
BAKU	DIARIES	(no.	1)	–	Feb	07	
	
Isn’t	it	true	that	sometimes	in	life	you	have	
to	‘feel	the	fear	and	do	it	anyway’?	That’s	
where	I	find	myself.	Whilst	minding	my	own	
business	one	day,	my	boss	called	–	‘Do	you	
fancy	a	posting	to	Azerbaijan?’	I	shocked	
both	of	us	when	I	replied	‘sounds	
interesting’.	The	next	thing	is	husband,	two	
kids	and	I	find	ourselves	on	a	
reconnaissance	trip	and	ultimately	we	say	
‘yeah,	OK’.	Why?	To	sum	it	up	–	great	
people,	great	place,	great	business!	By	the	
time	you	read	this	I	will	be	in	my	first	week	
in	the	office	in	sunny	Baku.	
	
I	offered	to	write	a	regular	column	for	the	
newsletter	–	obviously	this	will	be	a	
‘without	prejudice’	column	as	these	are	my	
own	personal	reflections	and	learning.	They	
are	offered	with	the	intent	of	sharing	
experiences	with	others	who	may	find	
themselves	in	a	similar	position	and	to	
understand	what	some	of	the	challenges	
might	be	with	international	working.	Also,	
for	me	the	benefits	are	keeping	in	contact	
with	home	and	with	the	CIPD,	and	hopefully	
getting	advice	from	others	who	know	much,	
much	more	than	I	ever	will.	So	I	do	hope	to	
hear	from	you	too.	
	
Back	to	the	musings.	This	process	has	
brought	back	so	much	of	when	I	was	an	
expat	brat	myself.	My	dad	was	an	engineer	
with	a	tea	company	in	India	in	the	50’s	to	
70’s.	My	brother	was	born	in	Darjeeling	and	
I,	in	Calcutta.	The	reccie	trip	and	the	
subsequent	packing	away	of	old	black	and	
white	photographs	have	opened	the	
floodgates	of	memories	–	my	parents	
getting	ready	for	the	seemingly	never	
ending	round	of	cocktail	parties,		long	
afternoons	spent	swimming	in	the	sunshine,	
time	with	friends	and	family	uninterrupted	
by	Playstations	and	a	need	to	hit	the	
supermarket	in	the	limited	weekends.	I	have	
a	sense	that	Baku	will	offer	similar	
opportunities	and	that	this	will	be	a	lesson	
in	testing	our	own	values	and	norms	as	we	
go	into	a	culture	that	is	very	different	from	
our	own.	What	a	fantastic	opportunity	for	us	
all	to	learn	another	language	(badly,	I	
suspect	in	my	case!),	interact	with	a	
fascinating	culture	and	become	more	global	
in	our	outlook.	However,	with	IT	as	it	is,	
(webcams,	e-mail,	google	earth),	it	will	be	
very	different	to	my	time	in	India	when	a	
monthly	call	home	was	all	you	got!	When	we	

return	in	3	years,	you	might	never	know	
we’d	been	away.	
	
And	my	husband?	He	is	supporting	me	
110%	-	he	has	given	up	his	job	in	the	UK	and	
taken	a	leap	into	the	unknown.	The	first	
couple	of	months	he	will	spend	getting	the	
kids	(and	me)	settled	in,	then	with	the	help	
of	a	CIPD	member	and	previous	student	of	
mine	who	has	been	there	many	years	and	
has	her	own	HR	consultancy,	hopefully	he	
will	find	a	job.	He	too	is	looking	forward	to	
the	chance	of	doing	something	different	for	
a	while.	However,	accompanying	partners	
are	still	predominantly	female,	so	he	will	
have	to	work	hard	to	settle	in.	The	biggest	
down	side	as	a	4	handicap	golfer	is	that	he	
will	have	to	go	to	Dubai	to	play	golf….mmm,	
every	cloud	has	a	silver	lining	me-thinks….	
	
