Hello Everyone!

Please forward to anyone you know might be interested, I know I missed many people.  It looks like updating the website might end up to be a bit difficult, so I will have to communicate by email only at first.

 

First, everything is wonderful!!

 

It took quite awhile to get here, and we have been incredibly busy since so there has been hardly any chance to breathe, but life is good and we are very happy.

 

We have language classes every day as well as technical and medical training, and soon we will go into Kazakh classrooms and begin a sort of student teaching.

 

We live in Panfilova, which is about 15 kilometers outside of Almaty, the largest city.  We live with a Mother, Father, Grandmother, and 7 year old brother.  They are Kazakh, though most people seem to be living with Russian families.  Our family speaks Russian though.  Mostly everyone is afraid of me because I don't speak Russian, but they have taken a real liking to Jack. All the time our Grandmother says "Eat, Eat" and Jack complies.  Although she is worried that I will become as small as her pinky finger.  Our host family is incredibly friendly, and we couldn't ask for nicer or more accomodating people.  Our mother cooks for us 3 meals a day.  So far we have had cumcumbers, tomato, and bread for each meal, as well as apples, but the rest varies.  The meat is interesting, but good.  Yesterday we had meat served over noodles, with some sort of broth you mix with a sour cream type substance.  It was very good.  We also always have tea, what they call chai.  It is in the 90's here, and yet every meal they still serve chai.  The food is served in about 20 different platters scattered around the table, and they think it is funny when we use our forks to serve ourselves instead of our hands.  I learned quickly that there is food just for me and food for others.  Grandmother got very upset when I tried to take some of her butter :)  There is always lots of candy on the table too.  We brought our family some After Eight Chocolates and I guess they don't have mint here because the Grandmother did not like it at all.  (I will send a picture of Grandmother (Babushka) as soon as I can because she has an amazing face, and very few teeth, all of which are gold)

 

We have our own room, which is their daughter's room who is currently studying at Cambridge.  Each room is separated with curtains of very bright colors, so the house has a very open feeling.  There is a bathtub with hot water!  And a flush toilet!  But that is unusual.  

 

We live in a nice neighborhood and there are dogs everywhere. Houses seem to be made of concrete blocks with tin roofs.  There are no front porches as everyone stays inside.  Though many houses have gardens.  In the gardens there are always dogs, cats, chickens, and sometimes cows.

 

The people here are all incredibly friendly, and the children are very curious about us.  The people look very different.  Some of them look very Russian, while others look Chinese, or Mongolian, or Turkish.  I cannot describle my host Mother's face.  She has a strong look about her, like a Russian, yet her features are a bit Asian, and all at once she looks incredibly friendly, open and honest.  She is very beautiful.

 

We have been studying Russian every night, though our host family insists we watch some T.V. with them.  So far we have watched Beverly Hills 90210 and many, many Mexican Soap Operas.  They are all dubbed into Russian, which is great, because you can figure out what is going on anyway.  By the way, Marta is having Jorge's baby!

 

Sorry for the fragmentedness of this email, I have been speaking broken English all day long and cannot remember how to stop :)  When I come home from school I say to Jack, "You go school and is good?"  :)  I hope all of you are doing well and are enjoying the summer.  We are thinking of you often and wishing you could experience everything with us.  Please feel free to send questions, I would love to tell you all about Kazakhstan.  I feel so fortunate to be having this experience.

Much love,

Amy 

Hello All!

I will try to organize this email a little better this time, though the heat in the room makes it a bit difficult to think.  It has been in the 90s here, which means indoors it is over 100 when we all get together for classes.  I thought I knew sweat before, but I was wrong :)

 

First, some business.  In case you want to send something, the Peace Corps gave us the wrong address before.  The correct address is:

Peace Corps

Attn: Jack and Amy Simms

PO Box 257

Almaty 05022

Kazakhstan

 

The address I gave you before was their old PO Box, but don't worry if you already sent something, they said the old one should still work.

