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Travel Diaries of an
Atypical Businessman is a collection of
real life experiences that is intended to
hit the reader's nerve or funny bone. Although the title
alludes to business, it should prove humorous to
anyone who has any interest in travel and
cultural diversity.

The content spans the years
from 1990 to 2007, including highlights of
some of the business trips taken by the author. The stories are
factual and reflect the events that
happened at that time, but may not represent current
travel experiences.
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Even when I was young,
traveling and being independent were in my blood.
I was growing up in England where students attend,
in order, primary, junior, and high school.
School began in September, and as my birthday wasn't until October, I was only four years old on my first
day. When I was seven, I was moved from
primary school to junior school where I stayed until I was eleven,
then made the big move into high school.

My primary and junior
school, which collectively was called St. Christopher's School, was about a mile walk from my home. For
the first month or so, my mother, father,
or sister would walk with me so I could get acquainted with the route to and from school. Then I was on my
own. In the twenty-first century, most
wouldn't even consider letting a five-year-old find his way to school and back, but back then it was just
standard operating procedure.

England has an exam called
the Eleven Plus that everyone had to take before leaving junior
school to go to high school. Depending on how well
you did, you could attend the high school of your
choice.

In the high school pecking
order, grammar school was over comprehensive, which was over secondary modern. If I passed my Eleven Plus
with flying colors, my first choice was
grammar school, but my second choice was the Caludon Castle Comprehensive School known for its
excellent sports program. The only problem
(which I didn't consider at the time) was that the school was located on the other side of the city. No other
pupil from my junior school attended Caludon probably because of
the distance. I knew no one when I began my high school years there
in 1967.

I had to take two public
buses each way with a one-way trip taking a minimum of forty-five minutes. I left home at seven and
returned after five, with the time
depending on whether any sports practices or other
activities were scheduled. My parents said
good-bye at the front door, then I was on my own to walk to the bus stop and take the two-bus journey
with the rest of the school children and
general working population.

Along with my daily
traveling, even during my younger days at primary
and junior school, I was fortunate to have parents
who took me on vacation. They didn't have a
large house or expensive car, but instead spent their hard-
earned money on a nice trip each year. We mainly
visited seaside towns in England, but we did venture over to Spain
a couple of times, and one year we even took a bus tour into
Europe, passing through Belgium, Germany, France, Austria, and Italy.

It was three years into my
time at Caludon when the school organized a high school exchange program with Coventry High School in
Connecticut in the United States. In return
for American high school students staying at our house, my family visited there and stayed at their homes.
It must have been in the earlier days of transatlantic travel as we
flew on a Boeing 707 that had to stop in
Gander, Newfoundland, to refuel as otherwise it couldn't
make it across the Atlantic Ocean to New York from
London. When I left the United States after
having a wonderful vacation, I told my parents I would
move there one day.

Ironically, in 1985 I
moved, and have been living in the United States
ever since.

I've been involved with
telecommunications all of my working life, and have worked for some major players in the industry. In 1991, I
started a company with two colleagues of
mine to develop software for contact centers. The company became quite successful. In 1997, I
started another company with one of my previous partners to develop
Web-based contact center products; this company has enjoyed
substantial growth over the last ten years. My function is sales
and marketing, and as our products are sold around the world, it is
my responsibility to find and increase business on a
global basis.

For those not familiar with
the concept of a contact center; it is basically a central point in
a company where its employees interact with its customers.
As this is a travel book, relate it to phoning an
airline to book a flight. Your call enters a queue, you listen to
messages and music for a few minutes, and then hopefully your call gets answered by a human being who
can help you. That is a very basic example
as the concept can apply to any type of business.
My company's products are used to manage that type
of environment to assist companies in
achieving a high level of customer service and efficiency. A
contact center is practically a standard requirement in all
businesses today throughout the world,
which is why we sell products globally and I travel
substantially.

During my career in
telecommunications, I always had jobs that involved travel. In
Great Britain, I drove to different locations, sometimes staying
over a couple nights to complete a task.
Whether is was one of the big cities of London, Birmingham, or
Manchester, or a small mining town in Wales or Northern England, the diversity of the cultures I encountered
along the way provided me with a solid
foundation to venture overseas and tackle new challenges.