The	experience	to	date	has	been	hectic.	No	
one	warned	me	about	the	number	of	forms,	
the	need	to	juggle	tying	up	a	job	here	whilst	
picking	up	the	threads	of	a	job	there,	the	
emotions	that	surface	when	you	try	to	
decide	whether	to	take	the	13	year	old	
pussycat	with	you	(we	are!),	how	stupid	you	
become	as	you	speed	read	the	unrelenting	
paperwork	and	miss	the	simplest	of	things.	
But	Anne	Maurice,	the	TV	house	doctor	
would	be	proud	of	me	on	the	decluttering	
stakes!	The	house	is	getting	there	for	being	
leased	out	–	a	whole	project	in	its	own	right,	
between	managing	tradesmen	and	not	
freaking	at	the	kids	when	they	drop	
something	on	the	new	carpet.	
	
I’m	sure	it’s	one	of	those	‘when	you	look	for	
it	you	find	it’	syndromes,	but	I	have	noticed	
just	how	many	articles	there	are	on	
intercultural	training	and	the	importance	of	
it	to	assuring	success	of	an	assignment.	I	
will	be	able	to	give	my	personal	
observations	as	we	will	be	going	through	
this	before	we	leave.	I	have	been	really	
impressed	with	the	preparation	and	
professionalism	shown	so	far	and	the	fact	
that	two	consultants	are	coming	up	to	
Aberdeen	–	one	for	me	and	Graeme	and	
another	one	for	my	9	year	old	son.	(Our	3	
year	old	daughter	is	a	tad	too	young).	
	
So,	I	will	aim	to	keep	you	updated.	If	you	
want	to	hear	about	anything	in	particular,	
please	drop	me	a	note	and	I’ll	try	to	weave	it	
in.	Other	than	that,	food	parcels	are	
welcome!!	–	70%	cocoa	chocolate,	
marshmallows	and	the	occasional	rowie	
would	be	dandy.	



	
Susan	Gordon	
	
	



BAKU	DIARIES	(no.	2)	–	June	07	
	
Salam	(hello	in	Azeri)	or	Priveet	(hi	in	
Russian)	
	
Well,	the	weather	is	hotting	up	just	as	I	
settle	down	and	enter	my	9th	week	in	the	
Big	Baku	House	as	an	expat.		
	
In	newsletter	1,	I	promised	to	update	you	on	
how	the	Intercultural	awareness	training	
went	for	myself,	husband	and	10	year	old	
son	–	well,	it	was	a	fantastic	foundation	
before	we	began	our	adventure.	I	would	
recommend	it	to	anyone	who	is	going	
abroad	to	work.		
We	do	feel	it’s	set	us	in	good	stead	and	two	
months	in	we	are	doing	well.	No	emotional	
rollercoasters	…yet…	that’s	at	3	months	we	
are	told.	
	
So	what	highlights	so	far?		
First,	what	a	great	piece	of	business	I	am	
getting	the	opportunity	to	work	in!	The	
scope	and	the	scale	are	brain	numbing	and	
the	folks	awe	inspiring.	You	may	be	aware	
that	in	Azerbaijan	there	is	a	strong	
‘nationalisation’	agenda	–	to	ensure	that	
national	staff	populate	positions	rather	than	
‘overpaid	and	over	here’	expats.	This,	
together	with	the	huge	global	demand	for	
skilled	resource,	leads	to	a	really	
challenging	set	of	truly	strategic	HR	issues.	
And	that’s	what	I	am	in	the	process	of	
getting	my	head	around;	to	see	how	I	can	
add	value	to	this	agenda	and	to	the	
development	of	the	HR	team.	
	
The	first	few	weeks	have	been	humbling	–	
most	people	speak	at	least	3	languages	
fluently	(Azeri,	Russian	and	English).	Fifteen	
of	the	HR	team	(all	nationals)	are	doing	
distance	learning	CIPD	qualifications	–	
every	8	weeks	they	have	4	days	of	lectures	
(including	the	weekend)	when	the	lecturers	
come	out	from	the	UK.	The	personal	
application	and	dedication	together	with	the	
quality	and	the	marks	would	stun	you,	if	not	
shame	you,	if	you’ve	ever	moaned	about	
studying	yourself.	

There	is	plenty	of	work	to	do	and	currently	I	
am	listening,	trying	to	figure	out	what’s	
going	on,	who's	doing	what	and	why.	Also	
my	role	is	new,	so	I	think	my	poor	team	is	
still	adjusting	to	the	change.		