 

Attitude Update: we are still doing great.  One person in my language class, from Sterling Heights no less, decided to go home, but pretty much everyone is still feeling happy to be here, if perhaps a bit confused or lost.  :)

 

Kazakh Birthday Parties: If you do nothing else in your life, I hope you can experience for one day the feeling Jack and I experienced when we attended a Kazakh birthday party on Saturday.  The party was for our new cousin.  She was 41 days old, which is a lucky day for Kazakhs, and we all got together to bless the baby.  By all I mean, the family we live with, as well and all their extended relatives.  All in all there were probably about 25-30 people at the party.  

 

We were all packed into one fairly small room at tables all put together.  The heat was unbelievable.  The table was full of about 5 different types of salads as well as plates of horse and chicken.  The salads consisted of cabbage, carrots, sometimes chex, sometimes potato, cauliflower, parsley, etc.  Each vegetable was separated on the plate and covered with mayonaise.  There were probably 5-6 of each salad on the table and different people would mix the salads and serve those around them.  The horse was...horse.  Jack thought it tasted like very smoked turkey.  I wish I could believe the same.  I thought it tasted...wrong. :)

 

While we ate, many toasts were given. Many toasts.  Keep in mind that we speak very, very little Russian, but our family are Kazakhs.  Therefore, they know Russian and speak it with us, but they speak Kazakh with one another, and it sounds nothing like Russian.  So we had no idea what was said in any of the toasts, but each one felt extremely warm and loving.  The only word I could catch was "America," so I can only assume they were saying nice things.  Each toast was accompanied with a shot of vodka.  When they noticed I was sipping mine they let me switch to wine.  Most of the women drank cognac.

 

About this time I began to hope that it would soon be over.  As much as I loved hearing the toasts, the room was all closed, and the heat was getting unbearable.  We were given towels to wipe our hands, and everyone started using them to wipe their faces and necks.  Then came the sheeps head.

 

I had thought the food was done, but instead it was just getting started.  They brought in the actual head of a sheep, and placed it in front of the oldest male.  Other parts of the sheep were then distributed around the table.  As a token of respect, Jack was given the sheep's ear and a rib.  I was given a very good piece of meat (luckily neither of us were given the eyeball, which we had been dreading).  We ate for a while longer, and participated in many more toasts.  Just when I thought it couldn't get any hotter we were released to go outside.  It was extremely hot out, but felt very cool after the house.

 

Next I was shown to the toilet.  It was an outhouse.  Americans of course know what outhouses are, but let me tell you, American outhouses are very cushy.  They are so nice, and clean, and they have a seat.  This is not true of Kazakh houses.  My host mother showed me the proper way to squat.  Excellent.

 

During this break, Jack played cards with the men (who did not interact with the women), while I was allowed to view the baby.  She was beautiful.  They had dyed her hair green and applied green eyeshadow, but I'm not sure why.  Jack and I were then asked to participate in a game to bless the baby.  We had to put three spoonfuls of water into a dish and say three words (I can't tell you what they were).  After all the women (and Jack who was an honorary woman for this part) put their water in the bowl, there were 41 spoonfuls of water and the baby was then bathed in the water we had blessed.  We were all then given scarves and led back into the eating room.

 

On the table there were now great big bowls of fruit and desserts.  The men then joined us and everyone was served chai (tea).  For about another hour there were many more toasts, and finally they got around to Jack and me and asked us to give toasts.  Luckily they allowed us to give our toasts in English.  Then they insisted we sing (They kept saying "Michael Jackson" to Jack, but he insisted he didn't know any Michael Jackson), so I sang one of the songs I used to sing in high school (Per La Gloria).  I was incredibly nervous and flat, but they all seemed to like it a lot, and all the Kazakhs began singing national songs in their language.

 

All in all the event took about 5 hours.  It was extremely moving and wonderful.  We went back to our house and our host mother tried to serve us dinner (more food!), but I just went to my room and reflected on this beautiful culture.  It is amazing to participate in an event for 5 hours without understand a single word (other than Michael Jackson) and yet feel like I was a part of everything and each tradition.

 

The only bad part was that it made me miss all of you that much more since I thought of you during the event and wished you could be there to share it with me.

 

Much love from afar,

Amy

