Hello All,

We’re super busy this week, but thinking of you lots so Jack put together this little email.  We find out tomorrow where we go for our permanent site and we can’t wait.   Email us some good gossip and stories from home when you get a chance, we’re starved for it!  Better hold off on any more mail until we know our permanent site though.  It probably won’t reach us in time if you send it at this point.

Quick note: thanks to Darrell Frye for correctly identifying the shrike (I’ll bring you 1 tenge too).  I have two new birds I can’t find online.  First, a bright yellow bird the size of a blue jay.  I’m talking seriously bright.  It only has a little black on it just under the wings.  The female is dull yellow and also large.  Second, a really large bird, about crow sized, all black and white.  Really long white tail, black head, white wings.  Two tenge waiting for some lucky people who can help me out.  Our site selector keeps asking us if we like nature, so I think wherever we go for our permanent site we can be sure to be sending more descriptions of birds home.  Either that or lots of descriptions of steppe, eg grass.  Now on to Jack:

Here’s the latest from kazakhstan.  hopefully you aren’t getting tired of the emails yet.

last weekend we went to Almaty again, and had many unique experiences.  

People have asked for a little bit on Russian and or kazakh, so here goes today’s mini lesson.  in russian, the verb “to be” in the present tense is understood. also, there are no articles. so, for example, in english you say “i am a lawyer”.  the same sentence in russian is simply “ya yurist.”  its actually quite convenient because in many languages articles are complicated, and russian simply doesnt have them. 

kazakh has the facinating habit of using postpositions. we use prepositions, so for example in english you say “i am from america, from the state of ohio.” in kazakh you say “men americadanmun, stat ohio-dan.”  “dan” means from. so that means i am from america 

first, we went to the banya!  this is a large public bath-house.  it is separated (naturally) into male/female.  there are turkish, russian, and finnish baths.  i did the russian and finnish ones.  the russsian and finnish ones are extremely similar except the russian one is hotter.  it is kind of like a sauna, but about a million times hotter.  there is a room with hot rocks that they throw steam on.  it is really hot, border-line painful.  you do that for about ten minutes, then you get out and jump immediately into a cold shower.  then you take 10-20 minutes in the pool, and then you go back in the hot room. this process is repeated a few times.  

Amy here: I went to the women’s Turkish banya.  Oh to be clean, really clean in Kazakhstan!  It was heavenly.  After disrobing we entered a large room with a high dome above it.  In the middle of the room was an enormous circular marble slab that was slightly heated.  Around the room were individual marble slabs and 4 showers.  I opted for the showers first and happily threw away my towel (hey, when in Kazakhstan, be happy for the moments when you can clean everywhere).  After showering twice, I ventured into the “hot” room.  This was a small room with another marble slab, this one heated quite a bit more than the others.  After lying on the slab chatting for awhile (and turning often to avoid scorching my bum) I returned to the cooler room and partook of two more showers and a lay on the cooler marble where many women were getting full body massages.  Soon afterwards we ordered tea and sat in a smaller area off to the side, which was slightly warmer.  All in all, it felt wonderful to be pampered, if only for a moment, and all for about $5.

also, we got to go out for chinese food in almaty. it was very tasty, and not at all like american chinese food. i dont know if that makes it more or less authentic.  Amy here: We ordered something called Chicken with onion on something.  We couldn’t decipher what the something was, but we went for it anyway.  We waited impatiently to see if our something would perhaps be octopus, or cat liver, or whatever.  To our great happiness and joy the something arrived and it was…a sizzling platter!  It ended up to be chicken with onions and peppers on a sizzling platter.  There are few times when I think I have ever been so happy.  Unfortunately, true to form, I quickly dropped a piece of chicken on my last pair of clean pants.  Guess you can take the Amy out of America, but you can’t take the Amy out of Amy.  Or something like that.

wednesday we had a day off and did laundry. we got it all done and on the line, and the rope broke.  into the sand it goes.  so we did all the laundry again, and hung it up, and the line collapsed.  into the sand. again.  there was audible weeping.  so we had quite a bad day off and all we got out of it was clothes that have been washed three times and yet are only marginally cleaner than they were.  actually the shirt i have on is dirtier, but i cleaned it three times so its clean, and im going to wear it about six times before i even think about washing it again.

(deep breath) 

we have some really good pictures this week so check out the website---uploading them is really slow so some of them may not appear until next week.  they require some explanation so here goes..

sheep’s head!  (seen in the Birthday Section) here he is...i ate the bit of his face that’s missing. 

large war memorial. (Seen in the Almaty section)  this rather soviet looking piece of art is dedicated specifically to 28 people from our village (panfilova) who died defending moscow in world war II (which they refer to as the great patriotic war).  the larger surrounding monument is dedicated to the soldiers of the soviet union in world war II and the russian/soviet revolution.  the eternal flame there is till maintained and it is an extremely impressive (if large and blocky) monument.  this is the 60th anniversary of hitler’s defeat this year so apparently the many victory celebrations were quite large.  although many other (especially central asian) countries have tried to wipe out the soviet legacy, kazakhstan has not done this.  russian is still very much the public/business language, and all of the former soviet memorials are still here.  there is a lenin statue right outside amy’s school.  soviet architecture in general is large and square and still very present here. most of it makes the university of michigan’s modern languages building look tasteful and artistic.

related FAQ: do people miss the soviet union (and if so) WHY?

people miss the soviet union almost universally.  the only thing they really don’t miss about it is the fact that kazakh can now be spoken freely, and kazakh nationality is being celebrated.  other than that, most people miss the ussr.  the reasoning is extremely simple.  then we were a world power, now we are not.  then we had more stuff, now we have less stuff.  that’s it.  the thinking is very straightforward.  

our family. (seen in the Birthday section)  this is our host mother’s birthday party.  the stringed instrument is the dombre.  they were very excited about our digital camera so we took lots of pictures.  notice the amount of food and the number of people present.  the older fellow with our babyskha is the eldest member of the family and gives the blessing at mealtime.

Missing you lots,

j and a  