One	aspect	I	never	encountered	in	the	North	
Sea	was	‘snake	season’.	…the	little	critters	

slither	into	containers	which	then	go	
offshore,	so	a	procedure	needs	to	be	in	place	
for	checking	and	everyone	needs	to	know	
about	how	to	treat	snake	bites.	Yuck.		

Last	week	was	one	of	the	24	public	holidays	
(...yes	24,	not	a	typo).	I	thought	it	would	be	
rude	not	to	take	it	and	so	we	took	off	to	Abu	
Dhabi	to	visit	a	friend	I	first	met	over	20	
years	ago	in	the	Aberdeen	City	Council	
Housing	Department	-	bizarre	where	life	
takes	you.	

The	kids	are	settling	down	well:	Fraser	has	
taken	up	rugby	-	we	think	he's	too	much	of	a	
big	girl's	blouse,	but	the	guy	who	runs	it	say	
he's	a	'natural'	-	we'll	see.	He’s	also	selecting	
next	year’s	school	trip	from	the	choice	of	
Azerbaijan,	Georgia,	Turkey	or	China.	
Fantastic!	As	for	Amy,	I	don't	know	if	it's	the	
move,	the	water,	the	food	or	what	but	she's	
even	more	of	a	madam	than	ever.	Graeme	is	
playing	'Mr	Mom'	and	other	than	pulling	out	
what	little	hair	he	has	left	over	Amy,	he’s	
doing	well.	One	recent	Friday	lunchtime	saw	
him	in	some	10th	floor	apartment	
overlooking	the	bay	with	a	glass	of	wine	in	
one	hand	and	a	spring	roll	in	the	other	
whilst	playing	a	music	quiz.	Three	blokes	
and	8	women,	rematch	coming	up……and	he	
got	three	rounds	of	golf	on	the	prestigious	
International	course	in	Abu	Dhabi,	so	a	
happy	man!	

It’s	a	very	different	style	of	shopping	here	-	
you	need	to	go	to	3-4	places	before	you	get	
what	you	need;	no	supermarket	sweeps	
round	Sainsbury	and	ASDA	here!		

We	have	hired	a	driver	(Hagverdi)	and	a	
housekeeper	who	speaks	no	English	
(Fatima)	-	that	could	be	an	experience.	She	
is	going	to	teach	Graeme	to	cook	as	well	I	
hope.	After	20	years	of	banging	on	about	the	
need	for	evidence	based	interviewing,	it	felt	
a	little	uncomfortable	to	put	my	family’s	
safety	in	the	hands	of	someone	who	‘has	a	
nice	smile’	and	has	been	recommended	to	us	
by	a	stranger.	But	you	just	have	to	get	on	
with	it	(and	Hagverdi’s	passed	the	
company’s	driving	assessment	so	all	fine	
there).	

90%	of	cars	here	come	in	white,	black	or	
silver	and	are	Ladas	or	4x4s,	so	not	wanting	
to	buck	any	trends,	we	have	ordered	a	black	
Toyota	Prado	which	is	a	bit	like	an	8	seater	
tank!	Need	that	for	the	roads	and	the	



driving	style	here!	…	Highway	Code?	Traffic	
lights?	Traveling	on	an	agreed	side	of	the	
road?	All	these	things	are	mere	guidance;	if	
you	don't	fancy	doing	it,	well	just	bash	on	
regardless.	And	when	the	president	goes	
anywhere	they	close	all	the	roads	off	and	
the	place	comes	to	a	standstill.	Anyway,	I	
passed	my	driving	assessment	so	am	
developing	nerves	of	steel	and	growing	eyes	
in	the	back	of	my	head,	and	then	I’ll	be	
ready	to	drive	in	Baku.	

I	have	opted	to	take	Russian	lessons	(as	all	
the	folks	in	the	office	speak	it)	and	Graeme	
is	going	to	take	Azerbaijani	(as	that’s	
actually	the	national	language).	I	have	had	
three	lessons	and	by	the	end	of	the	first	
lesson	I	could	feel	the	tears	pricking	as	I	
reminded	myself	I	am	no	linguist!	Willing,	
but	not	able,	would	be	a	fair	summary.	

