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12/1/00

MATCHES ISN'T MONEY! NEITHER IS GUM!

MATCHES ISN'T MONEY! NEITHER IS GUM!

MATCHES ISN'T MONEY! NEITHER IS GUM!

We're going to take this chant to the streets to protest Commie-Marts that give us matches and gum instead of change. We bought chicken the other day and the dude tossed five packs of matches on the counter in a huff.  As if we're the ones who should have the correct change. I did gain an extra 100 manat (three cents) today at the post office. They gave me a 500 manat bill since they didn't have four 100's. The smaller bills are scarce I guess. Not like pennies which are overflowing change jars around America. I also wonder if the government even makes new bills in amounts less than 500. I've never seen a crisp, new 100 manat bill, usually they consist more of tape than paper by the time I get my hands on them. The small bills probably disintegrate before they make it to the bank for exchange. 

The citizens of Baku are still living in fear of another earthquake. This my classes were thin. Parents won't send their kiddies to school. Many people are still staying with relatives who live outside the city. One kid didn't have his homework because he hadn't been back home since the quake. His family is returning home on the 3rd, which is a day they have personally targeted as the day safety returns to Baku. There is no legitimate source of information for the people of this country so they have to rely on rumors to make decisions. When I asked our assistant if she knew when we would have gas again, she said, "This is Azerbaijan we won't know until it comes back on, just keep checking it." No one even thinks to ask, let alone demand information, because they've never been given any in the past.

- S

12/2/00

We had a dinner party on Saturday night. Indian food and beer and lively conversation. The guy on the left is Troy, who used to live in Seattle, about two blocks from where Shanon lived when I first met her. I lived about six blocks the other direction. We know we had to have walked past each other many times - that's the small world. Travel 10,000 miles to meet someone from down the block. The woman on the right is Rena - she's one of the few truly independent Azeri women we've met. She speaks better English than both of us, but she's already read the dictionary, so Shanon will be caught up by June when she finishes. I'll rely on my loud voice to cover the fact that I screw up the meaning of the word "alacrity" every time I use it. (By the way, I'm the one in the middle with long hair, in case I've grown beyond recognition).

- Jack

12/6/00

Tee minus two weeks and counting until we leave for Europe. The preparation for a two month European vacation is simpler leaving from Baku. We have only so many items to choose from (as in, the same clothes I've been looking at for three months and will continue to look at for six more months...) Not to mention the fact that we've become expert packers over our nomadic past year. That, along with the rule, "If I don't have it, I can buy it. If I can't buy it, then those around me don't need it and neither do I." Okay, with exception of coffee in Baku. We brought it, people send it, we grind it, we press it, we love it. 

Our social life has recently taken off. We've had to start writing engagements on our calendar so we don't overbook. Who knew? We do try to stay away from the bright lights of the ex-pat community. We've met some great people, ex-pats and hip Azeris, which has helped us feel more at home. Tomorrow night an Azeri women will take us to meet some "bohemians." What that means exactly we won't know until Thursday. The big news is that we had dinner with a friend of a friend last night, who is going out of town for the weekend and he's giving us the keys to his place so we can watch movies on his VCR. This is huge. It will halt our current world record of months-Jack-and-Shanon-have-gone-without-seeing-a-movie, and we're thankful for that. We've been living in this reality for long enough, it's time to check out.

- S

12/9/00

I've been spending my days and nights writing a book to prepare Ohio sixth-graders for their Citizenship test. No Kidding. I got this contract about a month ago from the Princeton Review - I've written test questions for them before, and now I'm in the big time. Don't think I don't realize how weird it is to be doing this from Baku. Luckily, the internet makes the world a small place, so not only can I communicate with the editor in NY quite easily, I can get whatever information I need to do this book. That still doesn't make it un-weird. Here I am trying to teach my Azeri students about political theory and at the same time I'm writing things like, "In a democracy, the people have the right to influence the decisions of the government." I want to get this done before we leave for Europe, so I've been bearing down and working on it with every free moment.