In the United States, I
hopped on a plane to my work destinations. After
three years, I had seen most of
America—more so
than many Americans. However, in recent
years, as technology positively impacted communications on a global
basis, my travels became more focused on international
business.

Extensive travel had a
negative impact on my personal life. I've been married for a total of twenty-two years to three different
women (not at the same time, of course).
When I've spoken with other travel-addicted people,
I've found I'm not alone in the "casualty of
travel" department. I paid the price both
emotionally and financially and moved on to a happier place in
life. My current wife, Susan, is not just
my best friend but is also adventurous—my favorite
travel buddy.

I've been to over sixty
countries either for business or pleasure, so I've
been very fortunate to have had many opportunities
to see some wonderful sights and mingle
with cultures from around the world. It has been a very
rewarding and fulfilling experience.

This has led me here, a
chance to document a few business experiences, some of which may be
relevant to other business men or women who travel
during their working lives or even just the
occasional vacationer. It was important for
me to get these stories on paper while I still had the capacity
to remember the past and before some
ailment such as dementia or Alzheimer's comes by.

 



The Organized Chaos of Airline Travel

 


 


 


While I lived in England,
the preferred modes of transport were cars, trains,
and buses. Cars led the way with trains and buses
running a distant second. Intercity
ﬂights around Great
Britain were costly and time-consuming. Considering the time it took to drive to the airport, park the
car, check in, pass through security, take the ﬂight, reclaim any baggage, and rent
a car at the other end, most people could reach their destinations
much sooner by driving their own
cars.

However, the disadvantage
of driving is the inevitability of being caught up in a traffic jam somewhere along the way. The
infrastructure of roadways in England
doesn't adequately support the volume of vehicles that take to the
streets every day. Even though the price of
petrol (aka gas) has always been at least two to three times higher than North America, people just figure
that it's the cost of driving so they suck
it up. Thus despite this drawback, Great Britain is small
enough that unless someone is traveling from the
south of England to the north of Scotland, travel by plane doesn't
make much sense. Like the millions of daily commuters, I also drove back and forth to work where the only
challenge was deciding which route to take:
the motorway or the country road?

When I moved to Florida in
1985, I knew I had to travel throughout the United States and Canada, so for obvious reasons planes became
my mode of transport. Within a few days of starting my life in the
United States, I'd joined the frequent
flyer programs of all the popular carriers so I was all set to
start traveling on business.

During the first year, I
went through three phases of attitudes towards travel. Phase one was exciting as I was getting to visit many
places in America for the first time.
Although of course I had to work, it was an adventure. But
then phase two came along in which I'd become
tired and bored with the whole travel
thing. With the ordeal of getting to airports at ridiculous
times of the day, squeezing into cramped
planes, staying in less-than-mediocre hotels, and eating out alone, I no longer found it enjoyable.
Then there was phase three, which was
acceptance of the fact that it was what I had to do for
a living. I focused on why I had to travel rather
than belabor the thoughts mentioned in
phase two.

As I ventured further
afield outside of North America, my feelings about
business travel resorted back to phase one. New
experiences were upon me—
it was time to enjoy the business travel life
again.

A substantial part of my
life revolved around flying in planes, which also involved all of the time associated with leaving
home, going somewhere, and returning.
During all the time I've spent on the road, I've seen my fair share
of weirdness along with inefficiencies and incompetence, and the
occasional emotional meltdown by the traveling public. Airline travel is pretty much an organized process,
but when a large number of people need to get somewhere especially
during peak hours, it can be chaotic, thus
creating the term organized chaos
that I often use. I've
opinions about the whole airline travel experience that at
times may seem cynical, but in spite of some
challenges along the way, the whole process
actually works.

 







I've always wondered just how many airports
there are in the world.

Even if I discount the
small airports catering to the small-engine planes
(those carrying no more than half a dozen people),
there are still thousands. Some major
cities have more than one airport. London even has four
(Gatwick, Heathrow, Stansted, and City), and with
Luton just a few miles up the M1 motorway,
I could say it's five. For a city to have more than one
airport would suggest that the air traffic is
substantial in the area. With planes
arriving and leaving at the same time, it's surprising there
haven't been more accidents. Air traffic controllers must be very
disciplined and calm individuals. Air
traffic control is something I don't understand—I'm just
thankful that it works so I can spend my time worrying about
other aspects of travel.

