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‘Watch Your Body Language

I’m never bored at airports. Quite the reverse. | visit them like
other people go to the ballet. To a manwatcher® , there’s nothing
more fascinating than observing citizens of many different
nationalities mingling® and exchanging body signals. And nowhere
is this performance so enjoyable as at Heathrow, the world’s top
international airport. Day and night, they pour in, a cast of 62

million a year from every corner of the globe.

Where else but Heathrow could you hope to see Brazilians
rubbing shoulders with Brahmins® , Poles with Polynesians® , and

Nepalese® with Neapolitans® ?
Each nationality has its own body language.

But since these body lingos® are mutually incomprehensible® ,
and innocent gesture made in an airport lounge® may well be an
unwitting® insult, and lead to serious misunderstandings.

Something in your eye? Think before you touch the lower lid. if
a Saudi® sees you, he'll think you're calling him stupid; but a South
American senorita® will think that you're making a pass at® her,
and may slap your face.

To a Saudi this is insulting. But to an ltalian, it is a great

compliment.
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There is no greater insult you can offer a Greek than to thrust
your palms towards his face. This gesture, called the “moutza”, is
descended® from the old Byzantine custom of smearing® filth from
the gutter™ in the faces of criminals as they were led in chains
through the city.

So vile is this insult that in Greece, even the Victory “V” sign,
used by Winston Churchill during the Second World War, is taboo,
as it looks like a half “moutza”. Thus the Greek traveler, ordering
two teas in a Heathrow restaurant, will carefully reverse his palm
and give the waiter two fingers — a deadly® insult in Britain. With
22, 600 orders of cups of tea open to misinterpretation every day,
the wonder is the place functions at all!

It is so easy to give offence® . Suppose a passenger asks the
Information Desk where he should pay his airport tax. Now the good
news is that at Heathrow, unlike many airports | could name,
passengers don’t pay any airport taxes. But just as the Information
Assistant begins to say so, she is assailed® by a tremendous itch
and tugs at her earlobe® .

Astonishing thought it may seem, this 45‘

v
simple gesture means five different things in y
five different Mediterranean®  countries. ;
Depending on his nationality, the Assistant has .

offered the passenger the following insults:

To a Spaniard: “You rotten sponger® .”
To a Maltese: “You’re a sneaky little so-and-so.”

8
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To a Greek: “You'd better watch it, mate!”
To an ltalian: “Get lost, you pansy®.”

Only a Portuguese, (to whom the gesture means something
ineffably® wonderful) would hang around long enough to hear the
answer.

A Sardinian woman asks if it is easy to find a taxi from Heathrow.
The answer she gets is a cheery British thumbs up® (very likely from
one of the 900 cabbies® who serve the airport on an average day.)
Immediately, in great disgust, she hits the unfortunate man with her
handbag for making such a devastatingly® obscene suggestion. This is
why, incidentally, it is inadvisable® to hitch-hike® in Sardinia® .

A Japanese asks an American passenger whether Heathrow
has a luggage trolley service. It has. And as it happens, this
service is not only first class, but free! So the American replies
with the famous “A-OK” gesture. But to the Japanese, this signifies
“money”, and he concludes that there is a charge for this service.

Meanwhile, a Tunisian on-looker
thinks that the American is telling the
Japanese that he is a worthless rogue and
he is going to kill him.

The ring-gesture can have further
meanings. A Frenchman has just read a
BAA advertisement. Glancing round the

restaurant at Terminal 4, he remarks

A0 s
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wonderingly to his wife “You know how much this airport cost the
British taxpayer? Not a sou® . ” And he makes the finger and thumb
ring which to him means “zero”.

Unfortunately , at the time he is glancing at a Colombian who is
enjoying a fine Burgundy® with his delicious steak. The Colombian,
enraged by the deadly obscenity which he assumes is directed at
him, chokes® on his wine and catches at his nose with his finger
and thumb.

This appalls a Syrian sitting opposite, who thinks the
Colombian is telling him to “go to hell.” The Syrian is restrained
with difficulty by his Greek colleague from getting up and punching
the Colombian on the nose. Meanwhile the headwaiter hurries over
and diplomatically attempts to calm the situation with two out-thrust
palms,.Jhis of course is taken by the Greek to be a double

“moutza”, and in his rage he promptly skewers® the unfortunate
man with his fish knife.

Of course, | am exaggerating to make a point, but | do find it
astonishing that Heathrow receives only eight complaints per 100,
000 passengers. Keeping the lid on® this simmering® rum-punch®
of international emotions must take every bit as much skill as
running the United Nations. But even if you're never treated to such
a chaos of misunderstandings, the Heathrow scene is never dull.

Eyes peeled, next time you’re there.
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, . Dinning with Americans

American restaurants are all the same. They prepare food in
only three ways: boiled in water, grilled®, and deep-fried® ; apart
from these there is no other variety. Then, on the table a lot of
“condiments®” are served, so that customers can make things as
sweet, salty, sour or peppery® as they like. All over the whole
country food stands on the street sell the same hot dogs,
Hamburgers, sandwiches, French fries, and so on; wherever you
go the taste is the same.

Especially for someone who has just arrived in America, the
sight of a hot dog dripping with red tomato sauce and yellow
mustard is enough to take your appetite away. But when you are
hungry, there is nothing to do but close your eyes and swallow it.
Hamburgers are even worse: semi-raw® beef with a slice of raw
onion® and a slice of raw tomato, and then some hamburger sauce
— one dares not try it. sandwiches sound good, but are in fact
tasteless. So eating is the most troubling aspect of living in
America.

Being invited to dinner is a big treat for Americans, but | find it
a painful assignment® . First, | cannot get used to eating sweet and
salty things together. Second, terrible-tasting food must be praised
to the skies. Third, it is not filling, and you have to make yourself
another meal after going home.
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