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Port crawlers

I

first saw it happening in Mumbai, when I was fresh out of high
school and still accustomed to clean sheets and frequent showers.
There, sleeping in airports appeared to be the norm: entire families
camped out on thin cotton mats, eating through seven-course
meals wrapped in tinfoil and chewing incessantly on areca nuts. Back
then, I was only a spectator, but somewhere deep in my subconscious,
the seed had been sown.
The first time I tried it for myself was in Athens. Keen to save myself
a pre-dawn taxi ride and a night’s hotel accommodation, I grabbed
a cheap ‘n’ nasty gyro in Syntagma Square and took the train to the
airport after supper. By the time I rolled up, all the benches were taken,
so I had to make do with a glistening corner of marble floor near the
staff entrance of Burger King. Classy.

I came to realise that sometimes the Arrivals hall is
a better resting place than Departures, and that
McDonald’s coffee is never, ever drinkable …
I’d made the mistake of thinking that a spotless modern airport would
be the perfect training ground for a newbie, but I hadn’t given enough
thought to how these airports remained so pristine. I spent the first half of
the night being harassed by cleaning staff atop motorised mops. At about
4 am, when the cleaners had finally given up on ever salvaging my
square metre, a security guard shook me awake and politely asked me
to move to a seat. ‘To improve, sir, the atmosphere for other passengers.’
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In the years that followed, I shamelessly slept
on any bench or mezzanine that would have
me. I learnt that many airports have a serious
anti-sleeper stance and some have even placed
a ban on closing your eyes! I came to realise
that sometimes the Arrivals hall is a better resting
place than Departures, and that McDonald’s
coffee is never, ever drinkable … not even if
you haven’t slept for 42 hours and you have
only $1.32 to your name.
And then, in around 2007, I called it quits.
My retirement had a lot to do with a night in
Nairobi’s airport that resulted in a visit to the
hospital emergency room, and a little to do
with getting married. Now that I have two
kids under three, I’ve found better ways not
to sleep at night.
Perhaps the most important thing I learnt from
sleeping in airports was that people are far
more likely to turn a blind eye if you have them
on your side. Sharing a joke with the poor sods
who work the night shift will not only lift their
spirits, it’ll also make you far more important to
them than any first-class frequent flyer.
Now there’s a lesson if ever there was one.

PHOTOGRAPHY: GALLO/GETTYIMAGES/THINKSTOCK

NICK DALL FOUND THAT SLEEPING IN AIRPORTS IS A BRILLIANT, ECONOMICAL IDEA IN THEORY,
BUT QUITE AWFUL IN PRACTICE