During my junior school
days, every year we went on a plane-spotting excursion to London's Heathrow. My teachers must have thought
it was an educational trip in some way. It
was interesting to make a note of all of the planes coming and
going. Watching planes take off and land was a lesson in geography
as it provided a way of learning about other countries in
the world.

London is probably the
largest and busiest international airport in the
world as it acts as a gateway from the West into
Europe and beyond. Atlanta and Chicago are probably the busiest
when it comes to U.S. domestic traffic, and
it's not unusual for two planes to be taking off or landing at the
same time on parallel runways.

Atlanta has only one
airport, although there are rumors about building
a second. Sunday evening, Monday mornings, and
Friday afternoons are the busiest. I try to
avoid flying at these times, although sometimes I don't have
a choice.

On one Monday morning, as I
entered the terminal on my way to the check-in desk at Delta, I
found myself stuck in the middle of a pedestrian jam. This was
caused by people walking in several directions, pulling
their luggage behind them as they converged
in a bottleneck in the hall. For several minutes, no one could move, and the help of airport employees
was needed to figure out the mess. People
were forced to reverse and squeeze through gaps where they could, with no one letting go of any luggage. The
travelers who were running late for their
flights experienced anxiety and frustration, and I
heard a few words spoken that don't appear in the
dictionary. The situation reminded me of
traffic congestion in Mexico City during rush hour.

Generally speaking, I would
say the Atlanta airport is an efficient one considering the number of people who pass through it. The
trains that take the passengers to the
concourses run every few minutes make sure there is a
continuous flow of people from the terminal. The
prerecorded message on the train to
announce its arrival at a concourse has changed over the years from
a male to a female voice. However, until recently the sound
quality was fuzzy, and it was difficult for
anyone remotely hard of hearing to tell the difference between B, C, and D terminals. Recently, clarifying
words have been added to the message such
as A for Adam, B for Bravo, C for Charlie, etc. I sometimes think they should mix this up a little. For
example, how about A for Arson, B for Bomb
Scare, C for Catastrophe, or D for Death and Destruction? Second thoughts: this is a bad idea as it
wouldn't be too long before someone would
use this as a reason to file a lawsuit.

Immigration at Atlanta for
inbound international flights has improved over the last few years,
although if you happen to arrive at the same time as other flights,
there will be a crowd in the immigration hall, which then requires
the help of security to direct traffic (I think of them as land
traffic controllers). The strangest airport
for immigration I've been to is Siem Reap in Cambodia. I would imagine that Phnom Penh is the same.
Cambodia requires each passenger to
purchase a visa on entry, so all the people line up
and hand over their passports and money to
military-style visa officers. The passport
is passed along to a desk for further inspection, then a
handwritten visa is glued onto one of the pages in the passport.
Visitors gather in a small enclosed area for the final visa officer
to open up the passport at the picture page
and hold it up in front of everyone in the hope that someone
will recognize himself. After claiming the
passport, people go to the immigration officer, who is trained not to smile, before exiting to the
baggage area.

One time I was returning to
Atlanta from overseas at a quiet time of the day. Before I had my citizenship, I had a green card
(which was actually pink). The immigration
officer, who was Hispanic, decided she would like
to engage in conversation at my expense by
quizzing me about my personal life. She
actually accused me of marriage fraud, suggesting I'd gotten
married just to stay in the country. I
politely and tactfully responded in order to avoid being sent to
the immigration office for further questioning while at the
same time thinking about the millions of
people who were in the country illegally.

As is true of many people
who travel for business, I have spent a measurable percentage of my life at airports. If someone
travels by plane every week, considering a two-hour check-in that
is usually required each way, this would
mean about 10 percent of the person's working week is spent
at the airport.

A nice environment goes a
long way in easing the burden of travel. Hong Kong, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Amsterdam, and London's
Heathrow are, in my opinion the best of the
breed of international airports as there are plenty of things to
occupy people's time. They are clean, organized, and decent places
to hang out. Most of the airports in America are adequate and
efficient. I experienced Delhi airport during a time when it was
being repaired, and it was the dirtiest and
most chaotic place I have ever been to.

