.



	But blogge or no blogge, he is still sadly missed and we all still love him.
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Here


	One of the greatest gifts he left me was a love of Jethro Tull, the likes of which you can read about here or hereabouts
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Here


	and in spite of their relative absence in my life they still manage to find themselves as my ringtone after all these years. I don’t tend to listen that much these days, although musically they are still the best, I find them too emotionally involving therefore not easy to listen to. The consequence of this is rediscovering them every year, upon which I find them to sound as good as ever.



	Anyway, this fine morning after a few hours marking exam papers I was riding back to my school in a taxi listening to a Russian language radio station for the driver to then change stations. As he did, I got a phone call, but for some reason I didn’t twig it was a phone call. I heard the song and thought, wow, they’re playing Tull on Russian radio. The pillack DJ was talking over it though, I was pleasantly offended, surprised but miffed. Wond’ring Aloud in Kazakhstan!?! Amazing.



	Then I realised somebody was phoning me.



	I never answer my phone anyway, I hate speaking on the phone. Just hate it!



	Be informed, I am changing phone number soon. I will tell people when I know the new number. Obviously I won’t publish the number here, but I’ll let people know if they need to have it.



	Other impending changes include my job, and although I refuse to count chickens the boss has informed me that they have made a decision and would like to meet me tomorrow. For an hour. I doubt it would take an hour to tell me that they were not interested.



	For a long time I didn’t want promotion and have said so here a lot of times. But when we were recently rendered bossless obviously the teachers’ room gossip turned to the subject of who’d take over, and I was touched by the level of support I got from colleagues. Then I started to think about the possibility of working for somebody with far less experience, and then of the advantages of taking it myself and it started to seem like the right job at the right time.



	Hopefully the managers agree and will confirm this tomorrow. By the time most of you read this I will have found out for certain.



	It seems the UK is clamping down on benefit cheats, which is great and long overdue but I thought I heard that the government were planning to withdraw benefits from people who refuse any work.



	Again, this seems fine, and it will doubtless get the support of many millions of people, one of them is likely to be me. However! However! It might solve the problem to a greater degree, but there has to be room for sympathy for many of the skilled workers unlucky enough to find themselves on the dole who will now be compelled to take shelf-stacking or street-cleaning jobs from which they will find it very difficult to jump back into the work for which they have trained and qualified.




	


	What would a menial packing job do for the CV of an electrical engineer who was unlucky enough to be made redundant and forced to claim benefits? Add to this the fact that the most patronising people walking the face of this mostly clean Earth are recruitment consultants who seem to only ever read the first line of your CV before spitting on you, and there are going to be very many professionals working for low low salaries struggling to get back into decent work. It’s OK to say some job is better than no job, but when the word ‘packer’ goes on your CV you’re doomed, I can tell you.



	

	Surely there has to be some grace for people to find the right job. The system now allows a 13-week period in which people can pick and choose what offers they accept, a period which should be reduced, but to zero? Is it really beneficial to compel anybody to take any job? And while the political climate is to undercut the benefits culture, the premise for this is actually wrong in some cases. People assume that some are better off on benefits, and choose to stay on them, because benefits are ridiculously high. Er, no. It’s because wages are ridiculously low!



	So when the bathwater gets chucked over the fat, idle, workshy, parasitic slobs who have inspired this new legislation and deserve to feel the full force of its wrath, let’s hope that the baby doesn’t also fly in the faces of those genuine claimants who could well find themselves tied to many years of mind-numbing, minimum-wage box-labelling because they cannot now devote any serious time to finding the work they gave years of their life to be able to do.



	David Cameron has no idea about how ordinary people live anyway. He is doing a lot of good, but his way seems to be to let a pack of dogs loose to savage dozens of people ‘on the grounds that one or two of them might be dangerous, so it’s worth it’.



	Oh, and he no more runs Britain than he did last year. I won’t elaborate.




	


	 

9 November 2010

	For about a 12 year period I have been a more than occasional practitioner of fasting. I believe very much in the value of an informed and careful fasting programme and have recommended people, under the guidance of an expert, look into this as a way to accelerate their own healing. But if the word of a few holistic therapists is not enough, consider: after 24 hours I have more energy than the entire Manchester United football team, my voice is stronger, I feel happier, my skin feels cleaner, I feel motivated, creative, more sociable. The list is endless.



	The enduring problem is that no fast I have ever done has given me the increase in vital energy to never go back. The usual story is that after a mere few days I neglect what I know to be a more sensible approach to eating and revert to the more time-honoured piling-it-in and my very tokenistic approach to chewing.