Jake	the	Cat	is	hacked	off	he	hasn't	been	
outside	since	March	and	doesn't	look	like	
he'll	be	out	for	a	while	yet.	But	the	kids	are	
delighted	he	is	here.	We	are	going	to	be	in	
temporary	accommodation	probably	until	
after	we	come	back	from	holidays	as	we	are	
waiting	for	the	summer	exodus	of	families	
from	the	houses.	Can't	complain	though	as	
we're	in	a	6th	floor	apartment	on	the	
hillside	that	overlooks	the	Caspian	Sea.	I	sit	
and	watch	the	sun	rise	whilst	I	have	
breakfast	and	at	night	it	lights	up	like	some	
Mediterranean	resort.	There	is	a	mosque	
right	next	door	and	the	sounds	of	evening	
prayers	(and	some	very	early	morning	
ones!)	are	a	lovely	reminder	that	we	are	in	a	
very	different	and	exciting	part	of	the	world.		

After	my	last	newsletter	I	got	some	great	
notes	from	folks	–	some	whom	I	know	and	
some	whom	I	don’t	–	that	was	really	lovely.	
Please	make	sure	you	contact	with	any	news	
of	things	you’d	like	to	hear	about;	I	have	so	
much	to	tell	you.	

So,	to	end,	we	have	felt	the	fear	and	are	
doing	it	anyway.	And	having	a	good	time	
outside	our	comfort	zones.		

Until	the	next	time	–	saol	(bye	in	Azeri)	or	
paka	(Russian).	

	Susan	Gordon	



BAKU	DIARIES	(no.	3)	–	Sept	07	
	
Once	again	-	Salam	(hello	in	Azeri)	or	
Priveet	(hi	in	Russian)	
	
I	hope	this	finds	you	well	after	a	long	hot	
summer	–	OK,	I	am	deliberately	rubbing	it	in	
as	it’s	been	very	hot	here	(mid-late	40s).	
Having	the	stereotypical	Scots	skin,	our	
family	has	waded	through	a	good	deal	of	
sunscreen.		
	
The	weather	has	meant	that	the	kids	have	
spent	loads	of	time	outside	riding	bikes	and	
on	trampolines;	the	most	difficult	thing	has	
been	tracking	them	down	to	get	them	to	
bed.	And	we’ve	also	enjoyed	the	long	warm	
evenings,	sitting	outside	sipping	chilled	
drinks	and	chatting	to	the	neighbours	–	very	
sociable!	Now	that	it’s	cooling	down	and	in	
the	20s	(oh	how	quickly	you	adapt	from	
Scottish	weather!)	and	the	‘nights	are	
drawing	in’	we	are	spending	less	time	
outside.		
	
So	what	do	I	have	to	tell	you	about?		
Well,	I	have	been	driving	in	Baku!	This	is	
very	reminiscent	of	The	Wacky	Races	–	I	feel	
like	Penelope	Pitstop	as	I	try	to	pull	away	
from	the	lights	before	some	boy	racer	in	a	
Lada	tries	to	cut	me	up.	I	am	also	proud	of	
myself	that	I	have	done	a	little	bit	of	off-road	
driving.	We	have	visited	the	Candy	Cane	
Mountains,	some	petroglyphs	and	mud	
volcanoes.	The	Candy	Cane	Mountains	are	
named	such	by	Westerners	due	to	the	dry	
mountains	having	rose	and	white	‘candy’	
stripes	and	swirls	due	to	the	iron	oxidising	
as	it	hits	the	air.	Bleak	but	beautiful	and	
littered	with	fossils	of	sea	creatures	from	an	
age	when	the	mountains	were	underwater.	
	
The	petroglyphs	depict	times	when	the	
Caspian	coast	was	covered	in	forests	and	
wildlife	and	Neolithic	man	carved	pictures	
in	the	caves	in	the	hills	above	Gobustan	
(south	of	Baku).	As	for	the	mud	volcanoes,	
these	are	caused	by	natural	gases	
(predominantly	methane)	forcing	
pressurised	mud	through	weak	points	in	the	
earth’s	surface.	The	expanding	gas	cools	as	
it	emerges,	making	the	mud	that	it	carries	
quite	chilly.	The	kids	literally	swam	in	it	–	
what	a	mess		-	and	a	bit	niffy	due	to	the	
methane,	but	thankfully	there	was	a	breeze.	
But	they	had	a	ball	as	you	can	imagine.	
	