These "free" moments have been interrupted a lot this week by our burgeoning social calendar, which is a good thing. (I can only write about democracy for a sixth-grade audience so many hours in a row without a nice bottle of wine to look forward to.) We went to a painter's studio on Thursday evening to see how the other half lives. Our friend Seva, an Azeri psychiatrist we met through Deborah Welsh, knows all kinds of artists in Baku - she met them in a way that's not clear to me, something to do with refugee camps. Anyway, she took us to meet the "bohemians" - she had been meaning to do this for months, ever since finding out that I'm a fiction writer and that I like to sleep late. Apparently that qualifies me to meet painters in Baku, and I'm glad, however that worked, because they were interesting people. It was actually a husband-and-wife pair of painters, both of whom have their own government-provided studios (it was never made clear to me how you get the government to provide these studios, but they've both been artists since the Soviet times, and I suspect that if you had a studio from before, you got to keep it - the Soviets were good about supporting artists, even if they did tend to make them do portraits and statues of Lenin and the toiling proletariat). We hung out in the husband's studio drinking tea and listening to them chat with Seva in Russian - occasionally she would translate, but mostly we just sat there while they talked and the painter rearranged every canvas in the place, both to show us his work and to let out his obviously-overflowing energy. He couldn't sit still the whole time we were there. He's definitely an extremely talented guy, in addition to looking exactly like what you'd picture a Russian painter looking like - tall, bearded, serious but dressed in jeans and old workboots.

Then last night, after another day of training the Ohio youth in Citizenship, we went out to the premier ex-pat bar in Baku, Adam's Diner (though apparently it's owned by an Indian guy named Bob - go figure). We had Rena and Troy over for a quick dinner beforehand - Shanon and I had suggested that we go watch a video afterwards (we're jonesing for it like crazy), but Troy and Rena had other plans. It was Friday night, after all, and they both work Monday-to-Friday jobs and are young and crazy kids who love to drink and party, so it was out of the question not to go to Adam's. That was fine by us - we've known about this place for a while and have been putting off going, out of a certain reluctance to fully plunge into ex-pat life. And fully plunge we did - from the second we walked in there, it was like a different universe. It was like... - well, it was like being in America. In fact, it was an awful lot like every bar I hung out in during college. No no no, it was more like... - it was somehow the Platonic American bar. Pool table, dart board, lots of smoke and beer and women sitting on men's laps. What more can I say?

Anyone in America can go into this bar any day of the week, but wait! We're not in America, and that's precisely what makes this place so weird - in a matter of a few blocks' walk from our apartment, we can travel thousands of miles. It's sort of like how the U.S. Embassies are sovereign American territory inside foreign countries - this was sovereign cultural territory with Azeri taxi-drivers waiting outside. Another strange side to the night was the fact that the place was filled with Oilies - that's what we call the oil-company folks and the assorted hangers-on who are here in Baku not to change the world like us (Is that why we're here? -S) Do-Gooders but to make moolah by the pile. We haven't met any Oilies yet - they're all over Baku, by most reports, and I'm sure we've passed them on the streets before, but this was our first chance to interact. At a certain point I realized that the main thing we had in common was our nationality (though there was also an oil-company guy from The Netherlands, so that's not even entirely true) - that, and the fact that we live in Baku. It was definitely a bizarre cultural experience - bizarre mostly because it was a little slice of returning-to-the-West culture shock just a few blocks from our apartment. I'm not sure it's the kind of thing we're really looking for in Azerbaijan, and while we had a really good time, I don't think we'll be spending all of our Friday nights there.

I did get a chance to kick ass at pool. That's one skill I have that transfers everywhere and that makes every bar that has a pool table a place I can instantly fit in to. Not that there weren't some "regulars" who were fervently wishing I'd never stepped into the place at all, but the camaraderie around the green felt generally overcomes these natural feelings of hostility and territoriality. No feces was thrown and no horns were locked - at least not that I saw, but we did leave before 2am, when the possibility of alcohol-induced nastiness usually goes way up.

Today it's back to the Ohio kiddies, but tonight we're going to a cocktail party at Troy's. We're going over early to help him set up his apartment - he's having furniture-rearranging difficulties. He also wants to knock back a couple of pre-party martinis with a few friendlies, and we're happy to oblige. Let the social calendar roll on...