Airports sometimes seem
like a second home to some weary travelers, which is a sad and
unfortunate fact of life. We all have to suck it up and
accept it as part of the process of being a
traveling businessman or woman.

 



Checking in

 


Everyone hates checking in
at the airport. Even though we pay many dollars to fly from place to place, we have to endure a number
of aggravations along the way, with the first being this one. Now
that people are able to check in online
before going to the airport or by using the kiosk there, you'd
think the number of complications would be
drastically reduced. However, all it actually enables the airlines
to do is to reduce the head count at the check- in desks, therefore
causing little or no change for the people who have to actually
line up to check in. These relatively new check-in procedures have
worked at a few airports, but in my experience of hurrying to the
check-in line and waiting, it hasn't
changed much. People still are like cattle waiting
to be processed before joining the end of the
security line for the next time- consuming
process.

Airlines create separate
check-in lines for frequent flyer members who attain the silver,
gold, or platinum level of their fancy-named programs.
However, because the staffing level is much lower
than the regular check-in line, the wait
time doesn't improve significantly, if at all. The benefit for
these high flyers is that they get to stand
on a worn, colorful strip of carpet and look over at the other people as if to say, "I'm more
important than you."

I'm surprised how many
times when I'm next in line, the person in front of me has a problem. The first sign of this is when the
agent picks up the telephone and begins a conversation. The
paranoid side of me wonders whether it's a personal call instead of
one discussing the business at hand. The
downside of this is that if there are only one or two agents
serving the frequent flyers, the so-called
average wait time increases significantly.

At some airports, usually
the less sophisticated ones, security staff is assigned to search
people's luggage prior to check-in. They do wear latex
gloves, but I have seen some of these people in
the past use their bare hands. The problem
is this: your suitcase will be opened up in front of everyone who
is waiting behind you. It is obviously worse for
you—and everyone
else looking on—if
you are on your return trip, because then you'll have
dirty clothes. Without personally knowing the
owners of suitcase searches in progress,
you can get a really good idea of the type of person they are,
where they are going to (or where they are
coming from), and whether this was a business trip, vacation, or even a honeymoon.

Once at the check-in desk,
the first question to ask is whether any upgrades are available. It doesn't matter whether the flight
is fifteen minutes or five hours in length,
you should ask if there is any chance to avoid the
cramped area of economy-class seating. If you're
on the upgrade list, you will be notified
later at the gate if any seat becomes available. Everyone behind
you is thinking the same thing as you thought about the people in
front of you while you were lining up:
"That person will be taking the last first class
seat on my flight."

People generally have
seating preferences. If I can't get upgraded, I will
try, in this order, to secure: the exit row aisle,
exit row window, aisle seat anywhere except
the bulkhead, window seat anywhere except the bulkhead, aisle seat
bulkhead, window seat bulkhead, middle seat exit row, and
middle seat anywhere.

Occasionally you will see
people with overweight luggage expressing their displeasure and reluctance at having to pay extra money, which
will result in emptying their suitcase on
the floor in front of everyone in an attempt to transfer something to their hand luggage. This in turn
lengthens the check-in line and disgusts
the already aggravated people waiting in it.

Many airports have the
option of checking in outside via the skycaps. This process can be much less painful, and I think it's
advisable for domestic flights. Obviously,
tipping is an unofficial requirement for using skycaps, but
well worth it.

By the time you get to
security, the pleasure of flying has already been dented by the
check-in process. Depending on the airport and the level of the
most recent terrorist alert, clearing security can be a form of
organized chaos. For first-time flyers or
those who haven't traveled for some time, it is
confusing, and
confusion causes backups.

All airport policies seem
to differ, especially international ones. In North
America, thanks to the "Shoe Bomber" hiding
explosives in his shoe heel and trying to
ignite them during flight, we are now all required to remove
our shoes. (The "Shoe Bomber" has thus
become a particularly hated terrorist.)

Some of the confusion in
the screening area is going away as people are becoming more experienced at travel; however, for
first-timers, it is still intimidating. Once I saw a mother trying
to put her baby through the X-ray machine.
Yet I know it's the price we pay for security, and I have no
problem with that.

Once through security, it's
like being let out of jail: we are now free to go
and find something to do before boarding the
flight.