Another	great	experience	in	the	last	couple	
of	months	was	travelling	offshore	to	one	of	

the	platforms	I	look	after	in	the	Caspian	Sea.	
For	those	of	you	who	know	about	going	
offshore	in	the	North	Sea,	you	will	
understand	when	I	say	that	I	couldn’t	quite	
get	my	head	around	travelling	in	a	T-shirt	
and	jeans	(no	layers,	no	survival	suit).	And	
when	we	got	off	onto	the	helideck	the	down	
draft	of	the	chopper	felt	like	an	industrial	
drier	as	it	was	so	warm!		
	
We	also	flew	over	an	area	called	Oily	Rocks	
–	this	is	about	45km	off	the	coast	and	is	a	
range	of	underwater	mountains	which	in	
some	places	rise	high	enough	to	create	
small	inlets.	It	hosts	the	world’s	only	town	
to	be	built	entirely	on	stilts	in	the	middle	of	
the	sea	with	nearly	100	km	of	rickety	plank	
and	stilt	roadways.	This	is	a	real	town,	with	
its	own	power	station	and	road	signs	and	a	
population	of	c6000	men	(no	families	
allowed)	who	work	two	week	shifts	(oil	and	
gas	production)	and	live	in	eight	and	nine	
storey	buildings.	
	
In	fact,	this	town	is	featured	in	the	Bond	
movie,	‘The	World	is	Not	Enough’		If	you	
watch	it,	you’ll	also	see	the	ice-cool	Bond	
ride	his	motorbike	through	some	onshore	
oil	fields	with	nodding	donkeys	–	this	is	very	
close	to	the	office	I	work	in.	Pretty	exciting	
to	watch	a	movie	and	see	places	you	see	
most	days	on	your	way	to	work!	
	
I	have	also	been	learning	about	some	
customs	in	Azerbaijan	such	as	deaths	and	
births.	For	example	deaths	are	mourned	on	
the	day	of	the	death,	7	days,	every	Thursday	
and	40	days	after	as	well	as	on	the	
anniversary.	Large	tents	(which	are	
expensive	to	rent	and	therefore	big	
business)	are	erected	in	the	street	outside	
the	house	where	the	deceased	lived.	Family	
and	friends	visit	to	pay	their	respects	and	
women	sit	in	a	side	room	and	serve	food	
and	tea	to	all	comers.	
	
With	births,	babies	are	not	‘shown’	to	others	
than	in	the	close	family	circle	for	40	days	
after	the	birth	–	mainly	to	protect	them	
from	infection.	And	it	is	bad	luck	to	buy	the	
baby	a	present	before	it	is	born.	
	
It	is	currently	the	month	of	Ramadan.	I	am	
interested	to	note	the	different	ways	that	
this	is	observed	–	some	adhere	very	closely	
to	the	customs	and	others	are	more	liberal	
in	their	interpretation.		
	



Work	has	been	exciting	and	thought	
provoking.	It	has	very	much	been	a	test	of	
my	HR	knowledge	as	I	have	had	to	tackle	
questions	that	I	have	never	even	
contemplated	till	now!	Implemention	is		
against	a	very	different	culture	and	political	
backdrop	whilst	being	conscious	of	
unintended	consequences.	I	mentioned	in	
the	last	newsletter	that	nationalisation	is	a	
key	agenda	item	–	this	might	sound	easy	but	
in	a	globally	competitive	marketplace	for	
certain	skills	and	a	less	stable	economic	
history,	this	is	certainly	a	challenge.		
	
With	work	being	so	busy,	I	have	to	admit	
that	I	haven’t	kept	up	with	my	Russian	
lessons	(‘plocha’	–	bad!).	But	as	my	son,	
Fraser,	has	started	Russian	at	school,	I	think	
I	need	to	get	going	again!	Fraser	is	off	on	his	
school	trip	soon	–	a	week	in	China.	Includes	
the	Forbidden	City,	Tiananmen	Square,	
Children’s	Palace,	Sports	School	(where	the	
Chinese	sporting	prodigies	train),	Summer	
Palace,	Peking	opera…and	more.	Me,	
jealous?	You	bet	I	am!	Beats	the	petting	
farm	at	Cove	that	we	got	to	go	to	when	I	was	
10	years	old!	The	kids	have	to	act	as	
journalists	–	take	pictures,	write	articles	and	
prepare	a	presentation	for	the	school	when	
they	return.	Fantastic!	
	