	Recently a smaller plate has cut down the quantity of fodder I send down the red lane and a slightly increased preponderance to mastication leaves me feeling very encouraged about some of the things I talked about above. Once you break through the barrier, it actually becomes harder to go back than not to. Fingers crossed!



	Some people have eating disorders of varying natures, and it’s easy to sympathise. The yell of an imbalanced belly can shout very loudly over the murmurings of a faint yet all knowing higher self.



	I like this song. Not necessarily musically, although yes, that too. It just has a nice ring to it, and worth singing in your head when life tells you otherwise. I started humming it to myself yesterday when I spilt water on my kitchen table and after the first chorus it had dried up. Take note, if you have problems, this song by Black will make everything OK.
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	Better than Waltzing Matilda anyway.



	Yet in spite of the rush of energy, news is short today making this blogge a little shy in terms of paragraphing.




	


	 

5 November 2010

	It’s the Fifth of November, National Tilegrouting Day, when millions of people redo their bathroom walls and find that no modern tool, neither lollipop stick nor miniature plastic rounded-tip trowel, does the job as well as the ever-faithful index finger.



	I tiled the inside of my wardrobe once. It was a built-in wardrobe and very shabbily covered internally, the touch of cheap lime green porcelain was much needed and set it off nicely when the doors were open. A hint of moonlight crept in as the countryside air blended with the ambience and provided more than a simple comfort for me as I shirked my responsibility to live a more outgoing life.



	I seem to remember it being around early November time.



	Happy TG Day!



	Today is also Firebon Day when thousands of piles of wood mobilise and set fire to country folks’ breeches and toffee apples. I always remember going to a local firebon called Betley Firebon at which people could often be seen yelping with flames flying out of their abdominal regions as the piles of wood shook sparklers in the sky and rode dodgems in the muddy fields.



	One year there was a strange light in the sky and we spent most of the evening with Mr and Mrs Lyth’s daughter.
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	Oh, what fun we had.



	I’ve changed my tune and have decided to ask for a promotion. I have a few reasons for this, but ultimately I guess it’s time I bettered myself. I don’t suppose by the time you read this I will have heard if I am to be successful, but I wonder how difficult a decision it could really be. Most organisations would promote their most experienced member of staff, certainly where this person happens also to be capable enough to provide teaching materials for one of the top such websites on the planet.



	It has felt like Friday all day today (I write these blogges the day before I publish them, for the most part) and there has been a funny atmosphere, although not a negative one, in the school. While it surely owes to the boss leaving, it also stems from the fact that most of the butterflies and houseplants have been moved from the teachers’ room. Am I to be successful with my latest career ambition, I am going to need to learn origami very quickly.



	Or take a quick hike to Bridgemere...
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	Bridgemere is one of those iconic memories of many childhoods for people my age, and not my age, who grew up in the Staffordshire, Cheshire and Shropshire region of England. Many of them have gone on to produce families of their own and have made the return journey some years later now humbled by the realisation that the trolleys serve a purpose, one beyond riding, and that the toy section has goods out of most people’s price range. They are also saddened to note that the garden centre is precisely that, and that the ginger snaps and Whimsy animals are, painfully, only one small part of the whole outlet.



	Returning to Bridgemere as an adult and your own kids is surely more than a chance to buy rhodedendrons, it is a rite of passage, irrefutable confirmation that, damn it, we are all getting older. Who needs grey hairs when you can buy a new hosepipe?




	


	 

1 November 2010

	You know those things you get in offices, you know, the water ‘fountains’ with the massive great big bottles of water on top? You know, they’ve got a red tap and a blue tap, and there’s always one member of staff who fills a two litre bottle every day and keeps it on their desk. I’ve got one of them now, thanks to my good Muscovite friend who was happy to lend it to me on the condition that I drink ten litres of water every day. OK, not the last bit. But now in my kitchen I have one sitting proudly atop the fridge, and a row of massive great bottles queuing patiently on the balcony. I can see there being a hundred frozen litres of water out there in the forthcoming colder months, given that the balcony drops well below zero in winter.



	It works out a lot cheaper, and no, drinking tap water is not an option. Filters come in handy for cooking but I wouldn’t trust them for the daily intake of three (or so) litres. A five litre bottle costs 170 Tenge, just under a pound, while a 19 litre bottle (and yes, they are massive and great) fetches 700 Tenge and can be delivered to my flat. Although the initial outlay involves a bottle fee, they are mere deposits and even so, are not so costly as to make the payback period more than about a month. And then of course I have the novelty of a fancy fountain in my own house.