- Jack

12/14/00

Today I had a big showdown at Azerbaijan University. Over the past few weeks it's been dawning on me that I'm not really teaching my Master's students there anything at all. I mean, these are people who've allegedly already received a four-year college education, and I can't say there's much sign of it. They're far worse than my freshman, and I refuse to give them a lot of slack about their ignorance because they're supposed to be educated already, at least a little bit. I have to remember that the Dean of the Political Science Dept. teaches Traffic Problems, and the Rector (aka President) spews some kind of gibberish that he passes off as philosophy. To their credit, the students seem at least to know that they're not learning anything from these bozos. One evening I entered class to find a bizarre drawing on the board, like something left behind by a bored class of third-graders. The Rector gives his lecture right before my class (and usually goes 20 minutes over time, the disrespectful bastard that he is), and I was pretty sure that this was his handiwork - I asked one of the students who was sitting there what it was, and she told me it was from the Rector's lesson. I asked her to explain it to me, and she grimaced apologetically, as though to say, "It's gibberish fitting only for a bored class of third graders," but instead she said, "It's the structure of society." She grimaced again, and I didn't push it because she'd just sat through almost two hours of that crap and I wanted to give her a break. Anyway, they're not so stupid that they don't realize that they're learning nothing and getting a degree for nothing and will be able to contribute exactly nothing to their beloved Motherland (may I never hear that term again as long as I live) - the problem for me is that they're so unprepared for any kind of college-level work that it's a complete waste of my time to try to teach my subjects.

So what I've been doing for the past few weeks is just abandoning my syllabus and trying to teach them something about how to think for themselves. The problem is, they don't want to learn that. They don't think it's valuable [or I should say, they have been told and told again and forced to believe that it's the opposite of valuable, and they have no critical faculty to fight this sort of conditioning], so that was another futile uphill battle. The other day I actually had to argue with them that it's a good thing to make your own choices and not let someone else decide things for you. I don't expect my students (or anyone really) to agree with all or most or even a lot of what I think, but when you don't have a common viewpoint on the value of not letting other people run your life, well, what the hell do you say next? At one point, one of the students told me that they [meaning all of the students, I was guessing, but possibly most Azeris too] want only scientific knowledge from the West, not moral ideas. This puts me in a pretty strange position, as I'm over here almost entirely to teach about Western moral ideas. You can imagine that I was a bit chagrined - not surprised, though. I'm not sure the student was speaking for all Azeris [though I'm not sure he wasn't either], but I have little doubt that he was expressing the basic position of the faculty, staff, and students at Azerbaijan U., which privately I've been referring to as Pat Robertson University because that's the only way I can make sense of how conservative and narrow-minded and stubbornly dogmatic the students there always are.  I more or less just walked out of class after that and didn't look back - that was when I began to realize that I had to get out of that teaching situation before something bad happened to my outlook.

That was probably also when I began to accept that my students' English wasn't good enough for them to follow most of what I was teaching. They certainly never read anything I handed out in class, and when questioned about something very simplistic, they would say they didn't know what I had said - not didn't understand or disagreed, but didn't know. They speak a bit of English and understand some, but certainly not enough for me to conduct a college class. This was how the showdown first began - on Wednesday, just one class before I'm leaving for vacation, I decided that I had to refuse to teach them any more. Their lack of comprehension, combined with their dogmatic refusal to think for themselves or even vaguely entertain the notion that some aspects of their oppressive traditional mentality might be bad, brought me to the point where I went into school for class and told them that I was leaving and wouldn't be teaching them any more. I didn't need to go into the details of what I thought of their education - I'd already done that on Monday, when I let them know how sadly underprepared for anything they had been by their anachronistic educational system - so I basically just said that they weren't learning anything and wouldn't be able to learn anything from me because their English wasn't good enough and I was tired of wasting my time. Predictably [though I really did believe I would be able to just walk away into the sunset, which really was in fact a brilliant and beautiful sunset that evening], there was a lot of consternation and even apparent panic, and there was even a bit of non-physical scuffle whereby they tried to hustle me into a classroom so no one would see what was going on - the horror, the horror, an American says our English isn't good enough. I repeated again to them that I wasn't going to do it anymore and turned to walk away - that's when they succeeded in diverting me into the Rector's office, presumably to have him exert his all-too-obvious authority over me and put me back in line.