 



Airport Lounges

 


For frequent travelers,
airport lounges are a necessity as they provide a
way to have a quiet and relaxed time before being
subjected to the hustle and bustle of the
flight. I try and arrive at the airport early so I can enjoy some
relaxation between the hassles of checking in and clearing security
and the flight itself.

Airlines may have their own
lounges, or may partner with other airlines supposedly in an effort to save real estate and reduce
operating costs. The time of day or day of
week you fly will determine how busy these places will
be. On many occasions I've not been able to find
any room to sit down as it seemed that
virtually every passenger had a membership. More people were
crammed into one of these places than were out on
the concourse. When it's standing room only, the free drink or free
snacks aren't worth it.

On long-haul flights,
airline lounges become more important, especially
if a layover is involved. One time, I joined a
frequent flyer program for one airline just
so I could qualify to go into its business class lounge on my
stopover in Fiji from Los Angeles to Sydney
and vice versa. The stopover was at four o'clock in the morning, and even though it was only for ninety
minutes, it was well worth the investment
just to be able to sit in a comfortable armchair and have a
tropical drink for breakfast.

Without doubt, the best
lounge I've experienced is the Malaysian Airlines First Class one in Kuala Lumpur. They even have a
dining area with tablecloths, fine china,
and silverware. The food is first rate, and so is the wait
staff. I actually ate something there just for the
sake of eating as I wasn't really hungry.
There are sleeping areas, spotlessly clean showers, and a place
for massages. It tempts you to
accidentally-on-purpose miss your flight.

However, unfortunately I have also been in
some airline lounges that are so bad I preferred to stand and wait
at the gate.

 



Inside the Cabin

 


Airlines board passengers
in much the same ways. After all, how creative can you be when the
idea is simply to get people in their seats as quickly as possible? Many people have carry-ons; because
airlines lose luggage, most travelers don't
want to take the chance their clothes won't reach their
destination. The main reason people want to get on the plane as
soon as possible is to secure space in the overhead bin for their
bags, either directly above their seats or
in front of them, but never behind. Passengers who store their
luggage even only two or three seats behind their seats will be
caught up in the snail stampede when its time to disembark (or
deplane as they say in North America), and will be forced to wait
until the plane empties. If the overhead bins become full,
carry-ons have to be checked, and the unlucky passengers who just
spent ten minutes looking for any remaining space have to say
good-bye to their belongings while everyone else looks on and sighs in relief.

Once all the passengers
have been shoehorned into their seats, it's now the plane's turn to wait in a line. Of course, the pilot
doesn't tell the bad news until after
leaving the gate to inform the passengers of where the plane is
in the queue. The worst scenario I ever
experienced was being twenty-seventh in line before takeoff (in Atlanta of course). My parents were
once stuck on the taxiway for seven hours with the pilot refusing
to return to the gate. That was a case for
false imprisonment.

Economy-class seats were
never meant to accommodate anyone over two hundred pounds. One time when I was returning from Mexico City
on a three-and-a-half-hour flight, I wasn't
able to get an upgrade. However, I was able
to get my second choice seat—an exit row aisle. I had only a
small computer bag for carry-on luggage so
I had no need to join the mad rush for the
plane when boarding was first announced. When I eventually boarded
and started to walk down the aisle, I noticed a man in the window
seat in my row who must have been at least three-hundred-and-fifty
pounds, with another only slightly smaller
individual crammed into the middle seat. Each man took up the space
of a seat and a quarter, which equated to two-and-a-
half seats. That left me with half a
seat.

I had to lean part way out
into the aisle to enjoy any ounce of comfort. I never saw or felt the armrest during the entirety of the
flight. Unfortunately, the flight was completely sold out, so there
were no other seat available. The food and
drinks cart came by it seemed more times than any flight I had
ever been on, and when it passed my row, I
had to somehow turn sideways to let it by.
They served dinner on the flight, which meant extra space was
required for elbow room. I gave up on my
meal halfway through. It was an ugly four- and-a-half hours, including an hour of delays before takeoff
and waiting after landing for another aircraft to leave our
gate.

On every flight, there
seems to be something broken or out of service. It
could be one of the toilets not functioning
properly (which can cause mild panic among passengers), the videos
not working, the sound system being distorted, the air vents not
blowing cool air, the seats not reclining (or not doing anything
but recline), the food trays not lying flat, or the window
shades not opening or closing. It could also mean
someone on the cabin staff having a bad
day.