As	for	me,	I	am	taking	camera	lessons	in	an	
attempt	to	take	some	good	pictures	of	this	
striking	country.	I	am	not	the	prize	student	
so	far,	but	I	will	persevere	–	the	exhibition	is	
in	November	where	we	sell	our	pictures.	
Don’t	think	I’ll	be	able	to	retire	on	my	
proceeds.	My	main	regret	is	that	I	didn’t	
have	my	camera	with	me	the	day	that	I	saw	
a	guy	wrestling	a	sheep	into	the	boot	of	a	
Lada	with	two	other	sheep	watching!	Here	a	
‘butcher’s	shop’	is	sometimes	no	more	than	
a	tree	by	the	side	of	the	road,	a	length	of	
rope,	a	sharp	knife	and	a	sheep	(or	cow,	but	
thankfully	I	haven’t	seen	that	yet).	This	
event	was	clearly	‘shutting	up	shop’	time	
and	the	shopkeeper	was	trying	to	get	his	
stock	home	till	the	next	day.	(And	yes,	you	
do	get	used	to	seeing	this	grisly	sight).	
	
I	also	have	a	deep	respect	for	the	trusty	
Lada	now	and	will	be	ordering	my	copy	of	
the	2008	Lada	calendar	–	amazing	what	you	
can	get	into	one...the	said	sheep,	apples	and	
watermelons	(lots	of	them),	bread	(floor	to	
ceiling	and	in	the	open	boot),	hay	bales	
balanced	precariously	on	top,	a	family	of	
eight	crammed	inside….amazing.	
	

We	have	also	been	treated	to	the	delights	of	
using	the	medical	services	in	country	or,	to	
be	more	accurate,	the	medical	services	that	
expats	have	the	privilege	to	use.	This	is	
because	Graeme	(husband)	ruptured	his	
Achilles	tendon	playing	badminton	in	the	
school	gym.	Ouch!	He	spent	a	week	getting	
x-rays	and	scans	and	hobbling	about	on	
crutches	but	then	he	flew	to	London	a	week	
ago	and	was	operated	on	to	‘fix’	it.		
	
Leaving	Baku	with	a	plaster	cast	is	not	easy	
–	they	x-ray	and	certify	the	cast	to	make	
sure	that	you	aren’t	carrying	anything	you	
shouldn’t	be.	He’s	now	a	bit	bored	being	laid	
up	in	London	but	he	does	have	the	TV	
remote	all	to	himself	so	he’s	fine!	We	had	to	
find	a	nanny	in	double	quick	time	(and	we	
were	lucky	as	she’s	great	–	but	not	the	same	
as	having	Dad	run	after	you	as	the	kids	tell	
me).	We’re	all	looking	forward	to	having	
him	back	soon	
	
Right,	enough	of	my	ramblings.	Thanks	
again	to	those	who	contacted	with	follow	up	
questions	and	lovely	comments	about	how	
much	you	are	enjoying	my	articles		–	please	
keep	the	questions	and	comments	coming.	

Until	the	next	time	–	saol	(bye	in	Azeri)	or	
paka	(Russian).	

	Susan	Gordon	
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Once	again	-	Salam	(hello	in	Azeri)	or	
Dobraye	utra	(good	morning	in	Russian)	
	
I	know	this	time	of	year	brings	on	such	
reflections,	but	I	cannot	believe	the	speed	
with	which	time	passes!	Here	I	am	8	months	
into	my	assignment…and	a	full	year	since	
our	reccie	trip	here.	One	of	my	team	asked	if	
I	had	regretted	moving	to	Baku	–	absolutely	
not.	I	have	learnt	so	much	about	doing	
business	and	living	in	a	different	country	
and	culture.	I	have	also	learnt	much	about	
myself	and	my	ability	to	adapt	and	
pleasantly	surprised	myself	at	how	well	it’s	
gone	(..,well	ain’t	that	just	put	the	curse	on	
it?!).		
	
So	main	reflections	for	this	newsletter?		
	