At this point, I was gunning for a confrontation - no longer interested in simply strolling out of their lives, I now wanted to make a strong stand and show everyone that it was possible to resist authority. In fact, this was probably the most useful thing I've taught them all semester. The Rector was definitely pained by my decision - I realized later that I'm probably about a third of the faculty teaching at the Master's level, and without my baby-sitting time two nights a week their educational scam might unravel. At first he refused to accept that his students had inferior English - I had been told, in fact, that they were "the best," and even at the time, before I became intimately acquainted with this habit of calling everything the best out of pure hope that it would be believed and acted upon, I knew it wasn't the case. Perhaps the Rector believed that they were the best - it wouldn't surprise me. I was prepared for him to say, "No, they speak great English." "How the hell do you know?" was going to be my response [he doesn't speak a word of English]. Instead of fighting me on this, he proposed my using a translator, which I flatly refused [I've tried this before, in Romania, and it's hell - and there's absolutely no way to have a discussion, which is the main part of my courses]. It was only today, when I went back for a meeting to decide the future of my involvement [a meeting that had been scheduled, unbeknownst to me, before the Wednesday evening fracas], that the Rector had composed himself enough to find a way to blame me for the situation - he told me that Americans didn't speak real English, and that if his students didn't understand me, it was because I wasn't speaking correctly. This was almost impossible to believe, though it shouldn't've been too surprising - the blame-the-foreigner routine is a familiar one by now [we've even heard that Azeris think Americans are stupid because we don't know how to speak Russian], but I never would've come up with the American-isn't-real-English line. Points for creativity at least, but I wasn't giving in that easily. I made the translator (Natali, who I definitely felt sorry for having to be in the middle of this) tell him that not only was my English perfect and American wasn't that different and his students couldn't get by in British English either, but that I resented his attempt to excuse the students by pulling something as ridiculous as this [which he's in no position to judge anyway because he doesn't speak any kind of English]. Anyway, that was just the beginning of the affronts. He went on to reiterate the we-don't-want-your-moral-ideas line, albeit in a slightly less blatant fashion, and then he told me that it was my fault for wearing shorts to class and not adopting their way of doing things in the university. My instinct was to engage in a prolonged battle about how bad for the education of young minds their way was, but the fact of the translator made that cumbersome and it wouldn't've mattered anyway. I simply said a few things about being in Azerbaijan not to adopt their way but to show them what the western way was [and I could've added, "What did you think you were getting into asking me to come here, anyway?"], and then I parted by saying, "We don't just talk about freedom, we live freedom," which isn't true for all Americans, I know, but I wasn't in a subtle-argument-producing frame of mind. And then I just walked out, which is probably the first time in the Rector's career that anyone has done such a thing, and I have to confess guiltily that the idea of that gives me a bit of pleasure.

That was my morning. I had awoken at a blisteringly-early 9am to get to this ridiculous meeting where I put myself in the position of spurring on the high horse, and maybe this is just a lesson about pre-caffeinated behavior. Still, even in retrospect, I think I did more or less the right thing, even if I would've liked to be more tame and reasonable - it's difficult to make a good point when there's a huge language and culture barrier, which of course only raises yet again the horrible and huge question: Why are we here? The experience, the experience - and this has been an experience.

- Jack

Speaking of Azerbaijan University, I taught my last class there on Wednesday. Phew! I was sick last week, and I heard that after the director, or someone, babysat my first two classes he sent everyone home. That's a pretty good indication that education isn't a priority there. Last Wednesday they sent everyone home early too. Only a third of the students had shown up because of the earthquake that had happened five days before. It's no wonder the school officials never said anything to me but "show up at 11:35 on Wednesdays." All they cared about was that I spoke American English as often as possible. I certainly taught them the correct pronunciation of the word, "QUIET!" Yesterday, one of the students was reading the fable he wrote and he stopped in the middle to ask me if I knew what the word revenge means. Not so I could define it for him but to make sure I understood. I said, "Yes, I know what revenge means, and don't forget I'm the native speaker of English." You little...ahem. So on top of the fact that I don't threaten them they think I'm an idiot because I don't understand their language. I wish I did, but I guess not bad enough to actually learn it...

When we get back in February I'm going to begin tutoring adults. That's what I wanted all along, a chance to really interact with people while I teach them, not just constantly tell them to shut up. This way I'll be able to learn more about the culture than that their education system is wacked. You never know, I might find out that this culture does have a redeeming quality. I suppose it's not that bad, but I did realize today the biggest problem with this country; the screaming absence of irony. It's tragic. For me, it's like; water, food, shelter, irony... It's essential to a well balanced and happy life. Which brings me to another sad fact, people here just aren't out to enjoy life. I realize they've been conquered and ruled  for, damn near, ever, but so has Georgia and the people there enjoy life anyway. I think that's why we got such a good vibe when we were there.

- S

12/17/00

Today was more or less a typical Baku day for Shanon and I. Sometimes I forget that we've gotten into a pretty nice routine around here - it certainly isn't a Siberian salt mine. We got up just past noon, and while this is later than we usually rise, it's only slightly later - generally we pull ourselves out of bed between 10 and 11. Then it's time for coffee and pastries - this morning we had lemon bars, our favorites, from the bakery down the street. No need for shoes, though - we try to make sure that we have breakfast pastry provisions socked away the day or two before. If we don't, then maybe we'll have oatmeal or occasionally pancakes. But always coffee - the grinder we bought here is wearing dow a bit from overexertion and a general lack of quality, so we'll probably have to plump down another five bucks when we can back in February to guarantee that our morning routine isn't disrupted [tea just doesn't cut it at 11am when all you really want to do is crawl back in bed anyway].