Being in close proximity to
people they've never met can cause passengers to become nervous. It really is a time for tolerance and for
remembering that this is the price of
getting from one place to another. It's not meant to be
enjoyable.

On virtually every flight,
there will be one incident to remember, usually passenger-related. Recently, I was on a flight that started
its descent into Atlanta when a woman seated two rows in front of
me and across the aisle decided to change her baby's diaper. She
laid the baby on the aisle seat in viewing range of close-by
passengers and started the process. Apart from the baby's screaming with discomfort from ear pressure
changes, there was a huge mess, impacted
greatly by turbulence. The sight and stench became unbearable for
the passengers seated nearby, and I am sure if there were
parachutes on the plane, a couple of people would have taken the
plunge. This was one occasion where
passengers didn't listen to the cabin staff about
remaining seated once the plane touched down. The
crew wanted to be outside just as much as
everyone else.

On some planes in which the
engine is located in the rear, the final row may not have a window, and if it does, the view is of the
engine, which is only about six inches away
from the passenger's face. I was leaving Chicago
one day and took the remaining seat on an
earlier-than-planned flight. This happened
to be the aisle seat on the absolute last row of the plane, the one
by the toilet. The two gentlemen next to me
were also British. Although none of us had
met each other before, we immediately came to the conclusion that
there was some sort of conspiracy in the works against British male
travelers. After the expected traffic
delay, which of course only happens when you are in discomfort,
passengers had the need to go to the only toilet on the
plane. For the next hour, I was in close
proximity and at eye level with passengers' midsections as they lined up for the bathroom. The flight
attendant took sympathy on us British folk,
and to dispel our thoughts that the airline hated
ex-pats, she gave us an extra bag of
peanuts.

Fortunately not all flights
are as horrid as the ones described, and when an opportunity comes along when you can cash in some frequent
flyer miles for a first class ticket,
memories of those not-so-pleasant flights morph into past moments
of laughter. Recently, my wife and I took a transpacific
flight from Los Angeles to Singapore. We
were the only ones in first class, so in addition to receiving some
of the best care in the air, the first class cabin
seemed like our own hotel room.

From one extreme to the
other, the experiences all make for a few good stories down at the pub.

 



Airplane Toilets

 


Have you ever wondered how
an airline calculates how many bathrooms it needs on a plane? Is it
based on the number of seats, the distance the plane
will be flying, the duration of the flight, or the
fact the airline serves food or drinks?

On larger jets, the
bathroom is small enough, but those regional jets
are strategically designed to prevent people from
having a successful visit, as you have to
be shorter than five feet to get close to where you need to be.
It's similar to getting dressed and
undressed in a kitchen cabinet. Most seasoned travelers don't even bother trying and restrict what they eat
and drink during flights on smaller
aircraft.

Even on the larger jets,
the space is cramped. It certainly isn't the most hygienic
place— no better
than a Porta-John on a construction site.

When I was a child and took
my first flight with my parents to mainland Europe, I was very
intrigued by the bathroom. During the flight, I decided to
lock myself in and entertain myself by playing
with all of the fancy gadgets. The
stewardesses, as they were called back then, had to bang on the
door to check if I was okay. My parents started to get concerned
after I'd been missing for twenty minutes. Also, the line for the
bathroom extended past where they were
sitting. Hence there were a lot of not-so-happy faces when I
eventually came out.

On long hauls and crowded
flights, the toilets get abused, and it's easy to notice their gradual deterioration as landing draws closer.
Depending on the airline, and how cramped you are in your seat, it
is sometimes a relief to be able stretch
your legs and walk a few steps to pay a visit. If they made
the toilets too comfortable, then no one
would want to sit in their designated seats.

It all adds up to the experience of
flying.

 



Food and Drink

 


There have been many jokes
made about the quality of airline food and drink, and most of them are well justified. Over the last few
years, the criteria have changed for
deciding whether to feed or not feed the passengers. If food
has to be served at all, then what should it be?
To give due respect to ailing airlines,
it's understandable that cutbacks are necessary. Fuel costs
continue to rise, but people still have to
get from one place to another, so something has to give.