From	a	work	perspective	it	is	phenomenally	
busy.	Yes,	when	isn’t	it?	But	the	need	to	
develop	national	staff	quickly	and	
effectively	is	a	driver	I	have	never	
experienced	to	this	extent	before.	I	have	
been	in	some	fabulous	succession	planning	
sessions	over	the	last	few	weeks	and	been	
amazed	at	the	amount	of	talent	nearly	ready	
to	burst	through.	It’s	an	exciting	time	for	
people	development	and	achievement	of	
potential.		
	
In	considering	the	nationalisation	agenda,	I	
also	felt	that	I	needed	to	switch	from	
learning	Russian	to	learning	Azeri.	I	know	
Russian	is	spoken	by	many	millions	across	
the	world,	but	I	will	never	truly	be	one	of	
them!	And	I	feel	it	is	more	respectful	to	
learn	the	language	of	the	country	who	is	
hosting	you	–	so	I	have	switched	to	learning	
Azeri.	Seems	like	I	will	be	able	to	be	
incompetent	in	speaking	several	languages	
now!		
	
One	of	the	achievements	I	have	had	is	
implementing	an	employee	assistance	
programme	in	country	–	first	step	was	for	
expatriates	and	in	early	2008	will	be	for	
national	staff.	EAPs	are	a	new,	and	for	some	
alien,	concept	in	Azerbaijan;	it	will	take	
some	communication	and	education	to	
ensure	success,	but	the	time	is	ripe.	I’m	
delighted	to	be	involved	in	something	at	the	
forefront.	
	
In	my	spare	time	I	have	become	a	bit	of	a	
culture	vulture	which	will	surprise	those	
who	know	me	well.	Azerbaijan	has	a	rich	

history	of	music,	art	and	literature.	So	far	I	
have	been	to	see	‘Swan	Lake’	(it	was	
entrancing!)	and	spent	the	night	at	a	local	
jazz	club.	Bizarrely	the	opening	song	was	
Sade’s	‘Your	love	is	king’	which	I	didn’t	quite	
expect.		
	
Just	now	it’s	also	the	start	of	the	ball	season,	
sweetie.	In	the	last	week	alone	I	have	been	
to	two	balls.	The	St	Andrews	Ball	is	a	big	do	
–	there	is	a	huge	Scottish	expat	population	
here	and	so	Scots	and	guests	numbered	
nearly	700	whooping	and	jigging	into	the	
early	hours.	Graeme	(husband)	helped	the	
organising	committee.	A	grown	man	making	
tartan	bows	and	little	wraps	for	the	
tablet…As	he	said	–	‘would	you	have	
thought	I	would	be	doing	that?’	Eh,	no.	But	it	
was	a	great	night	–	apart	from	the	blisters	
on	my	feet	from	dancing	too	much.		
	
This	night	was	contrasted	with	the	HR	team	
New	Year	party	in	what	is	called	a	caravan	
sarahi.	In	days	gone	by	these	were	stopping	
placed	for	travellers	on	the	Silk	Route	from	
east	to	West	and	back	again.	It	is	a	circular	
stone	building	open	to	the	stars	with	a	well	
inside	for	camels	and	horses	to	drink	from	
and	cool	side	rooms	to	lay	your	weary	head.	
These	days	this	is	a	restaurant	and	a	
tarpaulin	protects	you	from	the	elements	–	
but	I	have	seen	it	with	the	tarpaulin	drawn	
back.	Spectacular.	The	HR	night	was	great	
and	I	do	hope	I’ve	not	stressed	too	many	
people	with	my	vodka	toasting	and	belly	
dancing	attempts….	
	
Toasting	is	another	Azerbaijani	tradition	
that	I	love.	None	of	this	‘a’ra	best’	stuff	–	it	is	
a	story	toasting	the	person	in	a	way	that	is	
heartfelt	and	often	moving.	Normally	the	
tamadar	(toastmaster)	is	a	man,	but	my	
boss	(a	British	woman)	is	starting	a	
tradition	that	we	expats	give	it	a	go.	So	I	am	
trying	to	develop	the	skill	and	as	it’s	an	
insult	to	toast	with	water,	I	have	had	to	give	
the	vodka	a	try.	Certainly	warms	the	throat	
and	limbers	you	up	for	the	toast	(or	
something	like	that).	
	
