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Stranded at the Airport

Stories about people stranded in airports highlight the diversity of human experiences in an unconventional environment.
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Airports are environments filled with exciting stories and events, where people's lives intersect during moments of waiting and travel, creating situations and experiences worth documenting. Here are some types of stories that can happen inside airports:

Unexpected Encounters
In airports, people may meet individuals they haven’t seen in years or have unplanned encounters with old friends or family members. Travelers’ paths may cross by chance, and these meetings can have a profound impact on their lives.
Farewells and Reunions
Farewell and reunion moments are among the most emotionally charged. Scenes of bidding loved ones goodbye, with tears during farewells or joyful celebrations upon reunions after a long absence, are often filled with deep human emotions.
Stressful Times and Pressures
Long waits due to delayed or canceled flights create significant stress and tension for travelers. You’ll find people angry or anxious about missing their flights or not arriving on time. These moments show how individuals handle unexpected pressures.
Spontaneous and Humorous Moments
Sometimes, funny or spontaneous situations happen inside airports. For example, a traveler might attempt to communicate in a language they don’t speak well, or someone may try to pass through security with something unusual in their bag. These moments add a touch of humor to an otherwise tense atmosphere.
Adventure Stories and Delayed Journeys
You may hear stories of travelers who missed their flights due to unexpected circumstances but ended up embarking on unplanned adventures in the city where they were stranded. These stories illustrate how moments of frustration can turn into enjoyable, unexpected experiences.
Love Stories That Begin or End at Airports
Airports aren’t just places for farewells; they are also the stage for love stories that start with unexpected meetings or end with emotional goodbyes. Two people might meet for the first time at the airport and begin a romance that lasts for years, or a farewell might mark the final chapter of a long love story.
Deep Human Stories
Sometimes, you may encounter people traveling under special circumstances, like a journey for medical treatment or reuniting with family after a long separation due to war or asylum. These stories carry profound human meanings and emotional depth.
Travelers from Different Cultures
In an international airport, it's easy to see the interaction of people from various cultures. These encounters can lead to fascinating stories about how people from different backgrounds view travel and life.
Airports are not just places to transition from one country to another; they are filled with human stories that show the interconnectedness of people from diverse backgrounds.

Being stranded in an airport is an experience filled with stories and situations that can range from frustration and challenge to adventure. Over the years, stories have emerged of people finding themselves stuck in airports for various reasons, whether due to flight cancellations, visa issues, or even political or natural conditions.

Flights Canceled Due to Natural Disasters
It’s common for travelers to find themselves stranded due to natural disasters, like snowstorms or volcanic eruptions. One of the most notable examples was in 2010 when the Eyjafjallajökull volcano erupted in Iceland, and the volcanic ash paralyzed air travel in Europe for several days. Thousands of travelers were stuck in airports with no way to reach their destinations. Many slept on the floor of the airport, while others tried to find alternative travel methods by land or sea.
Visa and Illegal Residency Issues
Sometimes, travelers find themselves stuck in airports due to visa or illegal residency problems. For instance, someone may enter a country without realizing their visa has expired or that they have another legal issue, only to find themselves barred from entering or leaving the country. In such cases, they may remain in the transit area for a long time while the issue is resolved.
Quarantine and Health Procedures
During the COVID-19 pandemic, strict travel restrictions were imposed, leading to many cases of people being stuck in airports for long periods. Some countries imposed quarantine measures on travelers, and some flights were suddenly canceled, leaving travelers with no options. These individuals lived in airports for weeks, sleeping in waiting lounges and surviving on snacks.
Refugees and Illegal Immigrants
Many refugees or illegal immigrants experience being stranded in airports because they are denied entry to the destination country or are not allowed to be deported to another country. These people may live in airports for weeks or even months, relying on assistance from airport workers or humanitarian organizations.

Travelers Stranded Due to Worker Strikes
At times, travelers find themselves stuck because of worker strikes at airports or airlines. These strikes might involve flight crews, security staff, or even airline employees. Such situations can result in a complete halt of air travel, leaving thousands of people without clear solutions.
Stories of Unexpected Experiences
Despite the challenges, some stories of being stranded in airports have a positive side, where people use their time to form new friendships or engage in unexpected adventures inside the airport. From impromptu musical performances to games organized by travelers to pass the time, these moments can lighten the boredom.
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Charles de Gaulle Airport

"Mehran Karimi Nasseri" is a name that could have been just a number among the hundreds of political opponents turned into numbers in the prisons of the Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Instead, he became the "prisoner" of Terminal 1 at Charles de Gaulle Airport in France for no less than 18 years.

Nasseri's sharp-featured face appears in a photograph taken of him in his corner at Charles de Gaulle Airport, surrounded by belongings messily arranged, some of which he leaned on. In front of him is a table with a coffee cup, and nothing in the image suggests that the man is in an airport terminal rather than a disorganized room, except for the luggage trolley that occupies a large part of the picture.

The Iranian traveler seemed ready for his journey, but no one imagined that his stay in that place would last 18 years. Nasseri himself could never have foreseen that his life would be turned upside down on August 8, 1988, becoming a long-term resident of one of the airport terminals.