One of the reasons people
scramble to get an upgrade is because they are fed more than the economy passengers, although it is
questionable whether this is an advantage.
Alcohol is generally free in first class, and unfortunately
some passengers take advantage of this by binge
drinking. On one of the rare occasions that
I managed to get an upgrade, the passenger next to me, also a
frequent flyer with next to zero upgrade opportunities was
hell-bent on getting wasted for free as his
revenge for not getting upgraded more often.

 


 



Baggage Handling

 


Is it "Baggage Claim" or
"Baggage Reclaim"? This has been a mystery for me for many years. Depending on where you are in the
world, you will see one of these signs, but
they mean the same thing. Reclaim
seems to make the most
sense as it would suggest that you are getting back something
you previously gave away, whereas
claim doesn't suggest
that.

There has never been any
single policy regarding checking luggage. (Actually the term
check seems out of place,
unless you are inspecting the luggage.)
Depending on the day, and maybe the flight capacity, your
luggage will be weighed. On an unlucky day,
if your luggage is overweight, you will be
asked to pay a fee, which might be referred to as a fine or freight
charge. However, depending on the attitude
of the check-in agent, you may be allowed
some tolerance factor before the bag is judged too heavy. One day
it might be a pound; another day it will be ten pounds. Either way,
there doesn't seem to be any written rule
on the subject as the decision is up to the discretion of the agent
at that moment in time. The amount of the excess and the agent's
need for power will determine whether the passenger is forced
to expose his or her suitcase in front of
everyone to try and lighten the load.

Once checked, you can only
hope you see your luggage again. This can
be an uneasy time as you know all airlines lose a substantial
amount of luggage each year. Most of it tends to be located in the
short term, but some of it gets lost forever. This may be due to
theft or by some unlucky chance, your luggage getting sent to
another country in error. All checked luggage gets tagged with a
three-letter airport code. As there are twenty-six
letters in the alphabet, over seventeen thousand
combinations of letters are possible.
However, the code for most airports is related to the city where
the airport is located or the name of the
airport, if it is named after someone. Examples include ATL for
Atlanta, LGA for LaGuardia, DFW for Dallas- Fort Worth, LAX for Los
Angeles, LHR for London Heathrow, LGW for London Gatwick, CDG for Charles De Gaulle, MKE for Milwaukee,
MSP for Minneapolis-St. Paul, HKG for Hong
Kong, and my favorite, SIN for Singapore.
Why is it that Canada has chosen to confuse everyone by
prefixing the second and third letters with
a Y for most of their airports? At least they could give the
baggage handlers a chance of getting it right.

The check-in agent presses
a button, and your luggage joins the common conveyer belt with everyone else's, hopefully destined for the
right aircraft. However, for frequent
travelers, if it hasn't happened already, there will come
a time when luggage will be lost. The statistics
speak for themselves, and for the
unfortunate few who never see their belongings again, I can
understand their never wanting to check
luggage.

The larger the airport of
destination, the more confusing it will be for the passengers, and a greater chance there will be of
misplaced luggage and misinformation being
provided by the baggage handlers. If an airport only
has two baggage claim carousels, then you look
either right or left, but at the busier airports things can be
intimidating and confusing, especially when the electronic marquees are either malfunctioning or the person
responsible for feeding it the right
information is having a bad day.

One of the worst jobs in
the world is to be a "lost baggage" agent. No one approaching this counter for assistance will be happy.
When luggage goes missing, someone is going
to take some verbal abuse. These people deserve a
lot of credit for being the sounding board for
someone else's mistake. I've been guilty of
mouthing off at these people. I know they don't really understand a
businessman's embarrassment while trying to sell product to a
well-groomed customer while dressed in a
T-shirt and jeans, but in the heat of the moment
someone has to pay.

Most luggage manufacturers
color their products black. They must have spent years of research in coming to the conclusion that
people want black luggage. There will be
the occasional red or tartan suitcase, or something that
resembles a carpet, but most of it is black.
However, if you look closely at all the
black luggage coming off a flight, you will be very hard pressed to
find two identical pieces.

Ninety-nine percent of the
time, the efficiency of the airport staff prevails
and the public will be reunited with their luggage
upon arrival, but it's that one percent
that will cause you grief when you least expect it.
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