	I’ve been downing fresh, trendy water all evening and expect a host of admirers to come for a few swigs very soon.



	Also adorning my kitchen are a toasted sandwich maker and blender, which can be used in conjunction with the fountain where applicants state a preference for toasted water with no bits in. I tend to favour it as it comes through the (blue) tap but we all have our own taste, for which, I am regularly told, there is no accounting.



	Meanwhile, back at the ranch, I have managed to mess up my annual examiner’s monitoring by ballsing up timing again. I am contractually forbidden from declaring my employment as an examiner with a certain well known international English examining system (not TOEFL) so I won’t let the cat out of the bag by mentioning that I regularly fail to keep the latter part, of three, under the allocated five minutes. I was, embarrassingly, under the impression that Part 3 is scheduled for five minutes but can run for longer provided the whole test does not top 14, i.e. if the earlier sections finish early.



	Not so.



	So with a red face I return once more to the exam shelters and try to get candidates to pipe down at each appropriate juncture without feeling guilty. The words ‘shut’ and ‘up’ spring to mind, but will not spring to mouth.



	I listened with very mixed feelings to the interview with the new owners of Liverpool football club noting that they seem (and so far, only seem) like very astute and well-intentioned guys with more than a modicum of humility and common sense. I admired the way that they acknowledged that they didn’t know better than the English game, and that their primary remit was to listen, firstly to the management at the club, but also admirably to the supporters. In these days when most top English clubs are well and truly owned by overseas interests for a large part not willing to avail themselves of an understanding of what underlies the success of football as an international cultural phenomenon, preferring instead to make a quick few quid. These new guys have already been a breath of fresh air, and one hopes that other prospective (and existing) owners take ready note and stop paralysing our national sport.



	Only trouble is, it might work, damn it, it might work!



	Football is an industry beset by shocking paradox, the main one being that it is not big business. We think of the handsome remuneration of top protagonists and, whatever we may think of this morally, conclude that the coffers are full and that the sport is in rude health. But a (slightly) more informed glance through the glamorous surface reveals a horrendous mess which has come about over a few short years of desperate short-termism and staggering greed, not only that of the players. Football is like the Labour Party in that it believes its own spin, assuming that, as they do on the pitch, that teams are too big to go bust, or down, or whatever which way. Gravity is a much maligned force as most of those involved stroll blindly on in the assumption that what goes down must come back up again.



	Football is not big business. The biggest club in the world is probably Manchester United yet (its frightening debts aside) only made an operating profit of a few hundred million last year. There are small breweries making this much in two months, retail chains boasting profits that dwarf this meagre sum but which most of us have either never been to, or not even heard of.



	Ryan Giggs is a household name, and rightly so, who has of course made a very reasonable living out of the sport he has graced for so long. But his employer is just small fry in FTSE terms, and somebody should let them know it. Or, alternatively, should let them know that no FTSE company, nor for that matter any other, would even exist today had it conducted its business in the same way that most football teams have this last decade or so.



	I always wonder how coffee bars make a profit. Whenever I go in one there are about ten people sitting round sipping cappuccino or eating cake. A teapot (chai-neek – lovely word) of green tea here costs from two to about six quid, and when I go somewhere I usually make it last an hour or so. So with a friend we pay the establishment about seven pounds for a few hours at a table while at the same time the remaining clientele hardly splashes out either (unless they spill their tea).



	Some English pubs now close three or four days a week because they make their money on Fridays and Saturdays. The average pub in a well-known English pub chain (which incidentally stays open every day) rakes in about £40,000 a week. For those curious as to which I mean, there’s one in most towns now and the first twenty or so were all the same. Exactly the same! After taking to converting cinemas they’ve diversified a bit and have a pretty decent menu too including breakfast options from about seven o’clock. In the early days their afternoon staff spent most time serving cheap beer to virtual tramps before booting them out as revellers poured in close on nine p.m. Other pubs choosing to stay open on Mondays etc do so for their own reasons as so very few people go in.



	Sadly, the phenomenon of the ‘graveyard shift’ afflicting English pubs on Monday afternoons has spread across the week so much that many are closing, especially those in small communities. While I think it’s a pity that village life etc has to revolve around booze, the loss of these little pubs across the country is a very sad thing indeed.



	Maybe they need more water fountains.