The	expat	community	here	love	to	celebrate	
home	traditions.	I	was	astounded	at	the	
effort	that	went	into	preparing	for	
Halloween	–	costumes	made	and	half	a	
hundred	weight	of	‘candy’	bought	in.	In	the	
area	we	live,	the	gates	close	at	6pm	and	for	
two	hours	the	kids	go	from	house	to	house.	
The	adults	sit	out	front	(weather	still	OK)	



and	are	besieged	with	little	devils	(and	
witches	and	fairies	and	so	on).	
	
And	with	December	being	here,	there	have	
also	been	end	of	year	celebrations.	Because	
of	the	rich	variety	of	cultures	and	religions,	
it	is	not	‘Christmas’.	It’s	actually	really	nice	
not	to	have	all	that	commercialised	stuff	
everywhere	you	look.	The	school	concert	
was	‘December	around	the	world’.	Each	
class	showed	how	the	end	of	the	year	was	
celebrated	in	different	countries.	Fraser’s	
(10	year	old	son)	class	did	New	Zealand	and	
performed	a	stirring	Hakka	(that	dance	that	
the	rugby	guys	do).	They	really	gave	it	what	
for	–	painted	faces,	rugby	shirts	and	a	lot	of	
sound	and	stamping	of	feet.	It	got	the	
biggest	cheer	of	the	day.	
	
Saturday	was	the	School	Fair	–	now	THAT	
was	the	full	on	Christmas	experience….it	
took	a	year	to	organise	and	there	was	all	
that	you’d	expect	(Santa’s	grotto	etc)	but	
also	local	trades	folks	with	stalls,	a	Secret	
Shop	(no	adults	allowed	in	–	just	for	the	kids	
to	buy	mum	and	dad	presents).	Amy	(4	year	
old)	couldn’t	contain	her	excitement	so	not	
only	told	us	what	was	in	our	presents	but	
also	opened	them	for	us	that	evening...	
	
On	the	social	side,	I	have	been	taking	my	
photo	classes	and	despite	my	self	
deprecating	view	of	my	‘snaps’	I	actually	
took	second	prize	(out	of	about	40)	in	the	
Spirit	of	Azerbaijan	exhibition!	This	was	
judged	by	a	professional	photographer	who	
works	in	Baku.	How	chuffed	was	I?	Graeme	
is	back	on	his	feet	after	getting	his	plaster	
cast	off	and	so	I	have	thrown	the	gauntlet	
down	to	see	if	he	can	win	the	next	photo	
exhibition….	
	
He	is	also	getting	hassle	to	get	on	his	bike!	
As	he	won’t	have	the	excuse	of	his	leg	for	
much	longer,	friends	are	telling	him	to	get	a	
mountain	bike.	There	is	a	‘BBC’	here	–	Baku	
Bike	Club.	Fraser	has	been	on	a	few	rides	
with	the	BBC	Go	Slow	group	-	for	kids	and	
no	so	fit	adults,	though	to	be	honest	I	think	
you	still	need	to	be	pretty	fit	when	you	see	
what	they	cycle	up.	A	couple	of	weeks	ago	
Fraser	went	on	a	4	hour	ride	–	he	was	
exhausted	but	so	pleased	with	himself.	
Anyway,	think	I’ll	leave	that	one	to	the	boys	
in	my	family.	Instead	I	have	been	teaching	
Amy	to	swim	without	her	floatie.	And	she’s	
just	about	there!	This	is	great	because	we	
are	off	to	Mexico	for	Christmas	and	New	
Year	and	she’ll	be	able	to	show	off	her	new	

skills.	Yup,	it’s	a	long	way	to	go,	but	we	are	
meeting	my	brother	and	his	family	and	will	
be	with	them	for	2	weeks	–	really	looking	
forward	to	it.	
	
And	before	I	forget	–	I	have	my	2008	Loaded	
Lada	calendar	in	honour	of	that	special	
vehicle!	
	
Here’s	wishing	you	a	happy	Christmas	and	
very	healthy	2008.	

Until	the	next	time	–	sahol	(bye	in	Azeri)	or	
paka	(Russian).	

	Susan	Gordon	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	