Nasseri’s story—later known as "Sir Alfred"—inspired filmmakers and authors alike. In 1994, French director Philippe Lioret drew inspiration from Nasseri’s life to create the film "Tombé du Ciel" ("Lost in Transit"), where the character Arturo Conti experiences a terrifying two-day adventure after being stranded at Charles de Gaulle Airport when his documents were stolen. In the film, Arturo, portrayed by Jean Rochefort, encounters a group of other long-time airport residents, including a Cuban exile, a Guinean boy, an Ethiopian who speaks only a strange language, and another man who appears somewhat mad, writing his memoirs. All were without legal documents, but they formed a community, with Arturo eventually discovering that his own personal troubles paled in comparison to theirs.

Nasseri’s story also inspired Steven Spielberg’s famous 2004 film The Terminal, starring Tom Hanks as Viktor Navorski. Like Nasseri, Navorski's fate takes a bad turn when he arrives at JFK Airport in New York. A coup in his Eastern European homeland leaves him stateless, unable to enter the U.S. or return to his country. Viktor, like Nasseri, adapts to his new reality by performing small tasks to earn money and fighting for his right to remain in the airport despite the efforts of the airport’s interim manager to remove him.

Though Nasseri wasn’t directly referenced in The Terminal, he expressed a desire to visit the U.S. after the film’s release. The film depicted bureaucracy and, at times, racism, and the overwhelming security concerns that overshadow the humanitarian aspects of border control.

Nasseri's story is one of displacement, bureaucracy, and the struggle to survive in a system that failed him. He became stranded in Charles de Gaulle due to the loss of his refugee documents, a situation resembling that of the Cuban exile in Tombé du Ciel or Viktor Navorski in The Terminal. Nasseri’s situation also parallels that of many refugees and migrants today, stranded at borders due to stringent immigration laws or political crises.

Nasseri’s bad luck seemed to follow him throughout his life. After participating in a demonstration in Britain against the Shah in 1974, Nasseri was arrested upon returning to Iran, imprisoned for four months, and stripped of his passport. He spent six years after his expulsion from Iran attempting to seek asylum across Europe, only to be rejected by five countries. Even Belgium, which granted him refugee status in 1980, couldn’t stop Nasseri’s misfortune. When he attempted to travel to the UK in 1986, his papers were stolen at a Paris train station en route to Charles de Gaulle Airport, leaving him unable to enter Britain or return to Belgium.

Nasseri's situation was a surreal paradox—he needed documents from Belgium to prove his identity in France, but he was barred from traveling or leaving the airport due to a lack of papers. For 18 years, he lived in Terminal 1, creating a life in a corner of the airport. When Belgium finally offered to reissue his documents in 1985, Nasseri refused, citing their earlier rejection and his reluctance to live there.

In 1999, France granted him temporary residency papers, but Nasseri refused to accept them, having fully embraced his new identity as "Sir Alfred." By this time, he had distanced himself from his Iranian roots, denied speaking Persian, and claimed to be of Swedish descent.

Nasseri's saga raises fundamental questions about identity and belonging. His long ordeal began with being stripped of his homeland and ended with his sense of self being fractured. Over time, he rejected the material world that had cast him aside, crafting a new identity, which he detailed in his book The Terminal Man with British author Andrew Donkin. His corner of the airport, adjacent to shops that sold his book, became both his residence and a symbol of his life’s story.

By August 1, 2006, Nasseri's health had deteriorated, leading to his hospitalization. His personal belongings and even the couch he had used for years were gone from the airport. The French Red Cross took over his case and moved him to a hotel near the airport, and by March 6, 2007, he was admitted to the Emmaus Centre in Paris.

Mehran Karimi Nasseri passed away on November 12, 2022, at the age of 77, marking the end of the most famous airport residency in history. His life was an extraordinary tale of survival, exile, and the search for identity, echoed in the stories of countless others stranded at borders worldwide.

Changi Airport in Singapore
The story of the South Korean man, Choi Ki Hoek, who lived in Changi Airport in Singapore for seven months, is one of the strangest stories that have occurred in airports. Here’s the story in detail:
Choi Ki Hoek, a man from South Korea, was facing financial and social difficulties in his home country. In 2008, he left South Korea and traveled to Singapore in search of work and new opportunities. He entered Singapore as a tourist with a temporary visa, hoping to find an opportunity to settle down or work. However, after his tourist visa expired, he was unable to find a legal way to stay in the country.

When Choi realized he couldn’t stay in Singapore legally, he decided to remain in the transit area of Changi International Airport instead of returning to South Korea or attempting to illegally enter Singapore. He started living in the airport in 2008 and stayed there for a full seven months.

Choi didn’t have enough money to pay for hotel accommodation or travel elsewhere, so he decided to stay in the transit area, where he didn’t need an entry visa. This area is usually designated for transit passengers waiting for their flights, and it wasn’t easy for authorities to detect him quickly.

During the seven months he spent in the airport, Choi relied on the airport’s public facilities to survive. He used public restrooms to maintain his hygiene and spent most of his time in waiting lounges or food areas. He survived on leftover food from airport restaurants or received food donations from other travelers.

Choi managed to stay under the radar for a long time because he didn’t cause any trouble and was careful not to draw attention to himself. Although he didn’t have a designated place to sleep, he would sleep on benches in the waiting areas meant for passengers.

Eventually, authorities noticed Choi's presence, as his stay in the airport became unusual. It was clear
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