Lately we've been following this morning repast with a few hours of work - the Ohio Citizenship thing I've been doing, and the stories that Shanon has been translating from English into English. It's a good thing we brought two computers, so we don't have to fight for keyboard time. It's also nice that we have an "office" set up in the hallway, so we don't have to work in the same room - that would be too distracting. What comes next is usually the belated realization that we're both hungry and need lunch immediately. For a while we made sure we had lunch stuff in the house to follow up the pastries with the continued ability to avoid putting on shoes (or taking off pajamas), but we've been lazy about this lately knowing that we're leaving soon. Besides, we've started exploring the many cheap and quality restaurants within a five-minute walk of our apartment - at any one of them, we can both get soup, coke, and a main course for a total of about $7, which makes it easy to ignore the dirty dishes in the sink and the yawning abyss in the fridge and put on some pants and shoes and head out into the final hour or two of sunlight. 

Our latest favortie restaurant is called Maksim, and like all Baku restaurants, the waitresses have a uniform - this one is a long, black, Oriental-looking dress with high slits up both legs that can really only be described as sexy. The place even looks a bit like a cinematic version of a brothel, with a big chandelier hanging in the entrance and a stairway upstairs [there's only more tables up that way, but the implication is still there]. Maksim is the third in a quick succession of "favorite" restaurants - we find these places, go there for three or four days out of five, and then decide to try another one that we've seen, which has equally good food and the same low, low prices, and yet offers only a slightly different selection and uniforms and about the same atmosphere. It's change without having to put up with anything too terribly unfamiliar. The one bad thing about all of them is the prevalence of smoke - I never really minded smokers before, but so many people here smoke in restaurants, and they're all so poorly ventilated, that going out for a $7 lunch means knowing your clothes will smell smoky for the rest of the day.

After lunch, which usually takes at least an hour [there is no hurry on anyone's part in these places - the service is okay as far as it goes, but there's definitely no coming to your table to check up on how you're doing, but there's also no rushing you to leave once you've finished your meal - the trick is to take advantage of the waitress arriving at your table to bring food or clear dishes to move on to the next step, like ordering tea or getting the check], we sometimes walk around the center of the city, if it's nice [it's been beautiful for the past two days], and do whatever shopping errands might've cropped up over the past 24 hours. Today we bought Hall's cough drops and some codeine-filled aspirin for our trip to Europe.

Next generally comes the evening work period, which sometimes degenerates into a prolonged nap. No nap today, but yesterday I took a nice hour nap from 6 to 7. Sometimes we have tea in this time period instead of a nap and/or work. This is a thing we've picked up in Baku, where you can get great Indian tea for cheap. We used to sit listening to the BBC Worldservice over tea, but after a few months of living in one of those places where the gripping-but-trivial reports come from, this kind of information isn't as compelling. Or maybe we just got all filled up on terrorism, election fraud, and natural disasters from around the world and would rather do without a daily reminder that that's what goes on all over the place. Today we had our tea late, around 8 - we've been getting onto a later and later schedule. In fact, it's just past 11pm and we're about to eat dinner. This isn't usual - we've been eating in the 8-9pm range for a while - but it's also not surprising given the generally late drift of things today.

After we eat [it's PBJ for us tonight - this would be sad if it weren't in fact a rare and exquisite treat], it'll be reading time. This also sometimes degenerates into out-and-out horseplay. Since we don't have any reading chairs, we have to read in bed, which for some reason feels like a small raft floating in our big main room - somehow this gets us singing songs and playing odd paddy-cake variants. We also laugh in a way that would probably seem crazy to anyone bursting unexpectedly into the room, though a lot of times we just laugh that great, careless, silly laughter of people having a fun time doing silly stuff. Either way, we don't really care - this apartment is like a sandbox to us, and the only reason that's not completely great is that usually the whole world is our sandbox and here this playland feeling is confined to the home. Still, we have a good time and all in all, it's a pretty good life we've got, even if Baku isn't the most thrilling place in the world to spend ten months.

This whole routine is about to go out the window - we leave in three days for a two-month trip in Europe, where we don't know what to expect. No matter what, we won't have the stability to develop a routine like the one we've made for ourselves over the last month. I'm excited about the trip, but I know that for a while, I'll miss what goes on in our daily life here too.

- Jack

